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9 

Recounting Deviance  
Forms and practices of presenting 

divergent behaviour in the Late Middle 

Ages and Early Modern Period –  

An Introduction 

JÖRG ROGGE 
 
 
In medieval and early modern societies norms1 have been a popular 
means to judge behaviour and to decide whether it could be regarded as 
correct and in line with the perception of the majority of a given socie-
ty. Norms transfer the nonspecific values of societies into specific rules 
of conduct or codes of behaviour and by doing so, they had been used 
to draw the line between accepted and divergent behaviour. In current 
research, there is a wide range of studies in the field of codes of behav-
iour: legal, social, ethnic – to name just a few.2  

It is necessary to distinguish between behavioural expectations on 
one side and norms on the other. Norms have – in contrast to behav-
ioural expectations – a more formalised claim of validity and ac-
ceptance because they are often the basis for law and lawgiving. In 
every society, professionals (priests, lawyers, judges, rulers) together 
with other staff (administration, police force) have been responsible to 

                                                        
1  JUSSEN, 2008, pp. 176-177. 
2  BORNSCHIER, 2007; CLINARD/MEIER, 2001; FRANZESE, 2009; KÄSTNER/ 

SCHERHOFF, 2013. 
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protect the norms and to use them for the benefit of the society, the 
town, realm or the like.  

The professionals have not only been in charge of the protection or 
production of norms, they have also applied and adapted them in specif-
ic contexts. Generally speaking, one can say that the more specific a 
norm the more likely it was to be broken. 

Ordinary members of pre-modern societies had to deal with differ-
ent norm systems. They had to behave properly according to the accus-
tomed norms which had been in use in their social group: family, vil-
lage, a town, gild or parish. 

Norms are not static; they are subject to permanent change over 
space and time. Observing medieval and early modern societies, we can 
see how the efforts to stabilise a set of norms are related to the dynamic 
of change. The change takes place because people find themselves 
constricted by the way norms had been executed. They are discontent 
with a situation that forces them to be geared towards a norm that, for 
example, prohibits them to marry again or to articulate criticism against 
the political authorities. Another reason for deviant behaviour was the 
practice to use religious norms in order to force people into religious 
orthodoxy or a specific form of mundane living.   

The articles in this volume deal with such persons who had – for 
one reason or another – been discontent with their situation. They tried 
to change this situation by using different means and activities. Accord-
ing to these means, their behaviour could have been judged as divergent 
in the light of the prevailing opinion or norms respectively.3  

We have to consider that divergent behaviour was not necessarily 
regarded as criminal conduct; therefore, it is necessary to take into 
account the practise or the procedure, which we can observe in our 
material (sources) that had been used to mark behaviour as being diver-
gent or criminal.  

In recent research, one line of interpretation emphasises the connec-
tion between deviance and resistance in the early modern political cul-
ture. Acts of deviance and resistance are interpreted as a reaction 
                                                        
3  RODNEY/BAINBRIDGE, 1996, p. 5: “At the individual level: Persons will 

conform to the norms to the extent that they are attached to others who ac-
cept the legitimacy of the norms. Conversely, people will deviate from the 
norms to the extent they lack attachment. At the group level: Deviance 
rates will be higher in groups having a lower mean level of attachments”. 
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against structural processes such as juridification, social disciplining or 
state building.4 There is a strong bias to underline the protest character 
of the people who had rebelled against their rulers or urban authorities. 
The reaction of the authorities to the social protest has been discussed 
in the relevant research literature as “social control”. This is the term 
for a process of interaction and socialisation, which is characterised by 
formal and informal control, the development of positive and negative 
sanctions for behaviour as well as preventive and reactive measures.5  

Criminal history is a second field of research I want to mention 
here. This approach claims to deal with the everyday deviance in con-
trast to the research on political and/or social protest which is regarded 
as deviant behaviour in conflicts and therefore in exceptional situa-
tions.6 Here, we talk about delinquency, because the deviant person has 
transgressed penal and not just social norms.   

