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      Preface

      
      
      Courses (and books) on crime and deviance are among the most popular in the social
         sciences. For many reasons, these topics are interesting and compelling to both academics
         and untrained observers. From a spike in bicycle thefts on college campuses to the
         officer-involved shootings of unarmed blacks, nearly everyone seems to have a point
         of view on issues of crime and justice. Similarly, most people can readily conjure
         images of “deviants” and “criminals.” Such individuals are almost always seen as bad
         people, a menace to society. However, consider the moral argument espoused by congressman
         and civil rights hero John Lewis during a commencement speech at Washington University
         in 2016:
      

      
         When you see something that is not right, not fair, not just, you have a moral obligation, a mission and a mandate, to stand up, to speak up and speak out, and get in the way, get in trouble, good trouble, necessary trouble.[1] 
         

      

      Rarely, if ever, are the “disciplined nonconformists” and “good trouble” John Lewis
         refers to included in these images. Yet, this book argues, these are some of the most
         important deviants and criminals to consider in any academic discussion of the topic.
      

      
      Good Trouble is a tribute to the criminal—a special kind of criminal who is motivated not by personal
         gain but ethical altruism. This book conceptualizes such an individual as a “deviant
         hero.” The premise of this volume is that deviance and crime are a vital source of
         progressive social change. Consider Martin Luther King Jr. Almost everyone considers
         his (and his compatriots’) work and actions heroic. However, the figures and actions
         of the civil rights movement were (and in some cases still are) typified as deviant
         and even criminal. This is also true of well-known figures in other movements, such
         as the women’s movement (Emma Goldman), the labor movement (Mother Jones), gay rights
         (Harvey Milk), anticolonialism (Gandhi), science (Darwin), and religion (Joan of Arc),
         just to name a few. Both history and contemporary society provide similar examples
         useful for probing within the theoretical frameworks proposed by the sociology of
         deviance. Yet, heroic or altruistic kinds of deviance are almost never considered
         in the literature on crime.
      

      
      Resistance to such a conceptualization arises because “commonsense” understanding
         seems to contradict the proposition that crime might lead to transformative change.
         Most people, including scholars and academics, typically think of deviance and crime
         as behaviors that are either morally disdainful or at least a bit odd. While sociology
         may consider examples of deviance that might be morally neutral (depending on the
         context), such as tattooing, polyamory, gender nonconformity, or perhaps nudity, criminologists
         overwhelmingly tend to focus on behaviors condemned by law, which are typically unquestioned
         and assumed to be “immoral behaviors.” However, looking back in history at people
         who made a difference, who changed things for the better, it is not unusual to discover
         that such individuals were often considered deviant or even criminal in their own
         social context.
      

      
      Crime has always served as a means to question unjust laws, effectively transforming
         society for the better. Certain types of crime and deviance may also catalyze collective
         sentiment to overcome social inertia, provoking broad movements that reconsider shared
         moral frameworks. Yet, few people regard crime and deviance as representing a necessary
         social phenomenon. To my knowledge, no book specifically examines “good trouble,”
         though this concept may be easily derived from scholarly understandings of deviance.
      

      
      Sociologists usually define deviance as a fluid construct, relative to given social
         circumstances and neither negative nor positive in itself. However, despite the widespread
         rejection of absolutist approaches, most texts and studies of deviant behavior implicitly
         or explicitly still present deviance as morally bad, wrongly conflating deviant behavior
         with villainous actions, or morally neutral. This book argues that some of the most
         important deviants have been at the forefront of positive social change and the creation
         of a fairer, more just, and more humane society. Deviant heroes violate unjust norms
         and laws and face the repercussions, effecting social change in the process.
      

      
      This book has three central aims: first, to establish the theoretical viability of
         a deviant hero and provide a method for considering how deviance may provoke progressive
         social change; second, to provide a typology of deviant heroism and to document examples—contemporary
         and historical—that represent the praxis of deviant heroism; and third, to examine
         the problem of conformity and establish how deviant heroism in everyday life may be
         a remedy for injustice in any social context.
      

