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Milestones of Adulthood
When students are asked to name some of the
milestones between childhood and adulthood, they
usually mention the ability to drive a car, vote, buy
alcohol, and marry. But the legal age for these activ-
ities varies from state to state and from country to
country, so you could get on an airplane as a legal

•childŽ and get off as a legal •adult.Ž Here are some of the more
variable milestones:

€ Graduate from high school. In Belgium, Germany, and the
Netherlands, compulsory education ends at age 18. In the
United States, it•s 17. In most countries, it•s 15 or 16. But
you can leave school at age 12 in Afghanistan, Burundi, and
Nicaragua, at 11 in Chad and Jamaica, at 10 in Iran, and at
9 in Angola and Myanmar (OECD, 2004).

€ Get a job. The United States is one of 120 countries that have
adopted the guidelines set by the International Labour
Organization (ILO): Fifteen is the minimum age for most jobs
and 18 for jobs likely to jeopardize •health, safety, or morals.Ž
But Sri Lanka and Turkey have set the minimum age for full-
time work at 14, Paraguay at 13, and Peru and Zaire at 12.
Many countries allow •light workŽ much earlier; in Thailand,
at age 10 (International Labour Organization, 2006).

€ Lose your virginity. The age of consent for sexual activity
varies in the United States depending on whether you are a
boy or a girl and on whether your partner is a boy or a girl.
In New Hampshire, it•s 16 for heterosexual and 18 for
same-sex partners, regardless of their gender. In Montana,
it•s 14 for girls and 17 for boys in heterosexual relation-
ships and illegal for same-sex partners at any age. Globally,
the laws are even more varied. It•s 14 (for everybody) in
Iceland, 15 in France, and 16 in Venezuela. In Malta, it•s

12 for girls and 18 for boys (gay or straight). In Burkina
Faso, it•s 13 for heterosexual partners and 21 for same-
sex partners (male or female). (Avert, 2007). http://www.
avert.org/aofconsent.htm.

€ Get married. In the United States, the minimum age for mar-
rying in most states is 16 with parental consent and 18 with-
out parental consent. It•s higher in only one state, Nebraska
(19). In most states, 14- or 15-year-olds can marry with the
permission of a parent or guardian and a judge. Only five
states„Mississippi, Alabama, Oregon, Rhode Island, and
South Carolina„and the District of Columbia expressly 
forbid young teens (under 14, 15, 16, or 17, depending on
gender and locale) to marry (Stritof and Stritof, 2003).

€ Drink alcohol. The minimum age for purchasing or drinking
alcoholic beverages in the United States used to vary from
state to state, but now it•s 21 everywhere. Most other coun-
tries set the minimum age at 16 to 18. Denmark has no min-
imum age for drinking, but you have to be 16 to buy alcohol
in stores and 18 to buy it in pubs and restaurants. The United
Kingdom allows children aged 5 and older to drink alcohol
at home, but you must be 16 to order a beer at the pub. And
a few countries, including China, Jamaica, and Spain, have
no age restrictions at all: Drink all you want. (See Alcohol
Problems and Solutions, 2007).

€ Join the army. The minimum age for compulsory or volun-
teer service is 15 in Tanzania, 16 in Canada, 18 in the United
States, 19 in Brazil, and 20 in Chad. In Norway, it•s 18 in
peacetime, 16 in wartime, 17 for male volunteers, 18 for
female volunteers. In Bolivia, it•s 14 for compulsory, 18 for
volunteers. In Uganda •no one under the apparent age of 13
may be conscripted,Ž but journalists have documented cases
of 9- and 10-year-olds being taken from their homes and
forced to bear arms (CIA, World Factbook, 2006).

Sociologyand ourWorld
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The Likert scale
is the most
widely used

scale in survey research. Developed by
Rensis Likert (1932), it is a technique
that presents a set of statements on a
questionnaire, then asks respondents to
express levels of agreement or disagree-
ment with these statements. Their
responses are given numerical value,
usually along a five-point or a seven-
point scale. By tallying these numeric
values, sociologists can gauge people•s
attitudes.

Likert scales can be used to gauge
many types of attitudes, from agreement
or disagreement to relative importance,
likelihood, quality, or frequency. Some
Likert scales provide a middle value that

is neutral or undecided; others use a
•forced-choiceŽ scale, with no
neutral value, that requires
respondents to decide whether they
lean more toward agreement or
disagreement.

For example, let•s say you are doing a
survey examining employee self-esteem.
You want to gauge levels of self-satisfac-
tion in the workplace. You might present
people with a series of statements such
as, •I feel good about my work in school
on the job,Ž and •I can tell my co-work-
ers respect me,Ž among others. Then you
would ask respondents to record the
extent of their agreement or disagree-
ment with these statements along a Lik-
ert scale. The scale could look something
like this:

Measuring Attitudes with 
a Likert Scale

How do we know
what we know

Or, they could record their answers
on a •forced-choiceŽ scale that looks
more like this:

disagree
strongly

disagree
somewhat neutral

agree
somewhat

agree
strongly

1 2 3 4 5

disagree
strongly

disagree
somewhat

agree
somewhat

agree
strongly

1 2 3 4

You would take the different scaling
structure into account when analyzing
and reporting your results. But in either
case, the Likert scale would help you to
see the extent or intensity of atti-
tudes„more or less, stronger or weaker,
bigger or smaller„registered by your
survey subjects.

OBJECTIVE: Investigate how to develop interview
questions and explore how research connects to
sociological content.

STEP 1: Plan
Identify a research question that would require you to
interview college students. There are numerous topics that
would work for this project, but when in doubt be sure to
check with your instructor about your research question.
After you have identified your topic of interest, take a
moment to identify your dependent variable. After you have
identified your dependent variable, think about how you
might measure it and develop six questions that you would
ask in an interview to address your research question. Your
instructor may have an example to help you with this
process. Write out your research question, dependent
variable, and interview questions.

STEP 2: Collect Data
The next step is to find a student in your sociology class to
interview. It is best to partner with another student and to
share interviews. As you are interviewing your partner
student, not only pay attention to the responses but also
think about how well your interview questions allowed you
to really explore your research question. Make notes about
what questions were not understood by your interviewee

or what questions did not really result in the information you
were hoping to gain from the student. After completing the
interview, review your questions and revise them. As you are
revising them, explain briefly why you revised each question.

STEP 3: Write
After completing this activity, you may be asked to submit
a short reflection paper including the following items. First,
explain the research questions you chose for the project
and discuss the dependent variable you were hoping to
measure. Second, include your original list of interview
questions and briefly explain what information you were
hoping to learn in your interview. Third, discuss what
happened in your interview and what you learned from the
experience. Finally, include a list of your revised questions
and provide a detailed explanation of why you revised your
questions. Your instructor will give you further details on
the length of this paper and may include other topics 
in this paper.

STEP 4: Discuss
At some point, your instructor may lead the class in
a discussion of survey research, and you could be asked to
share your experiences with this project. Please note that
there are numerous variations of this activity, and your
instructor may have further directions.

Investigating Interviews and Surveys
Adapted from submission by Meredith Greif,Cleveland State University
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Environmental Threats and Science
A great deal of controversy surrounds the topic of environmental threats. Some people attribute
the threats to political maneuvering, while others blame real-world behavioral consequences. So,
what do you think?

19.1 

What 
doyou

think

� Strongly agree
� Agree
� Neither agree nor disagree

� Disagree
� Strongly disagree

Many of the claims about environmental threats are greatly exaggerated.

?

Modern science will solve our environmental problems with little change to our way of life.

� Strongly agree
� Agree
� Neither agree nor disagree

� Disagree
� Strongly disagree

See the back of the chapter to compare your answers to national survey data.
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I am a sociologist„both by profession and by temperament. It•s what I do for a liv-
ing and how I see the world. I consider myself enormously lucky to have the kind of
job I have, teaching and writing about the world in which we live.

I love sociology. I love that it gives us a way to see the world that is different
from any other way of seeing the world. It•s a lens, and when I hold that lens up
to the world, I see shapes and patterns that help me understand it, colors and move-
ment that enable me to perceive depth and shading. I love sociology because when
I see those shapes, those patterns, and those shades of gray, I feel hopeful that we
can, as citizens and sociologists, contribute to making that world a better place
for all of us.

Teachers in general are a pretty optimistic bunch. By working with you to develop
your own critical engagement with the world„developing ideas, using evidence to back
up assertions, deepening and broadening your command of information„we believe
that your life will be better for it. You will: get a better job, be a more engaged and 
active citizen, maybe even be a better parent, friend, or partner than you might other-
wise have been. We believe that education is a way to improve your life on so many dif-
ferent levels. Pretty optimistic, no?

In this book, we have tried to communicate that way of seeing and that optimism
about how you can use a sociological lens.

Why Study Sociology? 
A Message to Students
So, what did people say when you told them you were taking sociology?

They probably looked at you blankly, •Like, what is sociology?Ž They might say,
•And what can you do with it?Ž Sociology is often misunderstood. Some think it•s
nothing more than what my roommate told me when I said I was going to go to grad-
uate school in sociology. (He was pre-med.) •Sociology makes a science out of com-
mon sense,Ž he said dismissively.

It turns out he was wrong: what we think of as common sense turns out to be
wrong a lot of the time. The good news is that sociologists are often the ones who
point out that what •everybody knowsŽ isn•t necessarily true. In a culture saturated
by self-help books, pop psychology, and TV talk shows promising instant and com-
plete physical makeovers and utter psychological transformation, sociology says •wait
a minute, not so fast.Ž

Our culture tells us that all social problems are really individual problems. Poor
people are poor because they don•t work hard enough, and racial discrimination is
simply the result of prejudiced individuals.

And the •solutionsŽ offered by TV talk shows and self-help books also center
around individual changes. If you work hard, you can make it. If you want to change,
you can change. Social problems, they counsel, are really a set of individual problems
all added together. Racism, sexism, or homophobia is really the result of unenlight-
ened people holding bad attitudes. If they changed their attitudes, those enormous
problems would dissolve like sugar in your coffee.
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Sociology has a different take. Sociologists see society as a dynamic interaction be-
tween individuals and institutions, like education, economy, and government.
Changing yourself might be necessary for you to live a happier life, but it has little im-
pact on the effects of those institutions. And changing attitudes would make social life
far more pleasant, but problems like racial or gender inequality are embedded in the
ways those institutions are organized. It will take more than attitudinal shifts to fix that.

One of sociology•s greatest strengths is also what makes it so elusive or discom-
forting. We often are in a position in which we contrast American mythologies with
sociological realities.

I remember a song as I was growing up called •Only in AmericaŽ by Jay and the
Americans, which held that only in this country could •a guy from anywhere,Ž •with-
out a centŽ maybe grow up to be a millionaire or president. Pretty optimistic, right?
And it takes a sociologist, often, to burst that bubble, to explain that it•s really not
true„that the likelihood of a poor boy or girl making it in the United States is
minuscule, and that virtually everyone ends up in the same class position as their par-
ents. It sounds almost unpatriotic to say that the single best predictors of your even-
tual position in society is the education and occupation of your parents.

Sociology offers some answers to questions that may therefore be unpopular„
because they emphasize the social and the structural over the individual and psycho-
logical, because they reveal the relationship between individual experience and social
reality, and because structural barriers impede our ability to realize our dreams.

This often leads introductory students to feel initially depressed. Since these prob-
lems are so deeply embedded in our society, and since all the educational enlighten-
ment in the world might not budge these powerful institutional forces„well, what•s
the use? Might as well just try and get yours, and the heck with everyone else.

But then, as we understand the real mission of sociology, students often feel invig-
orated, inspired. Sociology•s posture is exactly the opposite„and that•s what makes
it so compelling. Understanding those larger forces means, as the Who put it, •we
won•t get fooled again!Ž

What also makes sociology compelling is that it connects those two dimensions.
It is becausewe believe that all social problems are really the result of individual
weaknesses and laziness that those social problems remain in place. It is becausewe
believe that poverty can be eliminated by hard work that poverty doesn•t get elimi-
nated. If social problems are social, then reducing poverty, or eliminating racial or
gender discrimination, will require more than individual enlightenment; it will require
large-scale political mobilization to change social institutions. And the good news is
that sociologists have also documented the ways that those institutions themselves
are always changing, always being changed.

Why Study Sociology Right Now?
A Message to Students and
Instructors
Understanding our society has never been more important. Sociology offers perhaps
the best perspective on what are arguably the two dominant trends of our time: glob-
alization and multiculturalism.

Globalization refers to the increasingly interlocked processes and institutions that
span the entire world rather than in one country. Goods and services are produced
and distributed globally. Information moves instantly. You want to know how much
things have changed? More than 2,000 soldiers in both the Union and Confederate
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armies were killed in the summer of 1865„that is, after the Civil War had ended.
Why? Because no one had told them the war was over.

Globalization makes the world feel smaller, leaves us all far more intimately con-
nected. And since people all over the world are wearing the same sneakers, eating the
same fast food, and connecting by the Internet and texting each other, we are becom-
ing more and more similar.

On the other hand, multiculturalism makes us keenly aware of how we are
different. Globalization may make the world smaller, but we remain divided by reli-
gious-inspired wars, racial and ethnic identities, blood feuds, tribal rivalries, and what
is generally called •sectarian violence.Ž 

Multiculturalism describes the ways in which we create identities that at once
make us •global citizensŽ and also, at the same time, local and familial, based on our
membership in racial, ethnic, or gender categories. Here in the United States, we have
not become one big happy family, as some predicted a century ago. Instead of the
•melting potŽ in which each group would become part of the same •stew,Ž we are,
at our best, a •beautiful mosaicŽ of small groups which, when seen from afar, cre-
ates a beautiful pattern while each tile retains its distinct shape and beauty.

Globalization and multiculturalism make the world feel closer and also more
divided; and they make the distances between us as people seem both tiny and
unbridgeably large. 

Globalization and multiculturalism are not only about the world„they are about
us, individually. We draw our sense of who we are, our identities, from our member-
ship in those diverse groups into which we are born or that we choose. Our identi-
ties„who we think we are„come from our gender, race, ethnicity, class, sexuality,
age, religion, region, nation, and tribe. From these diverse locations, we piece together
an identity, a sense of self. Sometimes one or another feels more important than oth-
ers, but at other times other elements emerge as equally important.

And these elements of our identities also turn out to be the bases on which 
social hierarchies are built. Social inequality is organized from the same elements as
identity„resources and opportunities are distributed in our society on the basis of
race, class, ethnicity, age, sexuality, gender, and so forth.

A sociological perspective has never been more important to enabling us to
understand these problems, because sociology has become the field that has most fully
embraced globalization and multiculturalism as the central analytic lenses through
which we view social life.

Why Use Sociology Now ?
A Message to Instructors
The field of sociology has changed enormously since I first went to graduate school
in the mid-1970s. At the time, two paradigms, functionalism and conflict theory, bat-
tled for dominance in the field, each one claiming to explain social processes better
than the other. At the time, symbolic interactionism seemed a reasonable way to
understand micro-level processes.

That was an era of great conflict in our society: the civil rights, women•s, and gay
and lesbian movements, protests against the Vietnam war, hippies. On campuses these
groups vied with far more traditional, conservative, and career-oriented students whose
collegiate identity came more from the orderly 1950s than the tumultuous 1960s.

Just as the world has changed since then, so, too, has sociology„both substan-
tively and demographically. New perspectives have emerged from older models, and
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terms like rational choice, poststructrialism, collective mobilization, cultural tool kit„
not to mention multiculturalism and globalization„have become part of our daily
lexicon.

Demographically, sociology is the field that has been most transformed by the
social movements of the last decades of the twentieth century. Because sociology
interrogates the connections between identities and inequalities, it has become a home
to those groups who were historically marginalized in American society: women, peo-
ple of color, gays and lesbians. The newest sections in the American Sociological
Association are those on the Body, Sexualities, and Race, Class, and Gender; the largest
sections are no longer Medical Sociology and Organizational Sociology, but now Sex
and Gender, Culture, and Race.

It turned out that symbolic interactionism was resilient enough to remain a the-
oretical lens through which social interaction and processes can still be understood.
That•s largely because the old textbook model of •three paradigmsŽ placed the three
in a somewhat stilted competition: conflict and functionalism were the macro theo-
ries; interactionism stood alone as a micro theory.

Themes: Exploring the Questions of Today
One of the biggest differences you•ll see immediately in Sociology Now is that we
have built on older functionalism…conflict theory…interactionism models with a
contemporary approach. We no longer believe these paradigms are battling for
dominance; students needn•t choose between competing models. Sociology is a
synthetic discipline„ for us the question is almost never •either/or,Ž and thus the
answer is almost always •both/and.Ž

Sociology is also, often, a debunking discipline, rendering old truisms into com-
plex, contextualized processes and interactions. What •everybody knowsŽ to be true
often turns out not to be. We didn•t learn everything we needed to know in kinder-
garten. It•s more complicated than that!

And using globalization and multiculturalism as the organizing themes of the
book helps to illustrate exactly how •both/andŽ actually works. The world isn•t
smaller or bigger„it•s both. We•re not more united or more diverse„we•re both.
We•re not more orderly or more in conflict„we•re both. And sociology is the field
that explains the way that •bothŽ sides exist in a dynamic tension with each other.
What•s more, sociology explains why, and how, and in what ways they exist in that
tension.

This way of expressing where sociology is now turned out to be quite amenable
to the traditional architecture of a sociology textbook. The general sections of the
book, and the individual chapter topics, are not especially different from the chapter
organization of other textbooks.

There are, however, some important differences.
First, globalization is not the same as cross-national comparisons. Globalization is

often imagined as being about •themŽ„other cultures and other societies. And while
examples drawn from other cultures are often extremely valuable to a sociologist, es-
pecially in challenging ethnocentrism, globalization is about processes that link •usŽ
and •them.Ž Thus, many of our examples, especially our cultural references, are about
the United States„in relation to the rest of the world. This enables students both to re-
late to the topic, and also to see how it connects with the larger, global forces at work.

Globalization is woven into every chapter„and, perhaps more important, every
American example is connected to a global process or issue.