Over the last 10 or 15 years it became quite apparent that the strict 
distinction between exceptional and mundane divergent behaviour is 
not fruitful. In both fields, deviance is not a factor or feature in an an-
thropological sense. It is, in fact, an attributed category. A category 
attributed by contemporaries judging the behaviour of people as being 
not in line with norms. In practice, people had been regarded as deviant 
with reference to religious, social or cultural norms – we can call this 
defamation. In cases where people were regarded as offending against 
law norms, we speak about criminalisation.7 In other words: delinquen-
cy is a kind of deviance distinguished from other forms of deviance 
because delinquency is defined with reference to the norms of criminal 
law.8 

In current research, two main methods are used in order to interpret 
sources, which allow us to obtain an impression of the various forms 
and practices of deviance. First, there is the quantification of deviance. 
The information given by the sources are transferred into numbers. This 

                                                        
4  WÜRGLER, 1999; HÄBERLEIN, 1999; GELTNER, 2012, p. 32 argues against 

the notion of a persecuting society and predicates, that the local authorities 
in medieval cities tried to include the deviants in the societies and to inte-
grate stigmatized groups in the increasingly heterogeneous cities. 

5  FÜSER, 2000, pp. 29-31. 
6  WÜRGLER, 1999, p. 334. 
7  IBID., p. 320. 
8  PETERS, 1995, p. 154. 
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is a prerequisite to determine the representativeness of a divergent or 
criminal behaviour and for the comparison of this behaviour over the 
time or between different types of this behaviour in different societies. 
The main problem for the quantification is that, in most cases, we have 
no information about the exact numbers of cases and that we have to 
consider a high number of unreported cases or dark numbers. Conse-
quently, we find a significant amount of close reading, case studies and 
micro history throughout our research. This is a reasonable method to 
take the experiences and motives of the people into account.9 Another 
problem I like to mention concerns the categories of deviant behaviour 
or – more precisely – the problem to establish precise borders between 
categories of deviant behaviour. If, for example, we want to compare 
two towns referring to a specific type of this behaviour, it is necessary 
to work with precise categories. However, we have to bear in mind that 
it is not possible to collect all cases in one of the two towns in the cate-
gories established by the researcher. It is still a problem to decide 
whether we should count persons who have transgressed norms or the 
different practices of offences.  

However, it is of course reasonable to organise the research on spe-
cific fields around such categories in order to characterise the practice 
of divergence and to identify definable social groups which had organ-
ised their social, political and economic behaviour with regard to rele-
vant norms.  

When we change the perspective – from the social groups to the 
source material, which has transferred the traces of divergent behaviour 
– it becomes apparent that all divergent behaviour is attributed, be it in 
the context of social, political, religious or criminal norms. We can 
analyse the different types of texts, which bear witness to the now long 
gone practices of attribution. 

Before I turn to the texts, let me pay closer attention to the practice 
of attribution that in recent research has been successfully described 
and analysed by using the labelling approach to frame the perspective 
of the research. With the labelling approach10 we can assume that devi-
ant behaviour cannot be regarded without taking into account the social 

                                                        
9  SCHWERHOFF, 2011, pp. 58-59. 
10  CLINARD/MEIER, 2001, pp. 131-139; KÄSTNER/SCHWERHOFF, 2013, pp. 27-

34. 
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attribution. I quote the famous definition by Howard S. Becker: “The 
deviant is one to whom that label has been successfully applied; deviant 
behaviour is behaviour that people so label”.11 

This has been very important because it allowed a change of per-
spective for the sociological and historical research on deviant social as 
well as delinquent behaviour. The labelling approach takes into account 
the relevance of social norms and agencies of social control. That 
means the act of transgressing a social or law norm itself does not pro-
vide an own interpretation of this act.12 This comes from the outside, 
namely from members of the family, priests, police or judges. The la-
belling approach is a very important contribution that helped to free 
research from the positivistic perpetrator-focused approach.  