      
      For the Objector

      
      The aim of Good Trouble is to demonstrate that by introducing new moral frameworks or provoking needed social
         change, crime and deviance have a positive social value. To many, such a tribute to
         criminality and rule defiance seems outrageous, perhaps even dangerous. Readers and
         critics may question how norm violation could be celebrated in one moment but condemned
         in another. Others may find the deliberate violation of law, whatever the context,
         morally wrong, especially in a democratic society. After all, there are mechanisms,
         such as elections and legislation, by which people can change the law. Others may
         contend that any notion of “positive crime” is a moral and ethical slippery slope:
         Doesn’t advocating the violation of one law disrespect all laws? Doesn’t homage to
         those who break laws to advance a cause, no matter how ethical or just, open a Pandora’s
         box leading to complete disrespect for the rule of law itself?
      

      
      These concerns are valid, but they fail to acknowledge the value and function of rule
         breaking in certain contexts. It is true that societies, even undemocratic ones, have
         legal means to change rules and address citizen grievances or desire for social change.
         However, this assertion does not recognize how legal means of effecting social change
         may be monopolized, especially in societies with high degrees of inequality or discrimination,
         by groups that possess political and economic power or have a strong influence on
         the culture and society. It also does not acknowledge how history has been profoundly
         shaped by norm violators. The very people who express commitment to the “rule of law”
         may also believe in institutions that were formed by lawbreakers. The Founding Fathers
         of the United States were in fact such people, as were the founders of major religious
         traditions like Jesus, Martin Luther, and Buddha—all were rule violators to one extent
         or another.
      

      
      The question of treating the law as a strict moral code that should not be challenged
         through unconventional means deserves further consideration. Both criminology and
         sociology tend to dismiss absolutist interpretations of criminal laws, which hold
         all crimes up to an invariant moral standard; an act is defined as a crime because
         it is bad or causes harm. But such a perspective does not account for immoral acts,
         such as slavery, that were once fully legal, or for crimes, such as human rights violations,
         that are relatively new constructs. It is therefore crucial to understand that the
         definition of crime is temporally and spatially bound. Murder in the context of warfare
         or capital punishment may be perfectly legal while using cannabis or betting on the
         outcome of a sporting event can draw a criminal sanction. A woman sunning topless
         on the beach in the south of France is perfectly acceptable; the same act in the south
         of Saudi Arabia would be an unthinkable act that could result in a very long prison
         sentence, or worse. The point is that crime always exists in a social context, and
         this is not so much about what is considered good or bad, but what is deemed criminal
         at a given place and time. Certain laws, when challenged, may be an act of altruism
         that brings about a greater good.
      

      
      Lastly, an objector to “good trouble” may rightly ask, “Why is one’s person’s action
         ‘good trouble’ while the actions of a criminal who expresses an altruistic motive
         are not?” The first chapter delves into this further. This volume does not take a
         strict constructionist position on this issue. While I do establish an operational
         definition of good trouble based on clear criteria, I fully admit that this book is
         a normative rather than an objective (or positivist) undertaking. I invite the skeptic
         to consider fully the biographies and historical contexts of the deviants and criminals
         presented in this volume, and the impact their rule breaking has made on society.
         The first chapter delves into this question further.
      

      
      

      Organization and Overview

      
      The book is divided into three parts. Part I, “Deviance and Good Trouble,” consists
         of two chapters that outline deviant heroism from a sociological perspective, considering
         the theoretical role of the deviant hero within classical and contemporary sociological
         traditions and identifying directions for social research on the topic. Chapter 1
         problematizes how crime and deviance, which are almost exclusively thought of as negative
         or neutral phenomena, can be a source and driver of positive social change. Chapter
         2 probes into classical and contemporary sociological theories that support this thesis.
         It will also propose a methodology to consider heroic deviance within a framework,
         first established by C. Wright Mills, that looks at the intersection of individual
         biography (specific deviants) and history (the unjust social structures in which they
         found themselves).
      

      
      Once the theoretical viability of heroic deviance is established, Part II will examine
         specific people who have been labeled either deviant or criminal who have effected
         positive social change through their actions. This section will primarily focus on
         well-established heroic deviants in history, but contemporary examples will also be
         considered. Chapter 3 will use Martin Luther King Jr.’s “Letter from a Birmingham
         Jail” to demonstrate how heroic deviance may be practiced in a specific context. Chapter
         4 will give further examples, in Frederick Douglass, Harriet Tubman, John Brown, John
         Lewis, Rosa Parks and Claudette Colvin, Malcolm X, Huey Newton, and others, including
         Black Lives Matter, of lawbreaking heroes who fought racial injustice. Chapters 5
         through 8 will survey specific types of heroic deviance—respectively, women fighting
         for human rights, labor agitators, what I call truth-tellers or “lamplighters,” and
         peacemakers.
      