Second,multiculturalism is not the same as social stratification. Every sociology
textbook has separate chapters on class, race, age, and gender. (We have added a few,
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which I will discuss below.) But in some books, that•s about as far as it goes„chap-
ters on •other topicsŽ do not give adequate sociological treatment to the ways in which
our different positions affect our experience of other sociological institutions and
processes.

Multiculturalism is used as a framing device in every chapter. Every chapter
describes the different ways in which race, class, age, ethnicity, sexuality, and 
gender organize people•s experiences within institutions.

Within Part Two on •Identities and Inequalities,Ž we deal with each of these facets
of identity„age, class, race, ethnicity, gender, sexuality„separately, of course. But
we are vitally concerned, also, with the ways in which they intersect with each other.
When, after all, do you start being middle class and stop being Black? Contemporary
sociological inquiry requires that we examine the intersectionsamong these various
elements of identity and inequality, understanding how they interact, amplify, and
contradict each other.

These aspects of identity both unite us (as elements of identity) and divide us„
into groups that compete for scarce resources. These are the dimensions of social life
that organize inequality. Thus we explore both„identity and inequality .

Multiculturalism requires not just that we •add women (or any other group) and
stirŽ„the ways that some courses and textbooks tried to revamp themselves in the
last few decades of the twentieth century to embrace diversity. Multiculturalism re-
quires that we begin from questions of diversity and identity, not end there. This book
attempts to do that.

Organization
We•ve added two chapters to the standard sociology textbook configuration, and
we•ve revamped four others fundamentally. While some other books have one or two
of these, none has them all.

€ Chapter 10, Sexuality.We have included this chapter not because it•s trendy, but
because it•s sociologically accurate. Over the past several decades, sexuality has
emerged as one of the primary foundations of identity, while inequalities based on
sexuality have emerged as among the nation•s (and the world•s) most charged
arenas of inequality. And sociologists were at the forefront of the effort to identify
sexuality as a primary foundation of identity.

Students today are eager to discuss these issues. Textbooks developed in the late
twentieth century have not fully taken account of the massive changes that our cur-
rent interest in sexuality has wrought.

When I was a sociology student in the 1970s, we were asking very different
questions in my coeduational dorm: Could we use the same bathrooms? What im-
pact does feminism have on women•s sexuality? Are gay people •normalŽ? Students
today are more likely to be debating transgenderism and what bathrooms are ap-
propriate for the intersexed, hooking up, and the effectiveness of abstinence pledges.
Sexuality deserves its own chapter.

€ Chapter 18, Mass Media.Again, we have included this chapter not to be trendy,
but because the world has changed so enormously in the past few decades, and the
media have been among the most important causes, and consequences, of those
changes. Few institutions are more centrally involved in both globalization and
multiculturalism.

And, again, it has been sociologists who have come to see the increased cen-
trality of the media in both the creation of identity and the global distribution of
information. Sociologists have insisted that media (and peer groups) must take their
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place as equally important agents of childhood socialization as the former •big
threeŽ„family, religion, and education. And while some of us are zooming down
the information superhighway; others are stuck on barely passable dirt tracks.

We have also reconceptualized the standard way of organizing four other chapters.
We feel that these changes will more accurately reflectwhere sociology is now and the
interests of our students, and thus more adequately prepare students to engage with
sociological ideas.

€ Chapter 11, Age: From Young to Old. Most other textbooks have a chapter on
age. They deal exclusively with aging„that is, with old people. Now, I have noth-
ing against old people„I am, or will soon be, one myself! But students often feel
the age chapter is not about them, but about their parents or grandparents, about
•other people.Ž

Of course this chapter retains the sociological treatment of aging, but we•ve
also added new material on youth. Half the chapter focuses on youth as an iden-
tity and as a source of inequality. After all, when we discuss age stratification, it is
both old and young who experience discrimination. Our students know this: we
should acknowledge it in our textbooks. And, again, it has been sociologists who
have been at the forefront of exploring and understanding youth„as identity and
as a basis for inequality.

€ Chapter 15, Religion and Science.We often think of religion and science as com-
petitors, even as enemies. After all, both seek answers to life•s big questions, but
they use very different methods and come up with different answers. Sociologically,
they exhibit many formal similarities„hierarchies of positions, organizational
networks, hierarchies of knowledge. Both guide social action, offering normative
claims derived from their respective •truths.Ž

More than that, students often feel that they must choose between the two.
But religious belief and scientific knowledge co-exist. In fact, the United States is
simultaneously one of the most scientifically advanced and one of the most deeply
religious countries in the world. The same person may be both religious and sci-
entific in different situations. Most clergy in the U.S. keep up with advances in med-
icine and law in order to minister to their congregations effectively, and many, if
not most, scientists attend church or temple. Students are eager to talk about reli-
gion, although some may feel initially uncomfortable discussing it sociologically.
Placing the discussion alongside an equally sociological discussion of science will
facilitate the sociological conversation about both subjects.

€ Chapter 16, The Body and Society: Health and Illness.Virtually every textbook
has a chapter on health and medicine, which discuss both our experience of health
and illness and the social institutions that engage with us in those experiences. We•ve
organized this chapter to include far more about the body„that is, the •social
body,Ž the ways in which our experiences of our bodies are socially constructed.

Students are eager to discuss the other sociological aspects of the body besides,
for example, the sick role. Body modification (tattoos, piercing, cosmetic surgery)
lends itself to marvelous class discussions about the construction of identity through
the body, and the ways we assert both individuality and conformity. This discus-
sion connects well with traditional discussions of health and illness. And, once
again, sociologists have been among the more visible researchers in this new and
growing field of interest, as the newest section of the ASA on the Sociology of the
Body attests.

€ Chapter 19, Sociology of Environments: The Natural, Physical, and Human Worlds.
Few issues are more pressing to the current generation of college students than the
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environment. Yet, while many textbooks discuss aspects of the environment, they
typically focus on the •humanŽ environment (chapters on demography and popu-
lation) or the •builtŽ environment (a chapter on urbanization). While fundamental
and necessary, these books often leave out the third element of the environmental
equation: the natural environment.

By reconceptualizing the chapter on the environment, we focus on all three el-
ements: human, built, and natural. It is, after all, the interaction among these three
elements that structures the sorts of issues we face, and constructs and constrains
the sorts of policy options available to meet environmental needs. We believe that
this framing will better equip a new generation of sociology students to understand
and engage with the vital environmental issues of our time.

Finally, the chapter on methods has been moved from its more common place as
Chapter 2 to Chapter 4. That is not because we have somehow •demotedŽ methods
to a less-important place in the sociology curriculum. In fact, it•s because we see it as
that much more important.

€ Chapter 4, How Do We Know What We Know: The Methods of the Sociologist.
We believe that methods don•t exist in a conceptual vacuum. Strategies of research-
ing sociological problems only come after one has a problem to investigate. We have
placed the discussion of classical and contemporary theory (Chapter 1) and of the
conceptual foundations of sociology„culture, society, organization, interaction„
before the discussion of methods because, we believe, it•s more sociological to do
so. When sociologists do research, they don•t begin with a method and then go look-
ing for a problem. They begin with a problem, drawn from the conceptual foun-
dations of the field, and then determine the sorts of methodological strategies that
they might use to comprehend it.

What•s more, we believe that sociological methods are so important that we
should not end our discussion of methodology with the individual methods chap-
ter. One of the distinctive elements of Sociology Now is the •How Do We Know
What We Know?Ž feature box. In each substantive chapter, we stop and ask ex-
actly how sociologists have come to know what we know about a certain topic.
That is, we discuss different methods used in sociological research. Thus the dis-
cussion of methods is woven into each chapter, and it is woven in in context with
substantive sociological questions.

Distinctive Features
The •How Do We Know What We Know?Ž box is only one of several fea-
tures of Sociology Now that are fresh and exciting for students, enhancing
their enjoyment of the text without sacrificing any of the substance.

3 Did You Know? Each chapter is punctuated by several •Did You
Know?Ž boxes. These are generally short sociological factoids tidbits of
information that are funny, strange, a little offbeat, but illustrate the so-
ciological ideas being discussed.

For example, did you know that the notion that the Eskimos have 24
different words for snow is a myth? Did you know that at the turn of the
last century, baby boys were supposed to be dressed in red or pink, and
little girls in blue?

You won•t draw their attention to all of these factoids, but the stu-
dents are going to enjoy reading them. And, we guarantee that there are
at least a few that you didn•t know!

When the actor Christopher Reeve fell off his horse and was paralyzed from the neck
down, he became a vocal campaigner for the disabled; the actor who played Super-
man showed superhuman courage as he became one of the most visible campaigners
for the rights of the disabled.

People with disabilities are increasingly integrated into society. In addition to their
efforts to overcome discrimination, they actively participate in sports like wheelchair
basketball tournaments, marathon races, and the paralympics. In 2006, Josh Blue, who
has cerebral palsy, won the television competition Last Comic Standing. Our family
member mentioned above has sailed in regattas for the blind and won races in New
Zealand and Newport, Rhode Island.

Healthy Bodies, Sick Bodies
A major concern of sociologists has been to understand health and illness, from the
personal experience of being sick to the institutional arrangements that societies
develop to care for the sick, and the political issues that surround health care, such
as health insurance and prescription drug coverage.

The World Health Organization (WHO) defines health as a state of
complete mental, physical, and social well-being, not simply the absence
of disease. But when social scientists measure health, they typically do
so using a •negative health standardŽ; that is, we are healthy when we
are not sick. Statistically, the presence of a fever, pain, or illness that inter-
feres with our daily lives means we are not healthy. Anyone who has ever
been sick can tell you that it transforms your daily life.

Health and Inequality
Health and illness are among the most profoundly social experiences we
have. For one thing, not everyone gets sick with the same illnesses in
the same ways. Health and illness vary enormously by nationality, race,
gender, and age.

The study of the causes and distribution of disease and disability is
called epidemiology.This includes all the biomedical elements of disease
and also social and behavioral factors that influence the spread of dis-
ease. The focus on these social and behavioral factors is called social
epidemiology.

All health researchers begin with baseline indicators, such as the mortality rate,
which is the death rate as a percentage of the population, and the morbidity rate,
which indicates the rates of new infections from disease. Epidemiologists then attempt
to understand the incidenceof a disease„that is, how many new cases of a disease
are reported in a given place during a specified time frame„and the prevalenceof a
disease, which usually refers to the distribution of the disease over different groups
of the same population. For example, when a new disease like SARS is discovered or
a new epidemic of the flu breaks out, epidemiologists tracking the spread of the dis-
ease will try to observe its effect on different groups (race, age, region) to assess the
risks of different groups and even suggest policies that may inform the sorts of
precautions people might take.

Measures of health care include:

� Life expectancy: an estimate of the average life span of people born in a specific
year.

HEALTHY BODIES, SICK BODIES533

Around the world, scientists are marrying
technology with biology to develop
•bioartificialŽ organs that may transform
millions of lives. In the United States, an
artificial lung is in preclinical testing, an
artificial pancreas and kidney have been
tested in rats, and an artificial kidney is in
early human trials. In Germany, a bioartifi-
cial liver is in early human trials. A compu-
terized eye for the blind is in human testing
in Belgium. Several universities around the
world are testing artificial ears for the deaf
(Arnst, 2003).

Did you know ?
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3 Sociology and Our World.Among the most exciting and rewarding
parts of teaching introductory sociology is revealing to students how what
we study is so immediately applicable to the world in which we all live.
Thus each chapter has at least two boxes that make this connection ex-
plicit. They•re there to help the student see the connections between their
lives, which they usually think are pretty interesting, and sociology, which
they might, at first, fear as dry and irrelevant. And these boxes also are
there to facilitate classroom discussions, providing only a couple of ex-
amples of what could be numerous possibilities to apply sociology to con-
temporary social questions.

3 What Do You Think? and What Does America Think?Part of an
introductory course requires students to marshal evidence to en-
gage with and often reevaluate their opinions. Often our job is
to unsettle their fallback position of •this is just my own per-
sonal opinionŽ„which floats, unhinged from any social con-
texts. We ask that they contextualize, that they refer to how they
formed their opinions and to what sorts of evidence they might
use to demonstrate the empirical veracity of their position. How
they came to think what they think is often as important as what
they think.

But students often benefit enormously from knowing what
other peoplethink as well. What percentage of Americans agree
with you? Throughout each chapter, we•ve included a boxed fea-
ture that asks students questions taken directly from the General
Social Survey. At the end of the chapter, we provide the infor-
mation about what a representative sample of Americans think
about the same topic, to give a student a sense of where his or
her opinion fits with the rest of the country. Critical-thinking
questions based on the data encourage students to think about
how factors like race, gender, and class influence our perceptions
and attitudes.

3 How Do We Know What We Know?As mentioned above, this feature
enables us to show students how methods actually work in the exploration
of sociological problems. Instead of confining methods to its own chap-
ter, and then ignoring it for the remainder of the book, we ask, for exam-
ple, how sociologists measure social mobility (Chapter 7), or how we 
use statistics to examine the relationship between race and intelligence
(Chapter 8), or how participant observation studies of gangs have changed
our views of inner-city life (Chapter 6).

Sometimes, we show how bad methods have been used to support
various arguments, such as nineteeth century arguments against women
entering higher education (Chapter 9), the notion that men experience a
•midlife crisisŽ (Chapter 11) or even the recent claim by economist Steven
Levitt that the legalization of abortion in 1973 led to the decline in vio-
lent crime two decades later (Chapter 6).

In this way, students can see method-in-action as a tool that sociol-
ogists use to discover the patterns of the social world.

Privatization
One of the most popular types of school reform during the last few decades has been
privatization, allowing some degree of private control over public education. There
are two types of privatization, vouchers and charter schools.

The voucher systemuses taxpayer funds to pay for students• tuition at private
schools. The idea has been floating around for decades. It was first proposed by
economist Milton Friedman in 1955, based on the idea of the free market: If there is
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Random School Shootings
Bullying and homophobic harassment were two of
several precipitating factors in the tragic cases of ran-
dom school shootings that have taken place in Amer-
ican schools. Since 1992, there have been 29 cases
of such shootings in which a boy (or boys) opens fire
on his classmates. In my research project on these

shootings, I•ve discovered several startling facts. First, all 29
shootings were committed by boys. All but one took place in a
rural or suburban school„not an inner-city school. All but one
of the shooters were White.

And they all had a similar story of being bullied and harassed
every day, until school became a kind of torture. Why? It was
not because they were gay, but because they weredifferentfrom
the other boys„shy, bookish, honor students, artistic, musical,
theatrical, nonathletic, •geekish,Ž or weird. It was because they
were not athletic, overweight or underweight, or because they
wore glasses.

Faced with such incessant torment, some boys withdraw,
some self-medicate, some attempt suicide. Many try valiantly,
and often vainly, to fit in, to conform to these impossible stan-
dards that others set for them. And a few explode. Like Luke
Woodham, a bookish, overweight 16-year-old in Pearl, Missis-
sippi. An honor student, he was teased constantly for being over-
weight and a nerd. On October 1, 1997, Woodham opened fire
in the school•s common area, killing two students and wound-
ing seven others. In a psychiatric interview, he said, •I am not
insane. I am angry. I killed because people like me are mistreated
every day. I am malicious because I am miserable.Ž

Fourteen-year-old Michael Carneal was a shy freshman at Heath
High School in Paducah, Kentucky, barely 5 feet tall, weighing 110
pounds. He wore thick glasses and played in the high school band.
He felt alienated, pushed around, picked on. Over Thanksgiving,
1997, he stole two shotguns, two semiautomatic rifles, a pistol,
and 700 rounds of ammunition and brought them to school hop-
ing that they would bring him instant recognition. •I just wanted

the guys to think I was cool,Ž he said. When the cool guys ignored
him, he opened fire on a morning prayer circle, killing three class-
mates and wounding five others. Now serving a life sentence in
prison, Carneal told psychiatrists weighing his sanity that •peo-
ple respect me nowŽ (Blank, 1998).

And then there was Columbine High School in Littleton, Col-
orado. The very word Columbinehas become a symbol; kids today
often talk about someone •pulling a Columbine.Ž The connec-
tion between being socially marginalized, picked on, and bul-
lied every day propelled Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold deeper into
their video-game-inspired fantasies of a vengeful bloodbath. On
April 20, 1999, Harris and Klebold brought a variety of weapons
to their high school and proceeded to walk through the school,
shooting whomever they could find. Twenty-three students and
faculty were injured and 15 died, including one teacher and the
perpetrators.

On April 16, 2007, Seung Hui Cho, a 23-year-old student at
Virginia Tech, murdered two students in a dorm, waited about
an hour, and then calmly walked to an academic building,
chained the entrance, and started shooting methodically. In the
end, he killed 30 students and faculty before shooting himself„
the deadliest shooting by an individual in our nation•s history.
While obviously mentally ill, he had managed never to be ill
•enoughŽ to attract serious attention. In the time between the
shootings, he recorded a video in which he fumed about all the
taunting, teasing, and being ignored he had endured and how
this final conflagration would even the score.

In a national survey of teenagers• attitudes, nearly nine of
ten teenagers (86 percent) said that they believed that the
school shootings were motivated by a desire •to get back at
those who have hurt themŽ and that •other kids picking on them,
making fun of them, or bullying themŽ were the immediate
causes. Other potential causes such as violence on television,
movies, computer games or videos, mental problems, and access
to guns were significantly lower on the adolescents• ratings
(Gaughan, Cerio, and Myers, 2001).

Sociologyand ourWorld

of issues. As they were successful, they expanded their scope and their horizons and
began to press for more sweeping changes.

Today, some organized social movements like the labor movement are in decline.
Others, though, like the Civil Rights, women•s, and environmental movements have
continued to press for reforms in a wide variety of arenas.

Revolutions
Revolution, the attempt to overthrow the existing political order and replace it with
a completely new one, is the most dramatic and unorthodox form of political change.
Many social movements have a revolutionary agenda, hoping or planning for the end
of the current political regime. Some condone violence as a revolutionary tactic; many
terrorists are hoping to start a revolution. Successful revolutions lead to the creation
of new political systems (in France, Russia, Cuba, and China), or brand new coun-
tries (Haiti, Mexico, and the United States). Unsuccessful revolutions often go down
in the history books as terrorist attacks (Defronzo, 1996; Foran, 1997).