Nevertheless, the labelling approach has been criticised with two 
main arguments. The first criticism concerns the individual motives of 
the perpetrators – they seem to be neglected. The second argument is 
that the structural features, such as social inequality and governance or 
power structures, are not considered adequately.13 The problem is that 
the main focus of this approach could be on the reactions rather than the 
norm violations. A person can be falsely accused of being deviant, yet 
still be labelled deviant by others who have the power to do so.14 

Of course, a robber does not rob other people or a bank because he 
is called a robber. On the other hand, we can observe many activities in 
the sources which are not criminal in the strict sense of the word, but 
which are labelled divergent or delinquent. This fact justifies a more 
detailed examination of the discourse about divergence we find in our 
source material. I like to argue that in most sources we find narratives 
about deviant behaviour. These narratives of recounting deviant behav-
iour work with attributions or labels to support their argument. In a 
recounting manner, the writers of the texts are labelling the actions of 
people. Therefore, we cannot define deviance as reality sui generis; it is 
a phenomenon that was in the practice of the texts, designed or created 
in relation to the norms, which had been – as I have mentioned earlier – 
the product of a construction process. In our sources, we can observe 

                                                        
11  Quote in: FRANZESE, 2009, p. 72. 
12  LAMNEK, 1997, pp. 45-49. 
13  SCHWERHOFF, 2011, pp. 35-39. 
14  INDERBITZIN et al., 2013, pp. 341-342. 
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the interaction processes or, to be more precise, interaction processes 
presented or recounted by writers. We can learn how the writers de-
scribed situations in which norms had been negotiated, applied, rejected 
or enforced. The manner in which this is presented in the text or narra-
tive is influenced by the power imbalance between the norm or lawgiv-
ers and their enforcement staff on one hand and those subjected to the 
social norm or law on the other.  

It is necessary to take into account not only the institutions of au-
thority and power, but also the fact that actors on every level within a 
society had contributed to the process of labelling behaviour, either in 
the role of deviant or delinquent. That is why the researcher had to 
struggle with different types of perception of deviance and the answer 
given to this behaviour. Ambivalence and contradictions concerning the 
manner in which people assessed behaviour as deviant are the prevail-
ing characteristics in the sources.  

If we bear in mind this complex situation, the labelling approach 
provides us with research tools to handle this situation. The various 
views of the persons involved in deviant behaviour can be considered 
important for the analysis as well as the question as to whether these 
views had any relation to the norm system. The views of persons in the 
analytical framework of the labelling approach are of relevance even if 
we have to question these views. Furthermore, we can see the interac-
tion between the labelling institution/person and the labelled per-
son/group. 

Now, we can ask where this labelling is taking place. Obvious plac-
es are court and the legal proceedings.15 The churches are another such 
place. During the service, priests used the opportunity to inculcate reli-
gious and moral norms from the pulpit.16 In addition, there are mundane 
situations on the streets, market places, guildhalls etc. where we can 
observe various forms of defamation and stigmatisation, as well as 
forms of protest against political and social norms. 

We can observe these different types of labelling deviant behaviour 
and the narratives of this behaviour in a variety of sources: chronicles, 

                                                        
15  See the articles of SCHÄFER, FROHNAPFEL-LEIS, VETTORE, MOROSINI in this 

volume. 
16  FROHNAPFEL-LEIS refers to this aspect in particular.  
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sermons, moral, theological and political treaties, court records, travel 
accounts/travelogues and interrogation records. 

The mutual basis of the articles collected in this volume is to pose 
the question as to how deviance is narrated or recounted in these 
sources. In particular, we can ask whether there is a relationship be-
tween the manner in which divergent behaviour is recounted and the 
type of source in which this behaviour is presented. Thus, we shift the 
perspective from the actors to the narratives of action. Looking at these 
narratives, we can compare the terms used in the specific text to label 
deviant or delinquent behaviour. By doing so, we obtain more infor-
mation about the principal idea of deviance in the context of a given 
social group or society. Furthermore, we can see whether a society has 
used fixed vocabulary to label deviance, regardless of the precise situa-
tion (court, pulpit, office) in which a text has been produced. We may 
also see that the wording of deviance or delinquency is closely connect-
ed to the type of text in which we find the narrative.   

