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Chapter An Invitation 
to Sociology

Learning Objectives
After reading this chapter, you 
will be able to    

� de� ne sociology.

� describe two uses of the 
sociological perspective.

� distinguish sociology from 
other social sciences.

�  outline the contributions 
of the major pioneers of 
sociology.

� summarize the development 
of sociology in the United 
States.

� identify the three major 
theoretical perspectives 
in sociology today.
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Chapter Overview
Visit the Sociology and You Web site at 
glencoe.com and click on Chapter 1—Chapter 
Overviews to preview chapter information.

Sociologists study how people  
behave in groups. Often sociologists  
look for the recurring patterns in human 
behavior. Many of us make assumptions 
about society every day. In the photo at 
left, for example, what characteristic  
assumptions about American society are 
portrayed? You might respond that the 
photo suggests that young Americans are  
positive, multicultural, fashion-conscious, 
value individualism, but also value equality.  
(After all, none of the students seems to 
be more important than any other.) 

Questioning and researching assump-
tions is an important part of sociology. By 
learning to question conventional wisdom 
(what most people believe to be true), you 
will be in a better position to make deci-
sions or judgments. Your decisions will be 
based on reality rather than on socially 
accepted false beliefs. This does not mean 
that all conventional wisdom is false, of 
course, but it is important to know that the 
facts are accurate when policies affecting 
people�s lives are made.

Sociology is a relatively new �eld of 
study. It only became a well recognized 
discipline in the late 1800s. As you will see 
when you read this chapter, it is the �infant 
of the social sciences.� This chapter will 
introduce you not only to the pioneers of 
the �eld but also to the basic ways that 
sociologists approach their subject. 

Applying 
Sociology
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�  e Sociological Perspective
Section Preview
Sociology studies human social behavior. It assumes a group, rather than an 
individual, perspective. Sociologists look for the patterns in social relation-
ships. Individuals can bene“  t by using their sociological imaginations to look 
at events in their personal lives. 

The Nature of Sociology 

A perspective  is a particular point of view. Babies are usually brighter 
and better looking to their parents than they are to others. Newlyweds 

nearly always “  nd their spouses much more attractive than do their friends. 
We all see what is happening around us through our own perspectives„our 
own points of view.

We normally do not realize how much of our attitudes and beliefs are 
determined by our perspectives. Sometimes, though, when our outlook is 
challenged, we may be jarred into realizing how much we take it for granted. 
As you will see, sociology has its own perspective. To understand it, you must 
have an idea of just what sociology is. 

What is sociology?  As a newcomer to the “  eld, you may at “  rst view 
sociology as the study of human social behavior. As you go along, however, 
you will acquire a more precise understanding of sociology  as the scienti“  c 
study of  social structure. (Social structure is discussed later in this section.)

What is unique about sociology?  Sociology, as stated earlier, 
has its own perspective. The sociological perspective  never focuses on the 
individual. Psychologists may study the individual, but not sociologists. 
The view through the lens of sociology always remains at the social, or 
group, level.
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perspective
a particular point of view

sociology
the scienti“ c study of social 
structure (patterned social 
behavior)

sociological perspective
a view that looks at 
behavior of groups, not 
individuals

These elephant tusks were 
burned to discourage trade in 
ivory. Whether you support this 
action depends upon your beliefs 
about conservation and national 
sovereignty.
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