Earlier sociologists believed that revolutions had either economic or psycholog-
ical causes. Marx believed that revolutions were the inevitable outcome of the clash
between two social classes. As capitalism proceeded, the rich would get richer and
the poor would get poorer, and eventually the poor would become so poor that they
had nothing else to lose, and they would revolt. This is called the immiseration thesis„
you get more and more miserable until you lash out.

Talcott Parsons (1956) and other functionalists maintained that revolutions were
not political at all and had little to do with economic deprivation. They were irra-
tional responses by large numbers of people who were not sufficiently connected to
social life to see the benefits of existing conditions and thus could be worked into a
frenzy by outside agitators.

This theory is clearly wrong. Revolutions are almost never caused by mass delir-
ium but by people who want a change in leadership. A number of sociologists after
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Government and Standard of Living
Some people think that the government in Washington should do everything possible to improve
the standard of living of all poor Americans; they are at Point 1 on this card. Other people think
it is not the government•s responsibility and that each person should take care of himself or
herself; they are at Point 5. So, what do you think?

14.2

What 
doyou

think

Where would you place yourself on this scale, or haven•t you made up your mind on this?

?

See the back of the chapter to compare your answers to national survey data.

1 2 3 4 5

Government
action

Agree
with both

People help
themselves

WHAT DOES AMERICA THINK?137

What 
does

America
think?

3 Go to this website to look further at the data. You can run your own statistics and crosstabs
here: http://sda.berkeley.edu/cgi-bin/hsda?harcsda+gss04 

REFERENCES:Davis, James A., Tom W. Smith, and Peter V. Marsden. General Social Surveys 
1972…2004: [Cumulative file] [Computer file]. 2nd ICPSR version. Chicago, IL: National Opinion Research
Center [producer], 2005; Storrs, CT: Roper Center for Public Opinion Research, University of Connecticut; 
Ann Arbor, MI: Inter-University Consortium for Political and Social Research; Berkeley, CA: Computer-Assisted
Survey Methods Program, University of California [distributors], 2005.

4.1 Happiness
Taken all together, how would you say things are these days? Would you say that
you are very happy, pretty happy, or not too happy?In 1971, 17 percent of respon-
dents said they were not too happy; in 2004 it was much lower at 12 percent. Differ-
ences between Whites and Blacks were significant in 1972, with 32 percent of White
respondents and 19 percent of Black respondents saying they were very happy. Black
respondents were almost twice as likely to say they were not too happy than were
Whites. By 2004, those differences had evened out; 34.8 percent of White respondents
and 34.0 percent of Black respondents said they were very happy. In 2004, 10.5 per-
cent of White respondents and 16.4 percent of Black respondents reported being not
too happy.

CRITICAL THINKING| DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. What do you think the researchers were actually measuring with their survey question? If you were
going to measure happiness in a survey, how would you operationalize the term, •happiness?Ž

2. What social and historical factors contributed to the increase in Black respondents• reported
level of happiness between 1972 and 2004?

4.2 2000 Presidential Election
This is based on actual survey data from the General Social Survey, 2004

If you voted in the 2000 presidential elections, did you vote for Gore, Bush,
Nader, or someone else?While the numbers do not match up exactly with official
vote counts, they are within an appropriate margin of error. The votes were split
nearly half-and-half between Gore and Bush. What is interesting here is the differ-
ences in voting when we look at gender and race. Women were more likely to vote for
Gore, and men were more likely to vote for Bush. The difference was only about 10
percent in each case. Black voters were dramatically more likely to have voted for
Gore than for Bush, and White voters were more likely to have voted for Bush.

CRITICAL THINKING| DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. Why is there such a dramatic difference with regard to race?
2. Do you think if you broke down the results by gender and by race that you would find even

more dramatic differences? What might explain the differences?

feels to others. Durkheim tried to measure the amount of integration (how connected
we feel to social life) and regulation (the amount that our individual freedoms are
constrained) by empirically examining what happens when those processes fail.

In a sense, Durkheim turned the tables on economists who made a simple linear
case that freedom was an unmitigated good and that the more you have the happier
you will be. Durkheim argued that too much freedom might reduce the ties that one
feels to society and therefore make one more likely to commit suicide, not less!

Durkheim•s study of suicide illustrated his central insight: that society is held
together by •solidarity,Ž moral bonds that connect us to the social collectivity. •Every
society is a moral society,Ž he wrote. Social order, he claimed, cannot be accounted
for by the pursuit of individual self-interest; solidarity is emotional, moral, and non-
rational. Rousseau had called this •the general will,Ž Comte called it •consensus,Ž
but neither had attempted to actually study it (see also Durkheim, [1893] 1997).

WHERE DID SOCIOLOGY COME FROM?17

On the surface,
there is no act
more personal
or individual

than suicide. Taking your own life is
almost always explained by individual
psychopathology because a person must
be crazy to kill him- or herself. If that•s
true, Durkheim reasoned, suicide would
be distributed randomly among the
population; there would be no variation
by age, religion, region, or marital
status, for example.

Yet that is exactly what he found;
suicide varies by:

1. Religion. Protestants commit suicide
far more often than Catholics, and
both commit suicide more often than
Jews (he did not measure Muslims).

2. Age. Young people and old people
commit suicide more often than
middle-aged people.

3. Marital status. Single people commit
suicide more often than married
people.

4. Gender. Men commit suicide more
often than women.

5. Employment. Unemployed people
commit suicide more often than the
employed.

Because we can assume that
unemployed, unmarried young male
Protestants are probably no more likely
to be mentally ill than any other group,
Durkheim asked what each of these
statuses might contribute to keeping a
person from suicide. And he determined
that the •functionŽ of each status is to
embed a person in a community, to
provide a sense of belonging, of
•integratingŽ the person into society.

What•s more, these statuses also
provided rules to live by, solid norms
that constrain us from spinning wildly
out of control, that •regulateŽ us. The
higher the level of integration and
regulation, Durkheim reasoned, the
lower the level of suicide. Too little
integration led to what Durkheim called
•egoisticŽ suicide, in which the
individual kills him- or herself because
they don•t feel the connection to the
group. Too little regulation led to
what Durkheim called •anomicŽ suicide,
in which the person floats in a sense
of normlessness and doesn•t know
the rules that govern social life
or when those rules change dramatically.

But sometimes there can be too
much integration, where the individual

Suicide Is a Social Act

How do we know
what we know

completely loses him- or herself in the
group and therefore would be willing to
kill him- or herself to benefit the group.
A suicide that resulted from too much
integration is one Durkheim called
•altruisticŽ„think of suicide bombers,
for example. And sometimes people feel
overregulated, trapped by rules that are
not of their own making, that lead to
what Durkheim called •fatalisticŽ
suicide. Durkheim saw this type of
suicide among slaves, for example, or,
as he also hypothesized, •very young
husbands.Ž Why do you think he
thought that?

Types of Suicide and Integration and
Regulation

Too little Too much
Level of Egoistic Altruistic
integration

Level of Anomic Fatalistic
regulation

Durkheim•s methodological innova-
tion was to find a way to measure some-
thing as elusive as integration or
regulation„the glue that holds society
together and connects us to each other.
Ironically, he found the way to •seeŽ
integration and regulation at those
moments it wasn•t there!
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3 Try It These exercises, based on real classroom experience and con-
tributed by sociology instructors across the country, provide opportuni-
ties for active learning. One •Try ItŽ exercise per chapter directs students
to perform an activity„individually or in a group, inside or outside of
class„that illustrates a sociological concept. Activities include asking
students to apply theories of deviance to what they see in the news
(Chapter 6), to think sociologically about the lifespan (Chapter 11), and
to consider and apply the concept of population pyramids (Chapter 19).

3 An Engaging Writing StyleAll textbook writers strive for clarity, a few
even reach for elegance. This book is no exception. We•ve tried to write
the book in a way that conveys a lot of information, but also in a way
that engages the students where they live. Not only are concepts always
followed by examples, but we frequently use examples drawn from pop
culture„from TV, movies, and music„and even from videos and video
games.

This will not only make the students• reading experience seem more
immediate, but should also enable the instructor to illustrate the relevance
of sociological concepts to the students• lives.
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In fact, the gay rights movement may have been too successful to remain a
counterculture or a subculture; it is now part of the mainstream culture. Many strictly
gay social institutions are struggling to survive. Gay bookstores are going out of busi-
ness because gay-themed books are available at every bookstore. Gay political organ-
izations are losing members, now that protection from antigay discrimination can be
openly discussed at any town council meeting. A proposed gay college died on the
drawing board: You can take gay studies courses just about anywhere. Why join a
gay church, when gay people are welcomed in the church down the street? It is not
that antigay prejudice and discrimination no longer exist but that they can now be
fought more effectively within mainstream social institutions. It may be true that the
more successful a social movement is, the less it is felt to be needed.

Sexuality as Politics
Sex has always been political„that is, people have always been arguing about what
we shouldbe able to do„and with whom, how, under what circumstances. It has often

CHAPTER 10SEXUALITY338

OBJECTIVE: This activity encourages the development of
a greater understanding of heterosexist privilege and the
role prejudice and discrimination play in our everyday
lives.

STEP 1: Research
Take a moment to review some of the gay pride symbols by
searching for information in your library or on the Internet.
Your instructor may also share information on pride symbols
and their development. Your instructor may also assign you
to read an article published about the Pink Triangle Experi-
ment (see the note at the end of the box).

STEP 2: Plan
Your instructor will either assign this as an individual proj-
ect or as a partner project. You will be asked to choose one
of the gay pride symbols and wear it for the day (your
instructor may assign a longer time period) on your campus
(most students choose to wear a pink triangle). Your
instructor will either provide you with symbols to choose
from or have materials on hand for you to make a symbol to
wear (it should be the size of a lapel pin or only slightly
larger). Should you be uncomfortable wearing a symbol, you
should choose to partner with another student who plans to
wear the symbol for the day. Be sure to follow the directions
of your instructor.

If you choose not to wear a pin but partner with a pin
wearer, you will want to plan to be with this person for at
least part of the time he or she wears the symbol. As you
wear the symbol on campus, keep notes on comments made
to you throughout the day.

STEP 3: Write
At the end of the day (the end of the assignment), write a
one-page paper on your experiences. Be sure to include
answers to the following:
3 Describe the most powerful moment or incident in your

wearing of the symbol.
3 Explain the who, what, when, and where of your experi-

ence and be sure to include comments on how you felt
about wearing the symbol.

3 What was the most difficult part of doing this assign-
ment?

3 For non-symbol-wearers, include a discussion of your
observations and conversations with your partner and dis-
cuss your concerns about wearing the symbol.

3 Include a conclusion where you discuss overall what
you thought about this project and what it indicates
about our society and culture. Do you think you would
have received different reactions had you worn the sym-
bol in your community? In your church? Where do you
think you would be most welcomed? Least welcomed?
Why?

STEP 4: Discuss
Be prepared to turn in your comments in class and to share
your thoughts about this assignment. What do you think this
has to do with prejudice and discrimination in our society?

A more detailed description of this assignment can be found in Rabow,
Jerome, Jill M. Stein, and Terri D. Conley, •Teaching Social Justice
and Encountering Society: The Pink Triangle Experiment,Ž Youth
and Society 30 (1999): 483…514.

The Pink Triangle Experiment
Submitted by Jerome Rabow and Pauline Yeghnazar,UCLA/CSUN.
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A number of instructors were kind enough to share some of their favorite class-tested
learning activities for the feature in this book called •Try ItŽ: these make more con-
crete and experiential some of the themes we discuss in the chapters, enabling the stu-
dents to gain some hands-on sociological experience. Thanks to Katherine Rowell of
Sinclair Community College for her valuable work in assembling, editing, and con-
tributing many of these; other contributors include:

Amy Agigian, Suffolk University
Sharon Barnartt, Gallaudet University
Michelle Bemiller, Kansas State University
Casey J. Cornelius, Delta College
Jeff Dixon, Indiana University
Meredith Greif, Cleveland State University
Amy Guptill, SUNY…Brockport
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In addition, each chapter includes two boxes called •What Do You Think?Ž and two
end-of-chapter exercises called •What Does America Think?Ž„all of which were con-
tributed by Kathleen Dolan of North Georgia College and State University. These help
the students gauge their own opinions next to the results of GSS and other surveys
of Americans• opinions. Such a gauge is pedagogically vital. Often my students 
begin a response to a question with a minimizing feint: •This is just my own personal
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opinion. . . . Ž What a relief and revelation to see their opinions as socially shared
(or not) with others. I•m grateful to Kathleen for her efforts to contextualize those
•personal opinions.Ž

I•ve also carried on a conversation with my colleagues at SUNY, Stony Brook,
where I have been so fortunate to work for two decades in a department that strongly
values high quality teaching. In particular, I•m grateful to my chair, Diane Barthel-
Bouchier, for managing such a diverse and collegial department where I have felt so
comfortable. Every single one of my colleagues„both past and present„has assisted
me in some way in the work on this book, guiding my encounter with areas of their
expertise, providing an example they have used in class, or commenting on specific
text. I am grateful to them all.

There has also been an ongoing conversation with my students, both graduate
and undergraduate, throughout my career. They•ve kept me attentive to the shifts in
the field and committed to working constantly on my own pedagogical strategies to
communicate them. My teaching assistants over the years have been especially per-
ceptive„and unafraid to communicate their thoughts and opinions!

I have spent my entire career teaching in large public universities„UC Berkeley,
UC Santa Cruz, Rutgers, and now Stony Brook„teaching undergraduate students
who are, overwhelmingly, first generation college students, and most often immigrants
and members of minority groups. They represent the next generation of Americans,
born not to privilege, but to hope and ambition. More than any other single group,
they have changed how I see the world.

Many other sociologists have influenced my thinking over the years. I suspect
I may be a rather impressionable guy, because were I to list them all, I think the list
would go on for pages! So I will only thank some recent friends and colleagues who
have contributed their advice, comments, or criticisms on specific items in this book,
and those old friends who have shared their passion for sociology with me for decades:
Elizabeth Armstrong, Troy Duster, Paula England, Cynthia and Howard Epstein,
Abby Ferber, John Gagnon, Josh Gamson, Barry Glassner, Erich Goode, Cathy
Greenblat, Michael Kaufman, Mike Messner, Rebecca Plante, Lillian Rubin, Don
Sabo, Wendy Simonds, Arlene and Jerry Skolnick, Jean-Anne Sutherland, and Suzanna
Walters.

For the rest of my far-flung friends and colleagues, I hope that you will find the
fruits of those conversations somewhere in these pages.

One person stands out as deserving of special thanks. Jeffery Dennis began his
career as my graduate student„an enormously gifted one at that. We engaged Jeff as
a colleague to work with us to develop this book„to help us develop chapters, 
explore arguments, clarify examples, track down obscure factoids, organize thematic
presentations„and with everything we asked of him, he delivered far more than we
hoped. He•s been a most valued contributor to this project, and a major participant in
its conversations.

A textbook of this size and scale is also the result of a conversation between author
and publisher„and there we have been enormously lucky to work with such a tal-
ented and dedicated team as we have at Allyn and Bacon. As the editor, Jeff Lasser
does more than acquire a book, he inhabits it„or, more accurately, it inhabits him. 
He thinks about it constantly and engages with the authors with just the right balance
of criticism and support. He knows when to push„and when not to.

Jessica Carlisle has been simply the ideal development editor. Her instincts were
almost always flawless„she held aloft a concern for both the form and the content
of this book in equal measure, helping us revise, trim, cut, and add in a way that made
the book better, stronger and tighter.

xxxiii
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The rest of the production team, including Donna Simons and Susan McNally,
were as professional and dedicated to the project as we were.

At the beginning of this preface, I said I was really lucky because my job is so
amazingly rewarding, and because I get to do something that is in harmony with my
values, with how I see the world.

But I•m also really lucky because I get to do virtually everything„including the
writing of this book„with my wife, Amy Aronson. Amy is a professor of Journalism
and Media Studies at Fordham University; she comes to her sociological imagination
through her background in the humanities and her experiences as a magazine editor
(Working Woman ). In the writing of this book, we have been completely equal part-
ners„this is the only part I have written myself. (Don•t worry: she edited it!)

Amy thanks her colleagues at Fordham University, Lincoln Center, for their sup-
port and various helpful comments. She•s grateful always to Robert Ferguson for his
unwavering encouragement over the years.

And we both thank our respective families„Winnie Aronson, Nancy Aronson,
Barbara and Herb Diamond, Sandi Kimmel and Patrick Murphy, Ed Kimmel, Bill
Diamond, Jeff Diamond, Leslie and Bruce Hodes, and Lauren Kaplan„for believing
in us and cheering us on.

And we thank Zachary, our son. At age 8, he•s been a lively critic of some of our
ideas, a curious listener, and a patient family member. (He helped pick some of the
pictures!) Every single day, when he recounts the day•s events at school, or is at soc-
cer or ice hockey practice, or observes something in the neighborhood, or asks a ques-
tion about the news„he reminds us of the importance of a sociological perspective
in making sense of the world.

And finally I thank Amy. As partners in our lives, as parents to our son, and in
our collaboration on this and other books, we work toward a marriage of equals, in
which the idea of gender equality is a lived reality, not some utopian dream.

Michael Kimmel

To learn more about this text and the authors, watch video of Michael Kimmel and
Amy Aronson discussingSociology Now at www.ablongman.com/kimmelpreview.
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A NOTE FROM THE PUBLISHER ABOUT SUPPLEMENTSxxxvii

Instructor Supplements
Unless otherwise noted, instructor•s supplements are available at no charge to adopters
and available in printed or duplicated formats, as well as electronically through the
Pearson Higher Education Instructor Resource Center(www.pearsonhighered.com/irc).

Instructor•s Manual(Jennifer E. Lerner, Northern Virginia Community College,
Loudoun) For each chapter in the text, the Instructor•s Manual provides chapter
summaries and outlines, learning objectives, key terms and people, teaching sugges-
tions (which include film suggestions, in-class activities, and projects and homework
exercises), and references for further research and reading. The Instructor•s Manual
also includes the •Try ItŽ activities from the text, along with notes for the instructor.