In all cases, we have to consider a general problem, which I like to 
highlight by means of interrogation records. A clerk records the state-
ments of the alleged prosecutor. In many cases, he translates the ver-
nacular uttering of the interrogated person into Latin. Regardless 
whether or not this is the case, the clerk or any other writer will use 
terms he knows to describe and/or label the behaviour. So, what kind of 
narrative do we find in the text? Not the “original” narration of the 
interrogated person, but the narration produced by the clerk or writer, 
using his own ideas about deviance and the formal structure of a narra-
tive that is required by the type of text he has to produce (in this case 
the interrogation record) by rephrasing the words of the interviewed 
person. 

This is again an argument for the use of the labelling approach when 
we are dealing with narratives of deviance. Furthermore, it offers the 
chance to connect these narratives in the texts with political and cultural 
contexts in which they had been written. This is important, because 
recounting is not only a kind of recapitulation after the fact. It is, in fact, 
part of the process to shape a specific world view of people living in a 
specific culture.17 My point here is: the writers did not write down a 
more or less accurate report of events about or around deviant behav-
                                                        
17  ROGGE, 2015, pp. 15-27; KOSCHORKE, 2013, p. 22. 
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iour. The manner, in which they recounted this behaviour, is, in fact, a 
contribution to the process of world shaping. Listeners or readers could 
share their narrations about deviance. Narratives are the cement to pro-
vide the cohesion of societies. Narratives of deviant and delinquent 
behaviour offer orientations to behave properly or to avoid practices 
which are alleged to be a violation of social norms or law. This heuris-
tic approach is very fruitful because it is no longer necessary to attempt 
writing a more or less objective reconstruction of a crime or offence 
against social and political norms. Instead, we can use this to analyse 
the dominant patterns of argumentation and the value systems of a 
given society.18 

Another type of narratives informs us about the reactions of persons 
whose behaviour had been regarded or labelled deviant/delinquent. 
They have tried to defend themselves with words, witnesses or by using 
violence – to name just a few possibilities. It seems to have been a 
common practice to reply to their social or legal exclusion from the 
social group or society with verbal or/and physical violence.  

I would like to draw your attention to the so-called European con-
flict culture (“Streitkultur”), which has a prominent status in current 
research about late medieval and early modern societies. According to 
this research, a ritualised escalation process marked the conflict culture. 
Starting with verbal confrontations and the use of a set of swearwords, 
including “thief” (for men) and “whore” (for women), the next step 
could have been the drawing of a knife. At this stage, it is possible to 
calm down or resolve the conflict by the intervention of a third party. 
Another possibility was the escalation of the conflict and the instigation 
of a fight in order for the opponents to defend or protect their honour.19 
This idea of a common logic of action in these conflicts about behav-
iour and honour – like other general concepts concerning late medieval 
and early modern societies – is the topic in a controversial debate about 
the use of violence as a rational instrument.  

This concept of the ritualised use of violence is a reference point to 
compare the findings in our sources with this concept. In other words: 
Do we find narratives of deviant or delinquent behaviour that indicate 

                                                        
18  SCHWERHOFF, 2011, p. 49. 
19  IBID., pp. 120-124. 
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such a conflict culture in the sources? Or will we contribute to the choir 
of critical voices concerning this culture? 

The reader of the articles collected here find answers to this and 
other questions. The articles present examples of the recounting of 
deviance from 15th century England, 15th/16th Century Germany, 17th 
century Spain, 17th/18th century Venice and 17th/18th century Italy and 
France seen through the eyes of travellers from the British Isles. The 
authors or the articles have used Chronicles20, travel accounts21, court 
records,22 the protocols of the Spanish inquisition23 and the inquisition 
courts in Venice.24  

In what follows, I would like to sketch the practices of labelling be-
haviour as deviant or delinquent in the mentioned source material, with 
which the contributors of this volume have worked. The general ques-
tion is, whether the narrative patterns are the reflection of a social prac-
tice or whether they are more or less a consequence of the manner the 
source tell us about it? 