      
      Chapter 5, “Outsiders: Women in Good Trouble,” examines the adage that “well-behaved
         women rarely make history.” This chapter will consider the biographies, words, and
         actions of women who disrupted the status quo through direct action and other forms
         of confrontation to change laws and effect social change. Individual deviants include
         suffragists such as Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony. It also examines
         key figures in the first wave of the women’s rights movement such as Margaret Sanger
         and Emma Goldman, who led the fight for women’s reproductive rights. Alongside these
         profiles is an engagement of feminism and feminist social science, work that was long
         excluded from the sociological canon.
      

      
      Chapter 6 looks at good trouble in the labor movement, generated by heroes of labor
         rights like Eugene V. Debs, Albert and Lucy Parsons, Joe Hill, and César Chavez. Chapter
         7 contemplates how “truth-tellers” overcame normative contexts to alert the world
         to new ways of thinking or gross injustices. Truth-tellers may be scientists the authorities
         labeled as heretics, like Galileo and Darwin, but so also are whistleblowers like
         Frank Serpico and Karen Silkwood. Chapter 8 looks at Peacemakers, Earthsavers, Lovers,
         and Dreamers—people who, like Chief Joseph, Ann Frank, and Malala Yousafzai, through
         various acts of deviance, sought a peaceful resolution to conflict against a violent
         aggressor.
      

      
      While Part II examined historical figures and contemporaries who challenged unjust
         laws on a sociological macro-level, Part III addresses the problem of deviance on
         a micro-level. Chapter 9 looks at the sociology and psychology of conformity, at the
         relationship of conformity to fascism, and how deviant heroism may be an antidote
         to collective acquiescence in the face of inhumanity. The case of US soldiers in the
         My Lai massacre in Vietnam serves as an illustrative case in the dangers of “complicit
         conformity.” To further underscore the problem of conformity, this chapter also revisits
         three famous studies of conformity and their conclusions—the Milgram Study, the Asch
         Conformity Project, and the Stanford Prison Experiment. Chapter 10 provides a way
         for the reader to practice deviant heroism in everyday life, in deviant acts of kindness,
         for example. This chapter describes norm-breaching experiments that may be carried
         out with students in an academic setting.
      

      
      Because this book is organized as a survey of several notable deviants who have impacted
         social change, it engages literature outside the sociology of deviance and criminology,
         in particular literature of social movements and various histories of these movements.
         However, Good Trouble is not an attempt to explain or capture partial episodes of any single social movement,
         let alone the entirety of one. Nor is it possible in a work such as this to give a
         complete biography of any single deviant hero. Volumes with the specific histories,
         processes, and intents of these figures are noted in the bibliography. Rather, this
         book seeks to underscore specific acts of deviance that have advanced humanity and
         to give some of the social context in which the deviance occurred. In addition, many
         of these acts evoked a political or social reaction, resulting in attempts at political
         or social control. Therefore, there is always a political and cultural context to
         consider in each of these cases of good trouble. Many of the examples are from the
         United States, but some are quite historical (going back to Socrates). In other cases,
         a comparative or international perspective illuminates key acts of good trouble in
         other countries and cultures. This is probed in chapter 5 as various women in good
         trouble are examined.
      

      
      Because this volume is focused on deviance, law breaking, and conformity, it draws
         heavily on sociological traditions. However, criminology and psychology are also useful
         in capturing the dynamic social, historical, and legal process involved in the construction
         of deviance and heroism. Therefore, this book, though grounded in the major theoretical
         traditions of sociology, is interdisciplinary.
      

      
      Note

      
      
         
            1. Full text of speech found at https://source.wustl.edu/2016/05/john-lewis-2016-
commencement-address-washington-university-st-louis/ on December 12, 2018.
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      The conventional understanding of criminal behavior and deviance generally associates
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         and, ultimately, even heroic.
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