Test Bank(Elizabeth Pare, Wayne State University) The Test Bank contains approx-
imately 90 questions per chapter in multiple-choice, true-false, short answer, fill-in-
the-blank, essay, and open-book formats. The open-book questions challenge students
to look beyond words and answer questions based on the text•s figures, tables, and
maps. All questions are labeled and scaled according to Bloom•s Taxonomy.

Computerized Test BankThe printed Test Bank is also available through Pearson•s
computerized testing system, TestGen EQ. This fully networkable test-generating soft-
ware is available for Windows and Macintosh. The user-friendly interface allows you
to view, edit, and add questions, transfer questions to tests, and print tests in a vari-
ety of fonts. Search and sort features allow you to locate questions quickly and to
arrange them in whatever order you prefer.

PowerPoint’ Presentation(Kell Stone, El Camino College) These PowerPoint slides
on a CD, created especially for Sociology Now, feature lecture outlines for every chap-
ter and many of the tables, charts, and maps from the text. PowerPoint software is
not required, as a PowerPoint viewer is included.

Student Supplements
Study Guide (Shelly McGrath, Southern Illinois University) The Study Guide is
designed to help students prepare for quizzes and exams. For every chapter in the text,
it contains a chapter summary, lists of key terms and people, a practice test with 25
multiple-choice questions and an answer key, and a set of PowerPoint lecture 
outlines. We have also included a list of videos, simulations, and other activities stu-
dents can find in MySocLab for further exploration of topics in each chapter. Packaged
at no additional cost on request with the text.
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Online Course Management
The MySocLab Census UpdateMySocLab Census Update gives students the opportu-
nity to explore 2010 Census methods and data and apply Census results in a dynamic
interactive online environment. It includes:

€ a series of activities using 2010 Census results

€ video clips explaining and exploring the Census

€ primary source readings relevant to the Census

€ an online version of the 2010 Census Update Primer

MySocLab Census Update is available at no additional cost to the student when pack-
aged with a MySocLab Student Access Code Card(ISBN 0-205-21389-8).

WebCT and Blackboard Test BanksFor colleges and universities with WebCT’ and
Blackboard’ licenses, we have converted the complete Test Bank into these popular
course management platforms. Adopters can request a copy on CD or download the
electronic file by logging in to our Instructor Resource Center.

Additional Supplements
A Short Introduction to the 2010 U.S. Census,by John Carl (ISBN 0-205-21325-1)
A Short Introduction to the 2010 U.S. Censuspresents a brief seven-chapter overview
of the Census, including important information about the Constitutional mandate,
research methods,who is affected by the Census, and how data are used. Additionally,
the primer explores key contemporary topics such as race and ethnicity, the family,
and poverty. The primer can be packaged with any Pearson text at no additional cost,
and is also available via MySocLab, MySocKit, and MySearchLab.

The Allyn and Bacon Social Atlas of the United States(William H. Frey, University of
Michigan, with Amy Beth Anspach and John Paul DeWitt) This brief and accessi-
ble atlas uses colorful maps, graphs, and some of the best social science data avail-
able to survey the leading social, economic, and political indicators of American
society. Available for purchase separately or packaged with this text at a significant
discount.
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It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of wisdom, it was the age of fool-

ishness, it was the epoch of belief, it was the epoch of incredulity, it was the season of Light, it was

the season of Darkness, it was the spring of hope, it was the winter of despair, we had everything

before us, we had nothing before us, we were all going direct to Heaven, we were all going direct

the other way„in short, the period was so far like the present period . . . .

„ Charles Dickens (1859)

THESE ARE THE FIRST LINESof one of Western literature•s greatest novels, A Tale of Two

Citiesby Charles Dickens. In it, Dickens recounts the saga of the French Revolution, at once

one of the most exciting, hopeful, and momentous events in history, and among its most

bloody, cruel, and tragic, a period of unparalleled optimism about the possibilities of human

freedom and some of the most bar-

baric and repressive measures ever

taken in the name of that freedom.

But which is it: best or worst,

wisdom or foolishness, light or dark-

ness? Dickens insisted that it was

both„and there lies the essence of sociological thinking. It•s difficult to hold both ideas in

our heads at the same time. More often, we take a position„usually at one extreme or the

other„and then try to hold it in the face of evidence that suggests otherwise. We find it

easier to take an extreme position than to occupy a vague middle ground of ambivalence.

Besides, logic and common

sense insist that it can•t possi-

bly be both.

That•s what makes sociol-

ogy so fascinating. Sociology is

constantly wrestling with two

immense and seemingly contra-

dictory questions: social order

and social disorder„how it often feels that everything fits together perfectly, like a

smoothly functioning machine, and how everything feels like it•s falling apart and society is

What Is 
Sociology?

3

Sociology is a way of seeing the world.
It takes us beyond the •either/orŽ
framing of common sense, and looks
at how most social issues are really
•both/and.Ž



Sociology as a Way of Seeing
If you•re like most people, you know that sociology is •the study of society.Ž But we
don•t typically know much more than that. What is society? And how do we study it?

Unlike other social sciences, the field of sociology is not immediately evident from
just its name, like economics or political science. Nor are there many TV or movie
characters who are sociologists, as there are psychologists (like Dr. Phil), psychiatrists
(Frasier), or anthropologists (Indiana Jones or Lara Croft). In the popular movie
Animal House (1979), the protagonist encounters two sorority girls at a party. The
writers wanted to portray these girls as gum-chomping, air-headed idiots. So what
are they majoring in? Right„sociology.

Those who don•t know about sociology also tend to dismiss it as not worth know-
ing about. •Sociology only makes a science out of common sense,Ž was the way it was
presented to us when we were students. But, as you will soon see, sociology is far more
than that. In fact, what common sense tells us is true often turns out not to be. Soci-
ology may be the field that overturns what we already •knowŽ because of •common
sense.Ž It helps us comprehend our world„and understand our place in it.

Sociology sets for itself the task of trying to answer certain basic questions about
our lives: the nature of identity, the relationship of the individual to society, our rela-
tionships with others. Sociologists try to explain the paradoxes that we daily observe
in the world around us: for example, how globalization brings us closer and closer,
and, at the same time, seems to drive us further and further apart into smaller reli-
gious, tribal, or ethnic enclaves. Or we observe that society is divided into different
unequal groups based on class, race, ethnicity, and gender, and yet, at the same time,
everyone•s values are remarkably similar.

Sociology is both a field of study and a way of seeing. As a field, perhaps the pithi-
est definition was written 50 years ago, by C. Wright Mills (1959), a professor at

CHAPTER 1WHAT IS SOCIOLOGY?4

coming apart at the seams. If every single individual is simply doing what is best for him-

or herself, why is there any social order at all? Why are we not constantly at war with each

other? And how is order maintained? How is society possible in the first place?

On the other hand, why does it often seem that society is falling apart? Why do so many

people in society disobey its laws, disagree about its values, and differ about the political

and social goals of the society? Why is there so much crime and delinquency? Why is there

so much inequality? Why does society keep changing?

These sorts of giant questions are what sociology sets out to answer. Sociologists ana-

lyze the ways that institutions like family, marketplace, military, and government serve to

sustain social order and how problems like inequality, poverty, and racial or gender discrimi-

nation make it feel as if it is falling apart. And it turns out that most of the answers aren•t

so obvious or commonsensical after all.



Columbia University. Sociology, he wrote, is an •imagination,Ž a way of seeing, a way
of •connecting biography to history.Ž What Mills means is that the sociological imag-
ination sees our lives as contextual lives„our individual identities are sensible only in
the social contexts„such as family, or our jobs, or our set of friends„in which we
find ourselves. A sociological perspective is a perspective that sees connections and con-
texts. Sociology connects individuals to the worlds in which we live. Stated most sim-
ply, sociology is the study of human behavior in society.

Beyond Either/Or: Seeing Sociologically
To help orient you to the field of sociology, read again the quote that begins this chap-
ter. Now, take a look at your local daily newspaper or watch your local TV news.
Most of the time, they•re telling you how things are getting worse, much worse than
they•ve ever been. Crime waves threaten our safety; dramatic rises in teenage drink-
ing and drug use threaten the survival of the nation; and fundamentalist fanatics make
the entire world unsafe. We worry about the spiraling divorce rate, the rate of teen
pregnancies, the collapse of marriage. We worry about •newŽ diseases, like SARS;
of •oldŽ diseases like smallpox being unleashed as weapons; about costs of prescrip-
tion medicines; and about the microbial dangers lurking in our food. We fret about
the collapse of morality, the decline in religion, the collapse of law and order. We•re
shocked, outraged, and often frightened when we hear of someone being pushed under
a train in a busy New York City subway station. Is the country falling apart?

Perhaps the opposite is true. We•re also equally bombarded with stories about
the enormous social changes that have made the world a smaller and smaller place,
where millions of people can communicate with one another in an instant. Dramatic
technological breakthroughs expand the possibilities for trade, cultural exchange, eco-
nomic development. Scientific advances make it possible to live longer, healthier lives
than any people who have ever lived. The mapping of the human genome may enable
scientists to eliminate many of the diseases that have plagued human beings for mil-
lennia while the rise of the Internet will enable us to communicate that knowledge in
a heartbeat. Americans are going to college in greater numbers, and today we have
women, African American, Asian American, Hispanic, and gay CEOs, corporate
board members, and business owners. Freedom and democracy have spread through-
out the world. Is society getting better and better?

Typically, we vacillate between these positions. Sometimes, when it suits us, as
when we are examining the behavior of other people, we say that things are getting
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worse. This is especially true when older people look at the things that
younger people are doing. •When I was a kid . . .Ž they•ll say, •things were
a lot better.Ž Other times, often when we are examining our own behavior,
we say that things are getting better. •Every day in every way I am getting
better and betterŽ is how the mantra of the recovery movement goes. Young
people often have to remind older people of all the technological break-
throughs that have made their lives healthier, wealthier, and more fun.

To the sociologist, neither of these polar positions is completely true. The
sociologist is as concerned about the collapse of traditional social institutions
and values as he or she is about the extraordinary ways society is improv-
ing. A sociologist is as interested in how things are held together as he or she
is in how things are falling apart. Sociologists see both sides at once. They
don•t think in •either/orŽ; they usually think in •both/and.Ž And what•s
more, sociologists don•t see the glass half full or half empty, as the classic for-
mulation of optimist or pessimist goes. Sociologists see the glass half full„
and want to know about the quality of the air in the glass. They see the glass
half empty and want to know about the quality of the water as well.

For example, as you•ll see in this book, most sociologists believe our
identities come from both nature and nurture; that people are getting both
richer and poorer (it depends on which people in what places); that our racial
and ethnic identities both draw us closer together and further fragment us.

Making Connections: Sociological Dynamics
The sociologist is interested in the connections between things getting better and things
getting worse. In our globalizing world, where daily the farthest reaches of the world
are ever more tightly connected to every other part, where changes in one remote cor-
ner of Earth ripple through the rest of society, affecting every other institution„in
such a world, the sociologist attempts to see both integration and disintegration and
the ways in which the one is related to the other.

Take one example. In New York City, we are occasionally aghast that some inno-
cent person, calmly waiting for a subway train, is pushed in front of an oncoming
train and killed„all for apparently no reason at all. On the freeway, we daily hear
of cases of •road rageŽ that got a little out of control. Instead of merely being con-
tent with cutting each other off at more than 70 miles an hour, playing a sort of •free-
way chickenŽ game, or giving each other the finger and cursing at the tops of our
lungs, occasionally someone gets really carried away and pulls a gun out of the glove
compartment or from the passenger seat and opens fire on a stranger, whose only
•crimeŽ might have been to have cut in front of the first driver. Immediately, the head-
lines blare that society is falling apart, that violence is on the rise. Psychologists offer
therapeutic salve and warn of the increasing dangers of urban or suburban life. •It•s
a jungle out there,Ž we•ll say to ourselves. •These people are nuts.Ž

But sociologists also ask another sort of question: How can so many people drive
on clogged freeways, on too-little sleep, inching along for hours, surrounded by mani-
acs who are gabbing on their cell phones, ignoring speed limits and basic traffic
safety„many also going either toward or away from stressful jobs or unbalanced
home lives? How can we stuff nearly two million human beings, who neither know
one another nor care very much for any of them, into large metal containers, packed
like sardines, hurtling through dark tunnels at more than 60 miles an hour? How is
it possible that these same people don•t get so murderously angry at their conditions
that people aren•t pushed in front of subway trains at every single subway stop every
single day of the year? How come more people aren•t driving armed and dangerous,
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ready to shoot anyone who worsens an already difficult morning
commute?

To a sociologist, social order is as intriguing as social break-
down. Sociologists want to know what keeps us from fragment-
ing into 280 million different parts, and, at the same time, we want
to know what drives us in so many millions of directions. We want
to know what holds us together and what drives us apart. How is
social order possible„especially in a nation in which we believe
that each individual is completely free to do as he or she sees fit,
where we•re all supposed to be •looking out for number 1Ž?
How come, despite all our protests, we also tend to •look out for
number 2Ž?

Is it simply the threat of coercion„that we•d all simply be
wreaking murder and mayhem if we weren•t afraid of getting
caught? We think it•s something more, and that•s what sociology„
and this book„is about.

Sociological Understanding
Our interest is not entirely in social order, nor is it entirely social dis-
integration and disorder. Let•s return for a moment, to that person
who pushed someone in front of a subway train. Sure, that person
probably needs to have his or her head examined. But a sociologist
might also ask about governmental policies that deinstitutionalized
millions of mentally ill people, forcing them onto ever-shrinking wel-
fare rolls and often into dramatically overcrowded prisons. And perhaps we need also
to examine the dramatic income disparities that collide in our major cities„disparities
that make the United States the most unequal industrial country in the world and the
modern city as the world•s most heterogeneous collection of people from different coun-
tries, of different races, speaking different languages in the entire world.

And what about that person who opened fire on a passing motorist? Can we dis-
cuss this frightening event without also discussing the availability of guns in Amer-
ica and the paucity of effective gun control laws? Shouldn•t we also discuss suburban
and urban sprawl, the sorry state of our roads and highways, overwork, the number
and size of cars traveling on roads built for one-tenth that many? Or maybe it•s just
those shock jocks that everyone is listening to in their cars„the guys who keep telling
us not to just get mad, but get even?

A comparison with other countries is usually helpful. No other industrial coun-
try has this sort of road rage deaths; they are far more common in countries ruled by
warlords, in which a motorist might unknowingly drive on •theirŽ piece of the high-
way. And though many other industrial nations have intricate and elaborate subway
systems, people being pushed in front of trains is exceedingly rare. And are those same
countries far more homogeneous than the United States with well-financed institutions
for the mentally ill or with a more balanced income structure? Or maybe it•s that peo-
ple who live in those countries are just more content with their lives than we are.

These are just two examples of how a sociologist looks at both social order and
social breakdown. There are many others that we will discuss in this book. For exam-
ple, the much-lamented decline in marriage and increase in divorce is accompanied
by a dramatic increase in people who want to marry and start families (like lesbians,
gay men, and transgendered people) and the dramatically high percentage of people
who remarry within three years of divorce„which indicates that most people still
believe in the institution. The oft-criticized decline in literacy and •numeracyŽ among
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American teenagers is accompanied by equally astonishing increases in competition
at America•s most elite schools„so much so that many who attended elite schools in
the past would not be admitted now.

Doing Sociology
Sure, sociology is an academic field, with a clear object of study and theories that
inform that inquiry and various methods that we use to understand it. But just as
important, sociology is a kind of posture, a perspective, a way of seeing the world.

Take a look at the course offerings in your school•s catalog. Most courses in most
fields seem to present part of the field•s object of study„except sociology. While about
half of our course offerings are about what sociology is and does„that is, about soci-
ological theory, methods, and specific areas of study„the other half are often listed as
what we might call the •sociology ofsŽ„they offer a sociological perspective on other
fields. So we have sociology of: alcohol, art, crime, culture, delinquency, drugs, gender,
literature, mass communications, media, music, science, sexuality, and technology.

Sociology is, of course, also a defined subject„and as such it uses theoretical mod-
els of how the world works and various methods to understand that world. But sociol-
ogy is equally a •way of seeingŽ„a way of organizing all these seemingly contradictory
trends„indeed a way of looking at the objects of study of all the other disciplines.

The sociological perspective itself is dynamic. It is a difficult position to main-
tain in the wake of moral certainties asserted from both sides. But it is precisely the
fact that such moral certainties are asserted from both sides that makes the mapping
of relationships„seeing vices as well as virtues, stability as well as change, order as
well as disintegration„that much more imperative. Sociologists see both trends simul-
taneously, as well as seeing how they are interrelated.

The sociological perspective is not avoidance, nor is it an unwillingness to take
a position. In fact, sociologists are involved in designing policies to amelio-
rate many of the world•s most pressing problems. Nor is it the same thing
as moral relativism, which is a form of apolitical resignation. Most sociol-
ogists have strong political commitments to using their research to make
other people•s lives better, though they inevitably disagree about what
•betterŽ might mean and how best to accomplish it. Finally, the sociologi-
cal perspective is not to be confused with indifference. Seeing problems as
analytically complex doesn•t mean that one is uninterested in solving them.

To be a sociologist is to recognize the social complexity of problems„
the events we seek to understand have many parts, each connected to the
others. It requires that we step back from the immediate pulls of political
positions and take into account larger contexts in which problems take
shape. And it requires a certain intellectual humility, to acknowledge that
none of us can completely grasp the fullness of any problem because the
parts are so connected. None of us can see the complete picture.

You probably recall the famous story of the blind men asked to
describe an elephant. (The story originated in India, but there are also ver-
sions of this folktale in ancient China, twelfth-century Islam, and nine-
teenth-century England, which gives you the idea that it•s a parable that
strikes a cross-cultural nerve.) In the story, each man touches a different
part of the elephant, and then each, in his arrogance, describes the entire
animal. One declares the elephant to be a tree (he felt the leg), another a
wall (the side), and others declare it a spear (the tusk), a snake (the trunk),
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and so forth. The sociologist realizes that his or her view is partial, and we rely on
the perceptions and observations (research) of other social scientists to complete
our understanding of the whole picture.

Patience and humility are temperamental qualities that are in relatively short sup-
ply these days. But they are necessary. The alternatives are even less pleasant: a retreat
to idealized and nostalgic notions of moral certainty (which certainly never existed
as we romantically recall them now) or some uncritical embrace of the new that leads
to a frantic, headlong rush into an uncertain future.