Regina Schäfer stresses the point that in the records of the law court 
(Ingelheim) we only find traces of inappropriate behaviour that had the 
quality of criminal offences. She assumes that most of this behaviour, 
like disorderly conduct in public, was not brought before the court and 
is therefore not recorded. Recorded are many cases of attacks and de-
fence of personal honour or the honour of the family, which had dis-
turbed the public peace. The judges used the cases of insult to draw the 
line between inappropriate, deviant behaviour and delinquent, criminal 
behaviour that had to be prosecuted. 

Judith Mengler analyses the narrations in the two continuations of 
the chronicles of the Croyland Abbey. The writers connect the devianc-
es from religious forms and rules with the breaking of political norms 
and rules. In cases where people transgress rights and liberties of the 
Abby, the writers connect the wrongdoing in the legal sense with the 
breaking of norms in the moral sense. Mengler distinguishes between 
two levels in the narration: namely juristic religious, e.g. a story of sin 
and punishment. She concludes: “It shows the very central idea that the 
                                                        
20  MENGLER in this volume. 
21  BECKER in this volume. 
22  SCHÄFER in this volume. 
23  FROHNAPFEL-LEIS in this volume. 
24  VETTORE, MOROSINI, and BARBIERATO in this volume. 
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punishment of a crime should reflect the committed misdeeds as well as 
their underlying causes.”25 

Monika Frohnapfel-Leis uses material from the Spanish inquisition 
to show how deviant religious conduct was fabricated. In 17th century 
Spain, faithful people obtained knowledge of conformity and deviance 
by preachers from the pulpit. They learned how to behave properly and 
according to the religious norms by reading or listening to the ‘Edict of 
faith’. While the contrary of the norm was communicated to the people, 
they had the words and categories at hand to label the actions of other 
people as deviant. Alongside the norms preached and taught by the 
church and inquisition, there was the everyday knowledge about good 
and faithful living and aberration from the social and religious norms. 
Frohnapfel-Leis shows how people used this knowledge to assess the 
behaviour of family members, neighbours and friends. If they consid-
ered this behaviour to be forbidden practice (sorcery, false saintliness, 
performing prophecies), they sometimes prepared a denunciation.  

Three articles are concerned with different aspects of deviance and 
delinquency in early modern Venice. In his article, Luca Vettore ex-
plains that blasphemy was a manner of speaking on one hand, but was 
regarded a sin and/or crime in specific circumstances on the other. 
However, blasphemy could be used as a means to express deviant be-
liefs or views. Vettore sees two prevailing patterns of talking about 
blasphemy before the inquisition. People referred to their emotional 
state to explain why they had offended God or used blasphemy to im-
press other people and become famous in a quarter, a street or parish. 
Giulia Morosini analyses love magic often performed by prostitutes (to 
secure their living) and enquires about the connection between witch-
craft accusation and deviant love concerning prostitutes. She finds nar-
rative patterns used by contemporaries to label the relation of a (former) 
prostitute and a ‘normal’ man as illicit. “Unforeseen” and “against 
nature” were adjectives to describe the love and marriage of a prosti-
tute. A second recount pattern is revenge. It is used to explain why 
women/prostitutes turned to witches if they had been rejected by a man, 
who had promised to marry them. The women were alleged to have 
used witchcraft to harm the man, who had broken a marriage promises. 
In the accounts, the difference between a woman and a witch is marked 
                                                        
25  MENGLER, 2016, p. 70. 
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by conduct or behaviour. In narratives, a witch is a person who exhibits 
exuberant conduct (loud voice, unfitted gesture etc.) They demonstrated 
their sin to an extent that the members of the society were forced to 
react. Open deviant behaviour was not tolerated. 

Federico Barbierato uses Venetian inquisitorial material to discuss 
whether they present women as libertine and disbelieving persons. He 
asks whether this type of women had been part of the female represen-
tation of the Inquisitors and of the male culture in Modern times. It 
seems that the judges have not regarded manifestations of female dis-
sent as a threat, because they did not take the divergent arguments and 
speeches of women seriously. In most cases, they considered feminine 
divergence as the result of being taught by men not to believe in catho-
lic doctrines. Barbierato shows that women themselves had been able to 
develop deviant ideas and practices. He stresses that sexual behaviour 
was some sort of common ground “where, with the same authority, men 
and women could manifest their own distance from dogma, on which 
they could practically rely on divergent behaviour and conception of 
religious faith as a mere convention”.26 Experience was the reason why 
one considered religion and religious norms as a fraud. Both men and 
women had taken this starting point to develop thoughts of heterodoxy 
and for deviant practices of their conduct of life.  