Recall the way you may have argued with your parents. You try to persuade them
with what you consider to be reasoned logic (•it makes sense for me to have the keys
to the carŽ) or with social trends (•all the other parents let their kids have the keys to
the carŽ). If the argument seems to be going your way, they may retreat to
their parental authority as the only way to meet your arguments. •Because
I said so, that•s why,Ž or •Because I•m the dad.Ž When authority figures
retreat to such traditional arguments they may get their way„you may not
get to use the car„but you have also won a major ideological victory, forc-
ing them to rely on that tired and soon-to-be-outmoded form of authority
instead of meeting your logic with an equally compelling logic of their own.

But should you reply to their rational arguments with equally time-
oriented dismissals„such as •it•s just the way we do things nowŽ or •that
may have worked in your day, but everything is different nowŽ„you may
succeed in making them feel older than they actually are, but you•ve lost
the high ground, being unable to meet their idea of reason with reason
of your own.

As a sociology professor, I often hear a variant of these positions from
students. When presented with evidence of some social problem, they may
say, •Well, there•s nothing you can do about it. It•s always been that way.Ž
In the next minute, when confronted with some other evidence about
another problem, they•re just as likely to say, •Well, the data you have
are from 2002. That•s old. It•s completely different now.Ž

It•s not that the students are wrong half the time. It•s that we usethese
sorts of statements to avoid dealing with the issues that are presented to
us. They•re evasions, and we use both of them as the situation seems to
warrant. They enable us to avoid any genuine productive engagement
with the problem before us.

The sociological perspective accepts neither •timelessŽ truisms nor
constant flux as the grounds for the positions we take. Nor are they ade-
quate as the foundations for understanding social life.

Sociology and Science
Sociology is a social science. To some, this phrase is an oxymoron„a phrase where
the terms are opposites, sort of like •jumbo shrimp.Ž It•s true that the social sciences
cannot match the predictive power of natural science, because people don•t behave
as predictably as rocks or bacteria or planets. But that doesn•t mean that we cannot
test hypotheses to discern patterns of behaviors, clusters of attitudes, and structures
and institutions that make social life possible.

Some sociologists would not look out of place in a science department: They create
hypotheses based on empirical observations of social phenomena, then test them. In other
words, they are looking for scientific facts. Other sociologists would not look out of place
in a humanities department: They ask open-ended questions to find out what it feels like
to belong to a certain social group. In other words, they are looking for the human spirit.
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One sort of sociologist believes that social phenomena
like race, class, deviance, and injustice are as real as natu-
ral phenomena and should be studied just as objectively.
The other sort believes that social phenomena exist only
through human interaction, so they can•t be studied objec-
tively at all. One uses numbers (quantitative methods), and
the other uses words (qualitative methods). They have
different theories. They publish in different journals.
Sometimes departments are split into two camps, each
accusing the other of not doing •real sociology.Ž

However, a sociologist who sits down to compare
research methods with a chemist or even biologist will find
substantial differences. Other scientists work with objects
(carbon isotopes, microorganisms) that have no volition,
no motivation, no emotion. OK, maybe the higher mam-
mals do, but even they have no hidden agenda, they don•t
care about presenting themselves in the best possible light,
and simply being observed doesn•t make them reevaluate
their lives. When the object of study is intelligent and
aware, you need different techniques and different propo-
sitions. For this reason, sociology is a social science.

On the other end of the conference table, the sociolo-
gist talking to the humanities scholar will also find substan-
tial differences. Humanities scholars look at texts (books,
movies, art, music, philosophical treatises) for their own

sake. The artists may have described the society they lived in, but the description is
always an artistic vision, not meant to be taken as real life. Sociologists try to get at
the real life. They engage in systematic observation and hypothesis testing, draw a
representative sample. They worry about validity and reliability. And they claim that
their research has revealed something about what it was really like to live in a past
society (or in a contemporary society). For this reason, sociology is a social science.

Some of the questions that sociology poses for itself also distinguish it from the other
social sciences. For example, economists follow the processes of individuals who act
rationally in markets, such as the labor market. Sociologists are interested in such rational
economic calculation but also study behavior that is not rational and that is collective„
that is, sociologists typically understand that behavior cannot be reduced to the simple
addition of all the rational individuals acting in concert. Psychologists may focus on those
group processes„there are branches of psychology and sociology that are both called
•social psychologyŽ„but our everyday understandings of psychology are that the prob-
lems we observe in our lives can be remedied by adequate therapeutic intervention. Soci-
ologists think these •private troublesŽ actually more often require social solutions. For
example, your individual income may be enhanced by working harder, changing your
job, or winning the lottery, but the social problem of poverty will never be solved like
that„even if every person worked harder, switched jobs, or won the lottery.

Getting beyond •Common SenseŽ
However, sociology is not just •common senseŽ„the other rhetorical retreat from
engagement with complex social issues. In fact, very often what we observe to be true
turns out, after sociological examination, not to be true. Commonsense explanations
trade in stereotypes„•women are more nurturingŽ; •men are more aggressiveŽ„that
are never true for everyone. What•s more, common sense assumes that such patterns
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are universal and timeless„that, for example, men and women are from dif-
ferent planets (Mars and Venus) and that we•re programmed somehow to
be completely alien creatures. But what if you actually decide you want to
be different„that you want to be an aggressive woman or a nurturing man?
Can you? Commonsense explanations have no room for variation, and they
have no history. And they leave no room for freedom of choice.

You know that old, tired, argument between •natureŽ and •nurtureŽ?
It describes a debate about whether we behave the ways we do because our
biology, our •nature,Ž determines our actions„as they say, because we are
•hardwiredŽ to do so„or because our ancestors millions of years ago found
it to their evolutionary advantage to behave in such a way to ensure their
survival? Or, in contrast, do we do the things we do because we have been
taught to do them, socialized virtually from the moment we are born by insti-
tutions that are bigger and more powerful than we are?

To the sociologist, the answer is clear but complex. Our behavior does
not result from either nature or nurture; our behavior results from both
nature and nature. Looking through a sociological lens reveals that it•s not
a question of either/or. It•s all about seeing the both/and and investigating
how that relationship is playing out. Of course the things we do are the
result of millennia of evolutionary adaptation to our environments, and of
course we are biologically organized to do some things and not others. But
that environment also includes the social environment. We adapt to the
demands and needs of the social contexts in which we find ourselves, too.
And we frequently override our biological drives to do things that we are
also biologically programmed to do. Just as we are hardwired to preserve
ourselves at all costs, we are also biologically programmed to sacrifice our own lives
for the survival of the group or for our offspring. Were that not true, all those fire-
fighters who ran up the twin towers of the World Trade Center acted against their
•nature.Ž

But to the sociologist, the two sides of the nature…nurture debate share one thing
in common: They make the individual person a passive object of larger forces, with
no real ability to act for him- or herself and therefore no role in history. According
to nature lovers and nurturers, we can•t help doing what we do: We•re either biolog-
ically destined or socially programmed to act as we do. •Sorry, it•s in my genes!Ž is
pretty much the same thing as •Sorry, I was socialized to do it!Ž

Neither of these positions sees the interaction of those forces as decisive. That is
the domain of sociology.

What makes a more thorough analysis of social life possible and makes the soci-
ological perspective possible is the way we have crafted the lens through which we
view social problems and processes. It is a lens that requires that we set events in their
contexts and yet remain aware of how we, as individuals, shape both the contexts
and the events in which we participate.

A sociological perspective helps you to see how the events and problems that pre-
occupy us today are timeless; they do not come from nowhere. They have a history.
They are the result of the actions of large-scale forces„forces that are familial, com-
munal, regional, national, or global. And they enable you to see the connections
between those larger-scale forces and your own experience, your own participation
in them. Sociologists understand that this history is not written beforehand; it is
changeable, so that you can exert some influence on how it turns out.

That•s why Mills•s definition of the sociological imagination, the connection
between biography and history, is as compelling today as when it was written half a
century ago. Sociology connects you, as an individual, to the larger processes of both
stability and change that compose history.
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Where Did Sociology
Come From?
The questions that animate sociology today„individuals, progress, freedom,
inequality, power„were the founding ideas of the field. Sociology emerged in Europe
in the early nineteenth century. At that time, European society had just passed through
a calamitous period in which the Enlightenment, the French Revolution, and the begin-
nings of the Industrial Revolution had dramatically transformed European society.

Before Sociology
Even in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, philosophers were attempting to
understand the relationship of the individual and society. Political revolutions and
intellectual breakthroughs led to this period being called •The Age of ReasonŽ or the
•Enlightenment.Ž Theorists challenged the established social order, like the rule of
the monarchy and hereditary aristocracy, and the ideas that justified it, like the •divine
right of kingsŽ„that kings ruled because they were ordained by God. British, French,
and eventually American social thinkers began to envision a society as a purposeful
gathering together of free individuals, not the result of birth and divine mandate. It
was during the Enlightenment of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries that the
idea of the •individualŽ took shape, and philosophers came to understand the indi-
vidual as the foundation of society.

John Locke (1632…1704), for example, believed that society was formed through
the rational decisions of free individuals, who join together through a •social contractŽ
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More than Just Common Sense
Does sociology merely give a scientific face to what
we already know? Actually, it turns out that many of
the things we know by common sense are not true at
all. It may be that sociology•s single most important
contribution is to debunk (disprove) those common-
sense ideas.

For example, a large majority of Americans believe the fol-
lowing statements to be true:

1. The United States is a meritocracy, in which any individual
can rise to the top as long as he or she works hard enough.

2. The poor are poor because of individual factors, such as
laziness, lack of thrift, poor money management skills, or
lack of effort or talent.

3. Men are from Mars and women are from Venus„that is,
there are fundamental, unchanging, biologically based
differences between women and men.

4. Most welfare recipients are minorities who live in large
cities.

5. People who live together before they get married are less
likely to get divorced because they have already had a
•trial marriage.Ž

6. There is very little racial discrimination remaining in the
United States, and the racism that remains is because of
racist individuals who give everyone else a bad name.

7. Women and men are just about equal now, and so there
is no need for feminists to complain all the time.

8. A woman who is beaten up or abused in her relationship
has only herself to blame if she stays.

9. Only people who are unstable mentally commit suicide.
10. The person most likely to rape or sexually assault a woman

is a stranger on a dark street.

It turns out that every one of these commonsense assump-
tions is empirically false. (Each one of them is discussed in the
chapters of this book.) As a result, very often the task of soci-
ology is not only to understand why these •factsŽ are untrue.
Sociologists also try to understand why we want so much to
believe them anyway.

Sociologyand ourWorld



to form society. Society permits and even facilitates the free movement of goods, mak-
ing life easier and more predictable. The purpose of government, Locke argued ([1689]
1988), was to resolve disagreements between individuals, and ensure people•s rights„
but that•s all. If the government goes too far, Locke believed, and becomes a sort of
omnipotent state, the people have a right to revolution and to institute a new government.

In France, meanwhile, Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712…1788) had a rather differ-
ent perspective. Rousseau ([1754] 2004) believed that people were basically good and
innocent, but that private property creates inequality, and, with it unhappiness and
immorality. Rousseau believed that a collective spirit, what he called the •general
will,Ž would replace individual greed and that through social life people could be
free„but only if they were equal.

These two themes„Locke•s emphasis on individual liberty and Rousseau•s idea
that society enhanced freedom„came together in the work of Thomas Jefferson,
when he penned the Declaration of Independence in 1776, the founding document
of the United States. That document asserted that all men are equal in rights
and that government is the servant, not the master, of human beings. Jefferson
fused Rousseau•s vision of a community with Locke•s ideal of individual freedom,
limited government, and free exchange of ideas into a document that continues to
inspire people the world over.

These ideas„•discoveryŽ of the individual, the relationship of the individual to
society, and the regulation of individual freedom by governments„were the critical
ideas circulating in Europe on the eve of the nineteenth century. And these were among
the fundamental questions addressed by the new field of sociology.

The Invention of Sociology
The economic and political changes heralded by the American Revolution of 1776 and
the French Revolution of 1789 were in part inspired by the work of those Enlighten-
ment thinkers. Between 1776 and 1838, European society had undergone a dramatic
change„politically, economically, and intellectually. The American and French Rev-
olutions replaced absolutist kings with republics, where power rested not on the divine
right of kings but on the consent of the people. The Industrial Revolution reorganized
the production and distribution of goods from the quaint system of craft production,
in which apprentices learned trades and entered craft guilds, to large-scale factory pro-
duction in which only the very few owned the factories and many workers had only
their ability to work to sell to the highest bidder.

The foundation of society, one•s identity, the nature of politics, and economics
changed fundamentally between the collapse of the •old regimeŽ in the late eigh-
teenth century, and the rise of the new •modernŽ
system in the middle of the nineteenth century
(Table 1.1).

The chief sociological themes to emerge from
these changes included:

1. The nature of community. What does it mean
to live in a society; what rights and obliga-
tions do we have to each other?

2. The nature of government. Should power
reside in the hands of a king who rules by
divine right, or in the people, who alone can
consent to be governed?
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TABLE 1.1

Contrasting the •Old RegimeŽ and the New Social Order

OLD REGIME NEW ORDER

Basis of economy Land Property
Location of economic activity Rural manors Urban factories
Source of identity Kinship Work

Status/caste Class
Ideology Religion Science
Type of government Monarchy Republic
Basis of government Divine right Popular consent



3. The nature of the economy. Should only a few people have most of the wealth
and most of the people have very little, or should it be more fairly distributed?

4. The meaning of individualism. What rights and responsibilities does an individ-
ual have toward him- or herself and to others?

5. The rise of secularism. How can religious ideas about God and morality be
reconciled with scientific beliefs about rationality and economic ideas about the
marketplace?

6. The nature and direction of change. Where are we heading? Is it, as Dickens said,
writing about this very time, the best of times or the worst of times?

This dramatic change in American and European society„the Industrial Revo-
lution, the political revolutions in America in 1776 and France in 1789„changed the
way we saw the world. Even the language that we used to describe that world was
transformed. It was during this era that the following words were first used with the
meaning they have today: industry, factory, middle class, democracy, class, intellec-
tual, masses, commercialism, bureaucracy, capitalism, socialism, liberal, conservative,
nationality, engineer, scientist, journalism, ideology„and, of course, sociology
(Hobsbawm, 1962). Politically, some revolutionists thought we should continue those
great movements; conservatives thought we•d gone too far, and it was time to retreat
to more familiar social landscapes.

Sociologists both praised and criticized these new developments.

Classical Sociological Thinkers
The word sociology itself was introduced in 1838 by a French theorist, Auguste
Comte. To him, it meant •the scientific study of society.Ž Most of the earliest sociol-
ogists embraced a notion of progress„that society passed through various stages from
less developed to more developed and that this progress was positive, both materi-
ally and morally. This notion of progress is central to the larger intellectual project
of •modernismŽ of which sociology was a part. Modernism„the belief in evolution-
ary progress, through the application of science„challenged tradition, religion, and

aristocracies as remnants of the past and saw industry, democracy, and science
as the wave of the future.

Auguste Comte.Comte (1798…1857) believed that each society passed through
three stages of development based on the form of knowledge that provided its
foundation: religious, metaphysical, and scientific. In the religious or
theological stage, supernatural forces are understood to control the world. In
the metaphysical stage, abstract forces and what Comte called •destinyŽ or
•fateŽ are perceived to be the prime movers of history. Religious and
metaphysical knowledge thus rely on superstition and speculation, not science.
In the scientific, or •positive,Ž stage (the origin of the word positivism) events
are explained through the scientific method of observation, experimentation,
and analytic comparison.

Comte believed that, like the physical sciences, which explain physical facts,
sociology must rely on science to explain social facts. Comte saw two basic facts
to be explained: •statics,Ž the study of order, persistence, and organization; and
•dynamics,Ž the study of the processes of social change. Comte believed that soci-
ology would become •the queen of the sciences,Ž shedding light on earlier sciences

and synthesizing all previous knowledge about the natural world with a science of the
social world. Sociology, he believed, would reveal the principles and laws that affected
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the functioning of all societies. Comte hoped that the scientific study of society would
enable sociologists to guide society toward peace, order, and reform (Comte, 1975).

Comte•s preoccupation with sociology as a science did not lead him to shy away
from moral concerns; indeed, Comte believed that a concern for moral progress should
be the central focus of all human sciences. Sociology•s task was to help society become
better. In fact, sociology was a sort of •secular religion,Ž a religion of humanity, Comte
argued. And he, himself, was its highest minister. Toward the end of his life, he fan-
cied himself a secular prophet and signed his letters •the Founder of Universal Reli-
gion, Great Priest of Humanity.Ž (Some sociologists today also suffer from a similar
lack of humility!)

After Comte, the classical era of sociological thought began. Sociologists have
never abandoned his questions: The questions of order and disorder, persistence and
change, remain foundations of contemporary and classical sociological thought.

Alexis de Tocqueville.Alexis de Tocqueville (1805…1859), a French
social theorist and historian, is known for studies of American
democracy and the French Revolution. Tocqueville saw the United States
as the embodiment of democracy. Without a feudal past that tied us to
outdated ideas of kingship or aristocracy and with nearly limitless land
on which the country could grow prosperous, democracy flourished. But
democracy contains tensions and creates anxieties that European
societies did not face.

Tocqueville•s greatest insight is that democracy can either enhance or
erode individual liberty. On the one hand, democracy promises increas-
ing equality of conditions and increasingly uniform standards of living.
On the other hand, it also concentrates power at the top and weakens
traditional sources of liberty, like religion or the aristocracy (which he
believed were strong enough to protect individuals from encroachments
by the state). Democracies can lead to mass society, in which individuals
feel powerless, and are easily manipulated by the media. As a result, dem-
ocratic societies are faced with two possible outcomes, free institutions
or despotism. When he tried to predict the direction America was head-
ing, he thought it depended on Americans• ability to prevent the concen-
tration of wealth and power and on the free spirit of individuals. And the solution,
he believed, lay in •intermediate institutionsŽ„the way that Americans, as a nation
of •joiners,Ž developed small civic groups for every conceivable issue or project.

Karl Marx. Karl Marx (1818…1883) was the most important of all socialist thinkers.
He was also a sociologist and economist who supported himself by journalism but
lived the life of an independent intellectual and revolutionary. Marx•s greatest socio-
logical insight was that class was the organizing principle of social life; all other
divisions would eventually become class divisions.

Marx•s great intellectual and political breakthrough came in 1848
(Marx and Engels, [1848] 1998). Before that, he had urged philosophers
to get their heads out of the clouds and return to the real world„that is,
he urged them towards •materialism,Ž a focus on the way people organ-
ize their society to solve basic •materialŽ needs such as food, shelter, and
clothing as the basis for philosophy, not •idealism,Ž with its focus on soci-
ety as the manifestation of either sacred or secular ideas. As revolutions
were erupting all across Europe, he saw his chance to make that philoso-
phy into a political movement. With Engels, he wrote The Communist
Manifesto. Asserting that all history had •hitherto been the history of class
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struggles,Ž the Manifesto linked the victory of the
proletariat (the working class) to the development of
capitalism itself, which dissolved traditional bonds,
like family and community, and replaced them with
the naked ties of self-interest.

Initially, Marx believed, capitalism was a revo-
lutionary system itself, destroying all the older, more
traditional forms of social life and replacing them
with what he called •the cash nexusŽ„one•s position
depended only on wealth, property, and class. But
eventually, capitalism suppresses all humanity,
drowning it in •the icy waters of egotistical calcula-
tion.Ž We are not born greedy or materialistic; we
become so under capitalism.

His central work was Capital, a three-volume
work that laid out a theory of how capitalism
worked as a system. His central insight was that the
exchange of money and services between capital

(those who own the means of production) and labor (those who sell their •labor
powerŽ to capitalists for wages) is unequal. Workers must work longer than
necessary to pay for the costs of their upkeep, producing what Marx called •sur-
plus value.Ž And because of competition, capitalists must try to increase the rate
of surplus value. They do this by replacing human labor with machines, lower-
ing wages (and cutting any benefits) until workers can•t afford even to consume
the very products they are producing, and by centralizing their production until
the system reaches a crisis. Thus capitalists are not only fighting against labor,
but they are also competing against each other. Eventually, Marx believed, it
would all come tumbling down.

This work inspired socialists all over the world who saw the growing gap
between rich and poor as both a cause for despair about the conditions of the
poor, and an occasion for political organizing. Marx believed that the •laws of
motionŽ of capitalism would bring about its own destruction as the rich got so
rich and the poor got so poor that they would revolt against the obvious inequity
of the system. Then workers would rise up and overthrow the unequal capital-
ist system and institute communism„the collective ownership of all property.

Marx believed this would take place first in the industrial countries like
Britain and Germany, but the socialist revolutions of the twentieth century that used
Marx as inspiration were in largely peasant societies, like Russia and China, for exam-
ple. Nowhere in the world has Marx•s political vision been implemented. His eco-
nomic theory that the development of capitalism tends to concentrate wealth and
power, however, has never been more true than today, when the gap between rich and
poor is greater than ever in U.S. history. Currently, the richest 1 percent of people in

the world receive as much income as the bottom 5 percent. Globally, the
United States has the most unequal distribution of income of all high-
income nations (UC Atlas of Global Inequality, 2007).

Emile Durkeim.Emile Durkheim (1858…1917) was a master of sociolog-
ical inquiry. He searched for distinctly social origins of even the most
individual and personal of issues. His greatest work, Suicide(1897), is a
classic example of his sociological imagination. On the surface, suicide
appears to be the ultimate individual act. Yet Durkheim argued that
suicide is profoundly social, an illustration of how connected an individual
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feels to others. Durkheim tried to measure the amount of integration (how connected
we feel to social life) and regulation (the amount that our individual freedoms are
constrained) by empirically examining what happens when those processes fail.

In a sense, Durkheim turned the tables on economists who made a simple linear
case that freedom was an unmitigated good and that the more you have the happier
you will be. Durkheim argued that too much freedom might reduce the ties that one
feels to society and therefore make one more likely to commit suicide, not less!

Durkheim•s study of suicide illustrated his central insight: that society is held
together by •solidarity,Ž moral bonds that connect us to the social collectivity. •Every
society is a moral society,Ž he wrote. Social order, he claimed, cannot be accounted
for by the pursuit of individual self-interest; solidarity is emotional, moral, and non-
rational. Rousseau had called this •the general will,Ž Comte called it •consensus,Ž
but neither had attempted to actually study it (see also Durkheim, [1893] 1997).
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On the surface,
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than suicide. Taking your own life is
almost always explained by individual
psychopathology because a person must
be crazy to kill him- or herself. If that•s
true, Durkheim reasoned, suicide would
be distributed randomly among the
population; there would be no variation
by age, religion, region, or marital
status, for example.

Yet that is exactly what he found;
suicide varies by:

1. Religion. Protestants commit suicide
far more often than Catholics, and
both commit suicide more often than
Jews (he did not measure Muslims).

2. Age. Young people and old people
commit suicide more often than
middle-aged people.

3. Marital status. Single people commit
suicide more often than married
people.

4. Gender. Men commit suicide more
often than women.

5. Employment. Unemployed people
commit suicide more often than the
employed.

Because we can assume that
unemployed, unmarried young male
Protestants are probably no more likely
to be mentally ill than any other group,
Durkheim asked what each of these
statuses might contribute to keeping a
person from suicide. And he determined
that the •functionŽ of each status is to
embed a person in a community, to
provide a sense of belonging, of
•integratingŽ the person into society.

What•s more, these statuses also
provided rules to live by, solid norms
that constrain us from spinning wildly
out of control, that •regulateŽ us. The
higher the level of integration and
regulation, Durkheim reasoned, the
lower the level of suicide. Too little
integration led to what Durkheim called
•egoisticŽ suicide, in which the
individual kills him- or herself because
they don•t feel the connection to the
group. Too little regulation led to
what Durkheim called •anomicŽ suicide,
in which the person floats in a sense
of normlessness and doesn•t know
the rules that govern social life
or when those rules change dramatically.

But sometimes there can be too
much integration, where the individual

Suicide Is a Social Act

How do we know 
what we know

completely loses him- or herself in the
group and therefore would be willing to
kill him- or herself to benefit the group.
A suicide that resulted from too much
integration is one Durkheim called
•altruisticŽ„think of suicide bombers,
for example. And sometimes people feel
overregulated, trapped by rules that are
not of their own making, that lead to
what Durkheim called •fatalisticŽ
suicide. Durkheim saw this type of
suicide among slaves, for example, or,
as he also hypothesized, •very young
husbands.Ž Why do you think he
thought that?

Types of Suicide and Integration and
Regulation

Too little Too much
Level of Egoistic Altruistic
integration

Level of Anomic Fatalistic
regulation

Durkheim•s methodological innova-
tion was to find a way to measure some-
thing as elusive as integration or
regulation„the glue that holds society
together and connects us to each other.
Ironically, he found the way to •seeŽ
integration and regulation at those
moments it wasn•t there!



In traditional society, solidarity is relatively obvious: Life is uniform and people
are similar; they share a common culture and sense of morality that Durkheim char-
acterizes as mechanical solidarity. In modern society, with its division of labor and
diverse and conflicting interests, common values are present but less obvious. People
are interdependent, and Durkheim calls this organic solidarity.

Durkheim•s influence has been immense, not only in sociology, where he ranks
with Marx and Weber as one of the founders of the discipline, but in anthropology,
social psychology, and history. Durkheim•s use of statistics was pioneering for his time,

and his concept of the •social fact,Ž his rigorous comparative method, and
his functional style of analysis have been widely adopted (Durkheim,
[1895] 1997). His emphasis on society as a moral entity has served as a
powerful critique of abstract individualism and rationality and of a defi-
nition of freedom that places human liberty in opposition to society.

Max Weber.Max Weber (1864…1920) was an encyclopedic scholar
whose expertise left hardly a field untouched. But his chief interest in all
his studies was the extraordinary importance of •rationalityŽ in the
modern world. His major insights were that rationality was the
foundation of modern society and that while rationality organized
society in more formal, legal, and predictable ways, it also trapped us in
an •iron cageŽ of bureaucracy and meaninglessness.

To understand society, Weber developed a sociology that was both
•interpretiveŽ and •value free.Ž Weber•s interpretive sociology under-

stands social relationships by showing the sense they make to those who are involved
in them. Weber also insisted that experts separate their personal evaluations from their
scientific pronouncements because such value judgments cannot be logically deduced
from facts. By protecting science from the taint of ideology, Weber hoped also to pro-
tect political debate from unwarranted claims by experts. •Value freedomŽ does not
mean sociologists should not take political positions but that we must use value judg-
ments to select subjects deemed worthy of research and must engage with the minds
and feelings of the people being studied.

Weber•s most famous work, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism
(1904, 1905), was a study of the relationship of religious ideas to economic activity.
What made European capitalism unique, he argued, was its connection to the ideas
embodied in the Protestant Reformation, ideas that enabled individuals to act in this
world. Essentially, Weber argued that the Puritan ethic of predestination led to a deep-
seated need for clues about whether one is saved or not. Seeking some indication,

Protestants, particularly Calvinists, began to value material success and
worldly profit as signs of God•s favor.

At the end, however, Weber was pessimistic. Rationality can free us
from the theocratic past but also imprison us in an •iron cageŽ„an utterly
dehumanized and mechanized world. Like Marx, Weber believed that the
modern capitalist order brought out the worst in us. •In the field of its
highest development, in the United States, the pursuit of wealth, stripped
of its religious and ethical meaning, tends to become associated with
purely mundane passions, which often actually give it the character
of sport.Ž

And like Marx, Weber believed that, in the long run, class was the most
significant division among people. But Weber had a more complicated
understanding. At any one moment, he wrote, there are other, less eco-
nomic, factors that divide people from each other, as well as unite them into
groups. To class, Weber added the idea of •statusŽ and •party.Ž •PartyŽ
referred to voluntary organizations that people would enter together to
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make their voices heard collectively because individually we would be unable to affect
real change.

While one•s class position was objective, based on the position in the labor market,
status groups were based, Weber believed, on social factors„what other people thought
about one•s lifestyle. Class is based on one•s relationship to production; status is based
on one•s relationship to consumption. While people really couldn•t do much about class,
they can definitely try to transform their status, since it depends on how others see them.
The desire to have others see one as belonging to a higher status group than one actu-
ally belongs to leads to extraordinary patterns of consumption„buying very expensive
cars and homes to •show offŽ or •keep up with the Joneses,Ž for example.

In later writings, Weber argued that the characteristic form of modern organization„
whether in the state, the corporation, the military, university, or church„is bureaucratic.
Whereas Marx predicted a revolution that would shatter capitalism, and Durkheim fore-
saw new social movements that would reunify people, Weber saw a bleak future in which
individual freedom is increasingly compressed by corporations and the state.

Weber•s often dense and difficult prose was matched by the enormous range of
his writings and the extraordinary depth of his analysis. He remains the most deft
thinker of the first generation of classical theorists, both appreciating the distinctive-
ness of Western society•s promotion of individual freedom and deploring its excesses,
celebrating rational society, and fearing the •iron cageŽ of an overly rational world.

Georg Simmel.Georg Simmel (1858…1918) is among the most original and far-
ranging members of the founding generation of modern sociology. Never happy
within the academic division of labor, he contributed to all of the social sciences but
remained primarily a philosopher.

Simmel was in quest of a subject matter for sociology that would distinguish it from
the other social sciences and the humanistic disciplines. He found this not in a new set of
topics but in a method, or rather, in a special point of view. The special task of sociology
is to study the forms of social interaction apart from their content. Simmel assumes that
the same social forms„competition, exchange, secrecy, domination„could contain quite
different content, and the same social content could be embodied in different forms. It
mattered less to Simmel what a person was competing about, or whether domination was
based on sheer force, monetary power, or some other basis: What mattered to him was
the ways that these forms of domination or competition had specific, distinctive properties.

Forms arise as people interact with one another for the sake of certain purposes
or to satisfy certain needs. They are the processes by which individuals combine into
groups, institutions, nations, or societies. Forms may gain autonomy from the
demands of the moment, becoming larger, more solid structures that stand detached
from even opposed to, the continuity of life. Some forms may be historical, like •forms
of developmentŽ„stages that societies might pass through. Unlike Marx, Durkheim,
or Weber, then, Simmel never integrated his work into an overarching scheme. Instead
he gathered a rich variety of contents under each abstract form, allowing for new and
startling comparisons among social phenomena.

While this all sounds somewhat •formalŽ and abstract, Simmel•s major concern
was really about individualism. His work is always animated by the question of what
the social conditions are that make it easier for persons to discover and express their
individuality. In modern society, with its many cultural and social groups, individu-
als are caught in crosscutting interests and expectations. We belong to so many groups,
and each demands different things of us. Always aware of the double-edged sword
that characterizes sociology, Simmel saw both sides of the issue. For example, in his
major philosophical work on money, he argued that money tends to trivialize human
relationships, making them more instrumental and calculable, but it also enlarges
the possibilities of freedom of expression and expands the possibilities for action.
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Like a good sociologist, Simmel argued that money is neither the root of all evil nor
the means to our emancipation: It•s both.

American Sociological Thinkers
Three American sociologists from the first decades of the twentieth century took the
pivotal ideas of European sociology and translated them into a more American ver-
sion. They have each, since, joined the classical canon or officially recognized set of
foundational sociologists.

Thorstein Veblen.Thorstein Veblen (1857…1929) is best known for his bitingly satirical
work, The Theory of the Leisure Class(1899). Here, he argued that America was split
in two, between the •productiveŽ„those who work„and the •pecuniaryŽ„those
who have the money. That is, he divided Americans into workers and owners,
respectively. The wealthy, he argued, weren•t productive; they lived off the labor of
others, like parasites. They spent their time engaged in competitive displays of wealth
and prestige, which he called •conspicuous consumptionŽ„consumption that is done
because it is visible and because it invites a certain social evaluation of •worth.Ž One
comes to advertise wealth through wasteful consumption.

He also saw a tension between the benevolent forces of technology and the profit
system that distorts them. He contrasted the rationality of work, of the machine
process and its personnel, to the irrational caprices of speculators, financiers, and the
wealthy who squander valuable goods so as to win prestige. Modern society was nei-
ther a simple Marxian class struggle between the malevolent wealthy owners and their
naïve and innocent workers, nor was technology inevitably leading to either social
uplift or social decay. It was not a matter of the technology but of its ownership and
control and the uses to which it was put.

Lester Ward.Lester Ward (1841…1913) was one of the founders of American
sociology and the first to free it from the biological fetters of the Darwinian model of
social change. Ward rebelled against social Darwinism, which saw each succeeding
society as improving on the one before it. Instead, Ward stressed the need for social
planning and reform, for a •sociocraticŽ society that later generations were to call
a welfare state. His greatest theoretical achievement, called the theory of •social
telesis,Ž was to refute social Darwinism, which held that those who ruled deserved to
do so because they had •adaptedŽ best to social conditions (Ward, [1883] 1969).

Ward argued that, unlike Darwinist predictions, natural evolution proceeded in an
aimless manner, based on adaptive reactions to accidents of nature. In nature, evolu-
tion was more random, chaotic, and haphazard than social Darwinists imagined. But
in society, evolution was informed by purposeful action, which he called •social telesis.Ž

Ward welcomed the many popular reform movements because he saw enlight-
ened government as the key to social evolution. Education would enable the com-
mon man and woman to participate as democratic citizens. The bottom layers of
society, the proletariat, women, even the underclass of the slums, are by nature the
equals of the •aristocracy of brains,Ž he wrote. They lack only proper instruction.

George Herbert Mead.George Herbert Mead (1863…1931) studied the development
of individual identity through social processes. He argued that what gave us our
identity was the product of our interactions with ourselves and with others, which
is based on the distinctly human capacity for self-reflection. He distinguished
between the •I,Ž the part of us that is inherent and biological, from the •me,Ž the
part of us that is self-conscious and created by observing ourselves in interaction.
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The •meŽ is created, he said, by managing the generalized other, by which he meant
a person•s notion of the common values, norms, and expectations of other people in
a society. Thus Mead developed a distinctly social theory of the self (the •meŽ)„
one that doesn•t bubble up from one•s biology alone but a self that takes shape only
through interaction with society (Mead, 1967).

This •pragmaticŽ approach„in which one examines social phenomena as they
occur„actually made Mead optimistic. Mead believed that each of us develops
through play, first by making up the rules as we go along, to later being able to fol-
low formal rules, and still later by learning to •take the role of the otherŽ„to put
ourselves in others• shoes. The ability to step outside of ourselves turns out to be the
crucial step in developing a •selfŽ that is fully able to interact with others. Mead•s
work is the foundation for much of the sociological research in interactionism.

The •OtherŽ Canon
Thus far, you•ve probably noticed, the classical canon of sociology has consisted
entirely of White males. And for many years, American sociology listed only these
great pioneers as the founders of the field. Others, equally influential in their time,
were either ignored or their contributions downplayed. In the 1930s, as sociology was
seeking legitimacy as an academic discipline, theorists who had emphasized inequal-
ity and diversity were marginalized and excluded from the canon of the field•s pio-
neers, but they first pointed out the ways in which inequality and identity are both
derived from race, class, ethnicity, and gender. As a result, to discuss them now is not
to capitulate to some form of political correctness; it is instead an effort to return them
to their earlier prominence and recognize that at any moment in history„including
the present„there are many competing theoretical models.

Two theorists, one British and one American, brought women•s position
and gender inequality into the center of their writing. Mary Wollstonecraft
(1759…1797), a passionate advocate of the equality of the sexes, has been
called the first major feminist. Many of her ideas, such as equal education
for the sexes, the opening of the professions to women, and her critique of
marriage as a form of legal prostitution, were shocking to her contemporaries
but have proven remarkably visionary. In her classic book, Wollstonecraft
argued that society couldn•t progress if half its members are kept backward,
and she proposed broad educational changes for both boys and girls.

But she also suggested the problems are cultural. Women contribute
to their own oppression. Women accept their powerlessness in society because they
can use their informal interpersonal sexual power to seduce men, an enterprise that
is made easier if they also deceive themselves. Men who value women not as rational
beings but as objects of pleasure and amusement allow themselves to be manipulated,
and so the prison of self-indulgence corrupts both sexes. Wollstonecraft was the first
classical theorist to apply the ideas of the Enlightenment to the position of women„
and find the Enlightenment, not women, to be the problem!