Travel accounts of two British travellers – Sachaverell Stevens and 
Bishop Gilbert Burnet – to France and Italy are the basis for Sebastian 
Becker’s examination of deviant behaviour. In his article, he focuses on 
the narrative patterns the travellers have used to describe confessional 
differences. Both were Protestants with a strong antipapist attitude and 
used this as an initial point to label the behaviour of people in the catho-
lic regions of continental Europe they had observed. In their narratives, 
the travellers mark the difference between book knowledge and experi-
ential knowledge (things you know because someone told you about in 
contrast to things you have seen with your own eyes). They use their 
experience and stylistic abilities to attribute deviance through the narra-
tive of difference. It is important to them to distinguish between ‘differ-
ence’ in a neutral and ‘deviance’ in a negative moral sense. Therefore, 
they use the stylistic device of derisive remarks about persons, countries 

                                                        
26  BARBIERATO, 2016, p. 172.  
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and social groups. Bishop Burnt, for example, labels the entire Venetian 
society as being deviant toward its own religious values and norms. 

I would like to conclude with a few general observations. Deviant 
behaviour becomes apparent when the behaviour of a person is consid-
ered a threat to the peaceful cohabitation of people in a house, street or 
parish. The examples from Venice and Ingelheim show that a family or 
a neighbourhood willingly tolerated forms of illicit behaviour. Howev-
er, in case this triggered the attention of the authorities, people tended 
to label the tolerated behaviour as deviant or even delinquent. Deviant 
behaviour seems to have been a specific label for bad or incorrect con-
duct, which had to be sanctioned in public and/or by authorities respon-
sible to officially sanction behaviour. 

If a person was accused of deviant behaviour before of a court of 
justice or the inquisition, he or she tried to refer to a temporary bad state 
of mind due to alcohol, love sickness or other emotionally exceptional 
circumstances in order to explain their behaviour. This behaviour could 
be sanctioned on different levels and by different social and/or juridical 
agents. The reaction of family, kin and friends could result in the exclu-
sion of the person from his/her social environment. In cases where the 
malefactor infringed a law as well, he/she was brought before the courts 
of law – usually after a denunciation, as it seems. 

A third observation concerns the norm a person transgressed or 
breached. Our sample does not contain serious political deviance, e.g. 
against the authorities in a village, town or kingdom. Therefore, the 
problem of how the breach of political norms was labelled did not occur 
here, although this is a general issue and well analysed in the current 
research.27 In most cases presented here, we find narratives of trans-
gressed social and religious norms. Only in the continuations of the 
Croyland Chronicles, we find the conjunction of moral and religious 
misbehaviour and the transgression of political boundaries.   

With regard to the patterns of narrating deviant behaviour, we have 
to keep in mind the sources in which this behaviour is recorded. The 
examples from the inquisition trials in Spain and Venice presented here 
show that persons who felt offended by another person narrated devi-
ance in form of a revenge story. The accused persons used a kind of 
excuse narrative to explain their behaviour and demonstrate their will-
                                                        
27  KINTZINGER et al., 2015; BORNSCHIER, 2007; WÜRGLER, 1999. 
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ingness to live in general according to the rules. A third pattern is built 
around the self-concept/identity of a person. It was used by Venetian 
women and men, and by the British travellers on the continent to ex-
press their decision to deliberately live outside the rules established by 
religious authorities. We can call them identity patterns of deviance 
narratives. The monks in Croyland Abbey described the behaviour of 
their competitors as deviant to defend their rights, positions and liber-
ties. Therefore, we can denote this specific writing a defence pattern.  

However, readers of the following articles shall see that these four 
types of narrative patterns to recount deviance occur intermingled in the 
cases discussed.  
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