Margaret Fuller (1810…1850) was America•s first female foreign correspondent. Her
book Woman in the Nineteenth Century (1845) became the intellectual foundation of
the American women•s movement. The book is a bracing call for complete freedom and
equality, a call that •every path be open to woman as freely as to man.Ž Fuller calls on
women to become self-reliant and not expect help from men and introduces the con-
cept of sisterhood„women must help one another, no matter whether they are schol-
ars, servants, or prostitutes. Her research documents women•s capabilities from an
immense catalogue of mythology, folklore, the Bible, classical antiquity, fiction, and his-
tory. She explores the image of woman, in all its ambiguity, within literature and myth,
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and asserts •no age was left entirely without a witness of the equality of the
sexes in function, duty, and hope.Ž She also calls for an end to sexual stereo-
typing and the sexual double standard.

Frederick Douglass (1817…1895) was the most important African
American intellectual of the nineteenth century. He lived 20 years as a slave
and nearly 9 as a fugitive slave, and then achieved international fame as an
abolitionist, editor, orator, and the author of three autobiographies. These
gave a look into the world of oppression, resistance, and subterfuge within
which the slaves lived.

Sociologically, Douglass•s work stands as an impassioned testament to
the cruelty and illogic of slavery, claiming that all human beings were equally
capable of being full individuals. His work also reveals much about the psy-
chological world of slaves: its sheer terror but also its complexities. Its por-
traits of slave owners range from parody to denunciation and, in one case,
even respect, and all serve Douglass•s principal theme: that slaveholding,
no less than the slave•s own condition, is learned behavior and presumably
can be unlearned.

W. E. B. Du Bois (1868…1963) was the most articulate, original, and widely read
spokesman for the civil rights of black people for a period of over 30 years. A social
scientist, political militant, essayist, and poet, he wrote nineteen books and hundreds

of articles, edited four periodicals, and was a founder of the NAACP and
the Pan-African movement. His work forms a bridge between the nine-
teenth century and the Civil Rights movement of the 1960s. Today he is
recognized as one of the greatest sociologists in our history, and the Amer-
ican Sociological Association recently voted to name the annual award
for the most influential book after him.

Du Bois believed that race was the defining feature of American
society, that, as he put it, •the problem of the twentieth century was the
problem of the color line,Ž and that, therefore, the most significant con-
tribution he could make toward achieving racial justice would be a series
of scientific studies of the Negro. In 1899, he published The Philadelphia

Negro, the first study ever of Black people in the United States; he planned an ambi-
tious set of volumes that would together finally understand the experiences of the
American Negro (Du Bois, [1903] 1999).

Du Bois also explored the psychological effects of racism, a lingering inner con-
flict. •One feels ever his two-ness„an American, a Negro, two souls, two thoughts,
two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged
strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder.Ž His work defines a •moment in his-
tory when the American Negro began to reject the idea of the world belonging to white

people.Ž Gradually disillusioned with White people•s resistance to integration,
Du Bois eventually called for an increase in power and especially economic
autonomy, the building of separate Black businesses and institutions.

Most readers who know Charlotte Perkins Gilman (1860…1935) at all know
her for her short story •The Yellow WallpaperŽ (1899), or for her novel, Herland
(1915). But sociologists know her for her groundbreaking Women and Economics
(1898), a book in which she explores the origin of women•s subordination and
its function in evolution. Woman makes a living by marriage, not by the work
she does, and so man becomes her economic environment. As a consequence
her female qualities dominate her human ones, because it is the female traits
through which she earns her living. Women are raised to market their feeble-
ness, their docility, and so on, and these qualities are then called •feminine.Ž

Gilman was one of the first to see the need for innovations in child rearing and
home maintenance that would ease the burdens of working women. She envisaged
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housework as being like any other kind of work„as a public, social activity no differ-
ent from shoemaking or shipbuilding. In her fiction she imagines a range of institutions
that overcome the isolation of women and children, such as communal kitchens, day
care centers, and city plans that foster camaraderie rather than withdrawal. For women,
as well as for men, she wrote in her autobiography, •[t]he one predominant duty is to
find one•s work and do it.Ž

One of the important commonalities among these founders of sociological
thought was that because they were minorities or women, they were constantly defiled
and denounced because of their views. Margaret Fuller and Mary Wollstonecraft were
denounced as •feminists,Ž their reputations sullied by their personal relationships.
Du Bois and Gilman were denounced because each gave such weight to economic inde-
pendence for Blacks and for women; they were accused of reducing social issues to
simple economic autonomy. And Frederick Douglass was consistently denounced
because he extended his cry for Black freedom to women as well. It was Douglass
who provided the oratorical support for the suffrage plank at the first convention for
women•s rights in Seneca Falls, New York, in 1848„for which he was denounced
the next day as an •Aunt Nancy man,Ž the nineteenth-century equivalent of a wimp.

Doing sociology is not always comfortable, nor is sociology done only by those
whose material lives are already comfortable. Sometimes sociology challenges com-
mon sense and the status quo.

Contemporary Sociology
Contemporary sociologists return constantly to the ideas of its founders for inspira-
tion and guidance as they develop their own questions about how society works„
and doesn•t work. Classical theories provide orientation for the development of
sociological thinking.

In the United States, sociology developed as an academic field in the period between
1930 and 1960. It promised to be a social science that could explain the historical ori-
gins and dynamics of modern society. Two questions dominated the field: What could
sociology contribute to the study of the self? And what processes ensure social order?
Stated differently, the first question was about the distinction of sociology from
psychology: What is the self, and how is it different from what psychologists call
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•personalityŽ? And the second question was really about why there had been such dra-
matic political upheavals in Europe (Nazism, Fascism, Communism) and why, despite
the terrible ravages of the great Depression and the instability of the world war, the
United States remained relatively stable and orderly.

Symbolic Interactionism and the Sociology of the Self
The creation of a stable social •selfŽ rested on interest in microlevel interactions, inter-
actions among individuals, and sociologists who called themselves •symbolic inter-
actionists.ŽSymbolic interactionism examines how an individual•s interactions with
his or her environment„other people, institutions, ideas„help people develop a sense
of •self.Ž The •symbolicŽ part was the way we use symbol systems„like language,
religion, art, or body language and decoration„to navigate the social world. Sym-
bolic interactionists follow in the sociological tradition of George Herbert Mead.

Erving Goffman, an influential symbolic interactionist, used what he called a dra-
maturgical model to understand social interaction. Like an actor preparing to perform
a part in a play, a socialactor practices his or her part •backstage,Ž accumulating props
and testing out different ways to deliver one•s lines. The actual •frontstageŽ perfor-
mance, in front of the intended audience, helps us refine our presentation of self: If the
people we want to like us do, in fact, like us, we realize that our performance is suc-
cessful, and we will continue it. But if they reject us, or don•t like us, we might try a
different strategy, rehearse that •backstage,Ž and then try again. If that fails, our iden-
tity might get •spoiled,Ž and we would have to either change the venue of our perfor-
mance, alter our part significantly, or accept society•s critical reviews.

In one of Goffman•s most important works, he looked at what happens to indi-
viduals• identities when all their props are removed and they are forced to conform
to an absolutely rigid regime. In total institutions such as prisons, mental hospitals,
and concentration camps, Goffman discerned that individuals are routinely stripped
of anything that identifies them as individuals. And yet, still, they try to assert some-
thing that is theirs alone, something that enables them to hold on to their individual
senses of themselves.

In his conclusion to his book Asylums (1961), Goffman describes this dynamic.
He writes that

. . . without something to belong to, we have no stable self, and yet total commitment and
attachment to any social unit implies a kind of selflessness. Our sense of being a person can
come from being drawn into a wider social unit; our sense of selfhood can arise through the
little ways in which we resist the pull. Our status is backed by the solid buildings of the world,
while our sense of personal identity often resides in the cracks. (Goffman, 1961, p. 320)

Structural Functionalism and Social Order
At the larger, structural, or •macroŽ level, sociologists were preoccupied with polit-
ical and social stability and order. Following the great Harvard sociologist, Talcott
Parsons (1902…1979), sociologists explored what they called structural functionalism,
a theory that social life consisted of several distinct integrated levels that enable the
world„and individuals who are within it„to find stability, order, and meaning. Func-
tionalism offers a paradigm, a coherent model of how society works and how indi-
viduals are socialized into their roles within it (Parsons, 1937, 1951).

While Talcott Parsons was, perhaps, the central figure of structural-functionalist
analysis, his work today is sometimes characterized as anachronistic, naïve, and
written in a style so dense that it defies comprehension. This is unfortunate, because
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Parsons exhibited an unparalleled enthu-
siasm for the possibility of sociological
understanding to make sense of the
world.

Parsons believed that like most nat-
ural phenomena, societies tend toward
balance„balance within all their com-
ponent parts and balance within each
individual member of society. The func-
tionalist model stresses balance and
equilibrium among the values of the soci-
ety, its norms, and the various institu-
tions that develop to express and sustain
those values over time.

According to this perspective, every
institution, every interaction has a •func-
tionŽ„the reproduction of social life.
Thus, for example, educational institu-
tions function to ensure the steady trans-
mission of social values to the young and
to filter their entry into the labor force until the labor force can accommodate them.
(If every 18-year-old simply went off to work, more than half wouldn•t find jobs!)
Families •functionŽ to regulate sexual relationships and to ensure the socialization
of the young into society.

It was left to Robert K. Merton (1910…2003), Parsons•s former student and col-
league, to clarify functionalism and also extend its analysis. Like Parsons, he argued
that society tends toward equilibrium and balance. Those processes, events, and insti-
tutions that facilitate equilibrium he called •functional,Ž and those that undermine
it he called •dysfunctional.Ž In this way, Merton understood both the forces that main-
tain social order and those that do not (Merton, 1949).

Merton argued that the functions of any institution or interaction can be either
•manifestŽ or •latent.Ž Manifest functions are overt and obvious, the intended func-
tions, while latent functions are hidden, unintended, but nonetheless important. For
example, the manifest function of going to college used to be that a person educated
in the liberal arts would be a better, more productive citizen. The latent function was
that going to college would also enable the graduate to get a better job. However,
that•s changed significantly, and the manifest function for most college students today
is that a college education is a prerequisite for getting a good job. Latent functions
today might include escape from parental control for 2 to 4 years or access to 
a new set of potential dating partners, because many people meet their future spouses
in college.

As they cast their eye back to classical theorists, functionalists followed
Durkheim•s idea that society was held together by shared beliefs. More than that, they
believed that every social institution helped to integrate individuals into social life.
What was, they argued, •wasŽ for a reason„it worked. When there was a problem,
such as, for example, juvenile delinquency, it was not because delinquents were bad
people but because the system was not socializing young boys adequately. Poverty
was not the result of the moral failings of the poor but a systemic incapacity to ade-
quately provide jobs and welfare to all. Although functionalism was criticized for its
implicit conservatism„if it exists it serves a purpose and shouldn•t be changed„the
theory also expressed a liberal faith in the ability of American institutions to eventu-
ally respond to social problems.
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Functionalism was, itself, •functionalŽ in explaining society during a period
of stability and conformity like the 1950s. But by the end of the decade there were
rumblings of change„from individuals and groups who came to believe that what
functioned for some groups wasn•t so functional for other groups. They pushed
sociologists to see the world differently.

Conflict Theories: An Alternative Paradigm
In the 1960s, many sociologists, inspired more by Marx and Weber than by Durkheim
and Parsons, argued that this celebrated ability of American institutions to respond to
social problems was itself the problem. American institutions did not solve problems;
they caused them by allocating resources unequally. The United States was a society
based on structural inequality, on the unequal distribution of rewards. The rich got
richer and the poor got poorer„and the institutions of the economy, the political
process, and social reforms often perpetuated that inequality.

Generally, these sociologists adopted a theoretical paradigm that was called
conflict theory„a theory that suggested that the dynamics of society, both of social
order and social resistance, were the result of the conflict among different groups.
Like Marx and Weber before them, conflict theorists believed that those who had
power sought to maintain it; those who did not have power sought to change the sys-
tem to get it. The constant struggles between the haves and the have-nots was the
organizing principle of society, and the dynamic tension between these groups gave
society its motion and its coherence. Conflict theories included those that stressed gen-
der inequality (feminist theory), racial inequality (critical race theory), or class-based
inequality (Marxist theory or socialist theory).

For two decades, the 1970s and 1980s, these two theories, functionalism and
conflict theory, were themselves in conflict as the dominant theoretical perspectives
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� Once a week
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in sociology. Were you to pick up an
introductory sociology textbook origi-
nally written in the last two decades of
the twentieth century, between 1980 and
2000, it would likely describe these two
theoretical perspectives (as well as sym-
bolic interactionism to describe
microlevel social interactions) as the
dominant and competing perspectives of
the field.

Today there is some debate about
whether these paradigms continue to
compete for dominance in the field. The
dramatic global economic and political
shifts of the past decades, the rise of new
transnational institutions like the EU and
trade agreements like NAFTA, and the
rise of new social movements based on
ethnicity or religion to challenge them
require that sociologists shift the lenses
through which they view the social world.

The three dominant sociological theories of the second half of the twentieth
century all addressed similar sorts of questions:

� What holds society together? (the problem of social order)
� How are individuals connected to larger social processes and institutions? (the rela-

tionship of the individual to society)
� What are the chief tensions that pull society apart? (social disorganization,

tension)
� What causes social change? (progress)

The answers to these questions led sociologists to different answers to the major
questions about where society is heading and what we can do to improve the lives of
people in it.

Globalization and Multiculturalism: 
New Lenses, New Issues
The events of the past few decades have seen these older divisions among sociologists
subsiding, and the incorporation of new lenses through which to view sociological issues.
Probably the best terms to describe these new lenses are globalization and multicultur-
alism. By globalization, we mean that the interconnections„economic, political, cultural,
social„among different groups of people all over the world, the dynamic webs that con-
nect us to one another and the ways these connections also create cleavages among dif-
ferent groups of people. By multiculturalism, literally the understanding of many different
cultures, we come to understand the very different ways that different groups of people
approach issues, construct identities, and create institutions that express their needs.

Globalization focuses on larger, macrolevel analysis,which examines large-scale
institutional processes such as the global marketplace, corporations, and transnational
institutions such as the United Nations or World Bank. Multiculturalism stresses both
the macrolevel unequal distribution of rewards based on class, race, region, gender,
and the like, and also the microlevel analysis,which focuses on the ways in which
different groups of people and even individuals construct their identities based on their
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membership in those groups. For example, the globalization of the media industries
allows books, magazines, movies, television programs, and music from almost every
country to be consumed all over the world. A macrolevel analysis of globalization
might point to ways global information exchange promotes interconnection and
mutual understanding. A microlevel, multiculturalist analysis might point out, how-
ever, that the flow of information is mostly one way, from the West and particularly
the United States into other countries, dominating other cultures, reinforcing global
economic inequalities, and promoting a homogeneous, Westernized global society
(Figure 1.1). Or a multiculturalist might argue that global media, particularly the Inter-
net, are playing a role in reinvigorating local cultures and identities by promoting mix-
ing and fusion and by allowing a diversity of voices„including •alternativeŽ and
•radicalŽ ones„to be heard (Williams, 2003).

Globalization and Multiculturalism: Interrelated Forces.Today the world often seems
to alternate between feeling like a centrifuge, in which everything at the center is
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TABLE 1.2

Major Sociological Theories, 1950…2000

THEORY
LEVEL OF 
ANALYSIS

ORDER: WHAT
HOLDS SOCIETY
TOGETHER?

INDIVIDUAL TO
SOCIETY CHANGE

DIRECTION OF
CHANGE

Structural-
functionalism

Macro Society is a
stable system of
interrelated
elements„
shared values,
institutions„
and there is
general
agreement
(consensus)
about how
society should
work.

Individuals are
integrated into
society by
socialization.

Incomplete
integration
leads to
deviance.

Change is
progressive.

Positive

Society is
evolving to 
more and more
equality.

Conflict 
theory

Macro Society is a
dynamic tension
between unequal
groups marked
by an unequal
distribution of
rewards and
goods.

Individuals
belong to
different
groups that
compete for
resources.

Groups
mobilize to
get greater
goods.

Short term:
conflict

Longer term:
greater equality

Symbolic
interactionism

Micro Society is a set
of processes
among indivi-
duals and
groups, using
symbolic forms
(language,
gestures,
performance) to
create identity
and meaning.

Individuals
connect to
others
symbolically.

Tension
between
institutions
and
individual
identity.

No direction
specified



scattered into millions of individual, local particles, and a great gravitational
vacuum that collects all these local, individual particles into a congealing center.

There are numerous, formerly unimaginable changes that go under the heading
of •globalizationŽ„scientific advances, technological breakthroughs that connect
people all over the globe, the speed and integration of commercial and economic deci-
sions, the coherence of multinational political organizations and institutions„like the
recently •inventedŽ European Union and G8 organizations, not to mention the older
and venerable organizations like the United Nations (founded in 1945) and NATO
(founded in 1950). The increased globalization of production of the world•s goods„
companies doing business in every other country„is coupled with increasingly sim-
ilar patterns of consumption as teenagers all over the world are listening to Eminem
or Britney Spears, on portable stereo equipment made in Japan, talking on cell phones
made in Finland, wearing clothing from Gap that is manufactured in Thailand, walk-
ing in Nikes or Reeboks, shopping at malls that feature the same boutiques, which
they drive to in cars made in Germany or Japan, using gasoline refined by American
or British companies from oil extracted from the Arabian peninsula.

Just as our societies are changing dramatically, bringing the world closer and
closer together, so too are those societies changing, becoming multiracial and multi-
cultural. Increasingly, in industrial societies, the old divisions between women and
men, and among various races and ethnicities, are breaking down. Women and men
are increasingly similar: Both work, and both care for children, and the traits that
were formerly associated with one sex or the other are increasingly blurred. Most of
us know that we possess both the capacity for aggression, ambition, and technical
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competence, as well as the ability to be compassionate and caring. Industrial coun-
tries like the United States, or the nations of Europe, are increasingly multicultural:
Gone are the days when to be American meant being able to trace your lineage to the
Mayflower or when to be Swedish meant uniformly blond hair and blue eyes. Today,
even the U.S. Census cannot keep up with how much we•re changing: The fastest-
growing racial category in the United States in the year 2005 was •biracial.Ž Just who
are •weŽ anyway?

At the same time that we•ve never been closer or more similar to each other, the
boundaries between us have never been more sharply drawn. The collapse of the for-
mer Soviet Union led to the establishment of dozens of new nations, based entirely
on ethnic identity. The terrifying explosion of a murderous strain of Islamic funda-
mentalism vows to purify the world of all nonbelievers. Virtually all the wars of the
last two decades have been interethnic conflicts, in which one ethnic group has
attempted to eradicate another from within the nation•s borders„not necessarily
because of some primitive bloodlust on the part of those neighboring cultures but
because the political entities in which they were forced to live, nation-states, were
themselves the artificial creations of powerful nations at the end of the last century.
The Serbian aggression against Bosnia, Croatia, and Kosovo, the Hutu and Tutsi in
Rwanda, the past or current tribal civil wars in Somalia or Congo, plus dozens of
smaller-scale interethnic wars have given the world a new term for the types of wars
we witness now„ ethnic cleansing.

The drive for uniformity as the sole basis for unity, for sameness as the sole basis
for security, leads to internal efforts at perpetual self-purification„as if by completely
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Defining Globalization
There are many definitions of globalization. The one here
is from the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace,
a major research and policy institution.

What Is Globalization?

Globalization is a process of interaction and integration among
the people, companies, and governments of different nations.
The process is driven by international trade and investment and
is aided by information technology. Its effects extend from the
environment, to culture, to political systems, to economic devel-
opment and prosperity, to human physical well-being in soci-
eties around the world.

Globalization is not new. For thousands of years, people„and,
later, corporations„have been buying from and selling to each
other in lands at great distances, such as through the famed
Silk Road across Central Asia that connected China and Europe
during the Middle Ages. Likewise, for centuries, people and
corporations have invested in enterprises in other countries. In
fact, many of the features of the current wave of globalization

are similar to those prevailing before the outbreak of the First
World War in 1914.

But policy and technological developments of the past few
decades have spurred increases in cross-border trade, invest-
ment, and migration so large that many observers believe the
world has entered a qualitatively new phase in its economic
development. Since 1950, for example, the volume of world trade
has increased by twenty times, and from just 1997 to 1999 flows
of foreign investment nearly doubled, from $468 billion to $827
billion. Distinguishing this current wave of globalization from
earlier ones, author Thomas Friedman has said that today glob-
alization is •farther, faster, cheaper, and deeper.Ž

Globalization is deeply controversial. Proponents of globaliza-
tion claim that it allows poor countries and their citizens to
develop economically and raise their standards of living. Opponents
of globalization argue that the creation of an unfettered interna-
tional free market has benefited multinational corporations in the
Western world at the expense of local enterprises, local cultures,
and common people. Resistance to globalization has therefore
taken shape both at a popular and at a governmental level as peo-
ple and governments try to manage the flow of capital, labor,
goods, and ideas that constitute the current wave of globalization.

Sociologyand ourWorld



excluding •them,Ž we get to know what •usŽ means. Such efforts are accompanied
by a dramatic (and often violent) restoration of traditional roles for women and men.
Women are •refeminizedŽ by being forced back into the home, under lock and key
as well as under layers of physical concealment; men are •remasculinizedŽ by being
required to adopt certain physical traits and return to traditional clothing and the
imposition of complete control over women.

Religion, blood, folk, nation„these are the terms we use to specify who we are
and who they are not. The boundaries between us have never been more sharply
drawn„nor have they ever been so blurred.

These trends play themselves out not only on the global stage but also within each
society. In the economic North, there are calls for returns to some idealized visions
of pristine purity of racial bloodlines, to religious fundamentals, to basics like the
•50s vision of the family„the 1850s, that is. And in many societies in Africa or Latin
America, there are signs of increased multiculturalism, tolerance for difference, the
embracing of technological innovation and secular humanist science. Neither side is
as monochromatic as stereotypes might imagine it to be.

We often imagine the past and the present as a set of opposites. The past was
bucolic, stable, unchanging; society today is a mad rush of dizzying social changes
that we can barely grasp. But neither vision is completely true. •Just as there was
more change among past peoples than often meets the eye,Ž writes sociologist
Harvey Molotch, •so there is more stability in the modern world than might be
thoughtŽ (Molotch, 2003, p. 94).

And most of us adopt an idiosyncratic combination of these trends. The terrorists
of al-Qaeda, who seek a return to a premodern Islamic theocracy, keep in touch with
wireless Web access and a sophisticated technological system while Americans, their
sworn archenemy, the embodiment of secularism, stream to church every Sunday in num-
bers that dwarf those of European nations. We speak with patriotic fervor of closing our
borders to non-Americans, while we merrily consume products from all over the world.
(I recently saw a bumper sticker that said •Buy AmericanŽ„on a Honda Civic.)

Global Tensions.These two master trends„globalization and particularism; secular,
scientific, and technological advances and religious fundamentalism, ethnic
purification and local tribalisms„these are not simply the final conflict between
two competing worldviews, a •clash of civilizationsŽ as one eminent political
scientist calls it. Such a view imagines these as two completely separate entities, now
on a collision course for global conflagration, and ignores the ways in which each
of these trends is a reaction to the other, is organized in response to the other, is, in
the end, produced by the other. And such a view also misses the ways in which these
master trends are contained within any society„indeed, within all of us.

Globalization is often viewed as increasing homogeneity around the world. The
sociologist George Ritzer calls it McDonaldization „the homogenizing spread of con-
sumerism around the globe (1996). New York Times columnist Thomas Friedman
(2000) once predicted that •no two countries which both have a McDonald•s will go
to war with each other.Ž

Friedman•s prediction turned out to be wrong„in part because he saw only that
part of globalization that flattens the world and minimizes cultural and national dif-
ferences. But globalization is also accompanied by multiculturalism, an increased
awareness of the particular aspects of our specific identities, and a resistance to los-
ing them to some global identity, which most people find both grander and blander.
In the words of political scientist Benjamin Barber (1996), our world is characterized
by both •McWorldŽ and •JihadŽ„the integration into •one commercially homo-
geneous networkŽ and also increased tribalization and separation.
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Globalization and multiculturalism express both the
forces that hold us together„whether the repression of
armies, police forces, and governments or the shared values
of nationalism or ethnic pride„ and the forces that drive us
apart. These are, actually, the same forces.

For example, religion both maintains cohesiveness among
members and serves as one of the principal axes of division
among people in the world today. Ethnicity provides a sense
of stable identity and a way of distinguishing ourselves from
others, as well as a way that society unequally allocates
resources. Gender, race, youth/age, and social class also con-
tribute to stable identity and can help us feel connected to
groups, but they similarly serve as major contributors to social
inequality, thus pulling society apart.

One impetus for the recognition of globalization and mul-
ticulturalism as among the central organizing principles of
society is the continued importance of race, class,and gender
in social life. In the past half century, we•ve become increas-
ingly aware of the centrality of these three categories of expe-
rience. Race, class, and gender are among the most important
axes around which social life revolves, the organizing mech-
anisms of institutions, the foundations of our identities.
Along with other forms of identity and mechanisms of
inequality„ethnicity, sexuality, age, and religion„they form
a matrix through which we understand ourselves and our
world.

Sociology and Modernism
One of the central themes of virtually all of the classical soci-

ological theories was an abiding faith in the idea of progress. This idea„that society
is moving from a less developed to a more developed (and therefore better) stage„
is a hallmark of the idea of modernism. In classical sociological theory, modernism
was expressed as the passage from religious to scientific forms of knowledge (Comte),
from mechanical to organic forms of solidarity (Durkheim), from feudal to capital-
ist to communist modes of production (Marx), from traditional to legal forms of
authority (Weber). In the twentieth century, structural functionalists hailed the move-
ment from extended to nuclear family forms and from arbitrary rule by aristocrats
to universal legal principles as emblems of social progress.

Yet many of the founders of sociology were also deeply ambivalent about
progress. Tocqueville saw democracy as inevitable but potentially dangerous to indi-
vidual freedom. Durkheim saw that organic solidarity required constant effort to
maintain the levels of integration that individuals would feel, so they would not drift
away from social life. Marx bemoaned the fact that the working class would have to
experience great deprivation before they would rise up against capitalism. And Weber
saw the very mechanism of individual freedom, rationality, coming back to trap us
in an iron cage of meaninglessness.

Today, we live in an age in which the very idea of progress from one stage to the
next has been called into question. For one thing, it•s clear that no society ever passes
from one stage fully into the next. We can see pieces of both mechanical and organic
solidarity all around us. In the most advanced societies, kinship, •blood,Ž and pri-
mordial ethnic identity continue to serve as a foundation for identity; in some of
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the least developed countries, young people are using the Internet and hanging out
on Facebook. Societies maintain both feudal relations and capitalist ones„including
those countries that call themselves communist! We are governed by authorities that
rely on traditional, charismatic, and legal rationales.

What•s more, the world has become so interdependent that one society cannot
exist in isolation from others. The development of one society toward different ways
of organizing social life (replacing tribal elders with elected representatives, for exam-
ple) is heavily influenced by the global marketplace, by transnational organizations
like the United Nations, and by ideas that circulate over the globe via transportation,
telecommunications, and the media faster than any classical theorist could ever have
imagined. We no longer see less-developed societies as the image of our past, any more
than they see Europe or the United States as an image of their future.

Sociology remains a deeply •modernŽ enterprise: Most sociologists believe that
science and reason can solve human problems and that people•s lives can be improved
by the application of these scientifically derived principles. Yet sociologists are also
reexamining the fixed idea of progress and seeing a jumble of conflicting possibilities
that exist at any historical moment rather than the inevitable unfolding of a single
linear path. As a concept, postmodernism originated in architecture, as a critique of
the uniformity of modern buildings. Using elements from classical and modern, post-
modernists prefer buildings that are not fixed and uniform but rather a collage, a col-
lision of styles in a new form.

In sociology, postmodernism suggests that the meaning of social life may not be
found in conforming to rigid patterns of development but rather in the creative assem-
bling of interactions and interpretations that enable us to negotiate our way in the world.
In the postmodern conception of the world, the fundamentals of society„structure, cul-
ture, agency„are all challenged and in flux. Thus we are simultaneously freer and more
creative and also potentially more frightened, more lost, and more alone.

In the face of these postmodernist ideas, the modern world has also witnessed a
rebirth of •premodernŽ ideas. Premodern ideas„kinship, blood, religion, tribe„were
the ideas first challenged by the Enlightenment view of the world, from which
sociology emerged in the nineteenth century. The increased freedom of postmodern
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Your Outlook on Life: Are People Basically Fair?
Sociologists are interested in those aspects of social life that contribute to our evaluations of
others, such as the social positions we occupy. For example, what affects one•s outlook on social
life and on others with whom we interact? How do things like race, class, and gender relate to
one•s perceptions of others? So, what do you think?

1.2

What
doyou

think

� Take advantage
� Be fair
� Depends

Do you think most people would try to take advantage of you if they got a chance, 
or would they try to be fair?

?

Log on to
www.MySocLab.com to participate 
in these polls and view your 
class•s responses.



society„the ability to make up the rules as you go along„is accompanied by
increased fatalism, a belief that all is entirely preordained.

There has been a dramatic increase in religious beliefs, New Age consciousness,
and other nonscientific way of explaining our lives and our place in the universe. The
forces that were supposed to disappear as the bases for social life have remained and
even strengthened as some of the world•s most powerful mechanisms for uniting peo-
ple into connected clans and dividing us into warring factions. The global economy,
potentially an unprecedented force for economic growth and development worldwide,
brings us together into a web of interconnected interests and also widens the ancient
divide between rich and poor, haves and have-nots, chosen and dispossessed.

Contemporary society consists of all these elements; just as modern society is the
collision of premodern and postmodern. Understanding this collision„creative and
chaotic, compassionate and cruel„is the task of sociology in the twenty-first century.

Sociology in the 21st Century,
Sociology and You
Sociologists are part of a larger network of social scientists. Sociologists work in col-
leges and universities, teaching and doing research, but they also work in government
organizations, doing research and policy analysis; in social movements, developing
strategies; and in large and small organizations, public and private.

Sociologists reflect and embody the processes we study, and the changes in the
field of sociology are, in a way, a microcosm of the changes we observe in the soci-
ety in which we live. And, over the past few decades, the field has undergone more
dramatic changes than many of the other academic fields of study. Sociology•s mis-
sion is the understanding„without value judgments„of different groups, and, as you
will see, to understand the dynamics of both identity and inequality that belonging
to these groups brings, as well as the different institutions„the family, education,
workplace, media, religious institution, and the like„in which we experience social
life. It makes a certain logical sense, therefore, that many members of marginalized
groups, such as racial, sexual, and ethnic minorities and women, would find a home
in sociology.

Once, of course, all academic fields of study were the dominion of White men.
Today, however, women and racial, ethnic, and sexual minorities have transformed
collegiate life. Not that long ago, women were excluded from many of the most pres-
tigious colleges and universities; now women outnumber men on virtually every col-
lege campus. Not that long ago, racial minorities were excluded from many of
America•s universities and colleges; today universities have special recruiting task
forces to insure a substantial minority applicant pool. Not that long ago, gays and
lesbians, bisexuals, and transgendered people were expelled from colleges and uni-
versities for violating ethics or morals codes; today there are LGBT (Lesbian, Gay,
Bisexual, Transgender) organizations on most college campuses.

Sociology has been one of the fields that has pioneered this inclusion. It is a source
of pride to most sociologists that today sociology is among the most diverse fields on
any campus.

In the past 50 years (since 1966), the percentage of B.A. degrees in sociology
awarded to women has increased 98.7 percent, while the percentage of M.A. degrees
rose 336.9 percent, and the percentage of Ph.D. degrees rose a whopping 802.5 per-
cent. At the same time, the percentage of African American Ph.D.s in sociology has
more than doubled, while the percentage of Hispanic Ph.D.s nearly tripled in the same
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period, and Asian American degrees more than doubled„all of these are the highest
percentages of any social science (American Sociological Association, 2007).

We live in a society composed of many different groups and many different cul-
tures, subcultures, and countercultures, speaking different languages, with different
kinship networks and different values and norms. It•s noisy, and we rarely agree on
anything. And yet we also live in a society where the overwhelming majority of peo-
ple obey the same laws and are civil to one another and in which we respect the dif-
ferences among those different groups. We live in a society characterized by a fixed
hierarchy and in a society in which people believe firmly in the idea of mobility, a
society in which one•s fixed, ascribed characteristics (race, class, and sex) are the sin-
gle best determinants of where one will end up, and a society in which we also believe
anyone can make it if he or she works hard enough.

This is the world sociologists find so endlessly fascinating. This is the world about
which sociologists develop their theories, test their hypotheses, and conduct their
research. Sociology is the lens through which we look at this dizzying array of social
life„and begin to try and make sense of it. Welcome to it„and welcome to sociol-
ogy as a new way of seeing that world.
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Chapter
Review

1. What is sociology? Sociology is a field of study and way
of thinking that helps us to understand the world around
us and how we fit into it by looking at the construction
and development of identity, society, relationships, and
inequality. Sociologists don•t think in terms of either/or;
rather, they examine social issues and problems in terms
of both/and, interconnectedness, and always within a
larger social context.

2. What does it mean to •doŽ sociology? Sociology is both
an academic field and a way of seeing the world. It uses
theoretical models and standardized research methods to
understand social phenomena. Sociologists understand
that things are complex and that the individual view is
incomplete, so they always try to see the bigger picture
and look at issues from various angles.

3. Where did sociology come from? During the Enlighten-
ment period in Europe, there was a general shift from a
geocentric to a heliocentric world view„from religion
to science as the source of knowledge and explanations
of reality. Sociology began as an attempt to understand
the changes society was undergoing. These changes led
to the sociological inquiry of the nature of community,
government, and the economy, the meaning of individ-
ualism and increased secularism, and the nature and
direction of change.

4. What did the early sociologists think? Considered
the founder of sociology, August Comte believed that

society•s development was based on forms of knowl-
edge„religious, metaphysical, and scientific„and how
they explain the world. Thus, as forms of knowledge
changed, society changed accordingly. Alexis de Toc-
queville showed how democracy both enhances and
erodes individual liberty, while Karl Marx saw class as
the organizing principle of social life. Emile Durkheim
used his study of suicide to show how the bonds between
the individual and society affect human behavior, and
Max Weber studied the importance of rationality in the
modern world and developed a sociology that was both
interpretive and value free. Weber also expanded
Marx•s analysis of social stratification by adding status
and party to social class as determinants of social sta-
tus. Georg Simmel showed how forms of social inter-
action are used by individuals to combine into groups.

5. How did sociology develop beyond the main thinkers?
Early sociologists in the United States included Thorstein
Veblen, who argued that the wealthy were not produc-
tive and instead engaged in what he coined •conspicu-
ous consumption.Ž Lester Ward was the first sociologist
to reject the evolutionary model of social change; he
believed that social change should be planned and that
society should be reformed into a welfarelike state, and
George Herbert Mead showed how individuals devel-
oped through social processes and self-reflection. Not all
sociologists were White or male; Mary Wollstonecraft
was the first major feminist. She argued that women
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should be educated the same as men or society would
never progress. Frederick Douglass, a former slave and
prolific author, was very influential in the abolitionist
movement, while W. E. B. Du Bois founded the NAACP
and wrote 19 books on race. He is now considered one
of the greatest sociologists in history.

6. What are the major contemporary sociological perspec-
tives? Three main paradigms, or ways of thinking,
have dominated sociological inquiry. Symbolic interac-
tionists explain how interactions with the environment
help people develop a sense of self. Structural function-
alists stress equilibrium in society and examine how
institutions function to reproduce social life. Conflict

theorists believe that society evolves from conflict
among groups. Today, sociologists increasingly view the
world through the lenses of globalism and multicultur-
alism. Globalization, or the economic, political, cul-
tural, and social interconnectedness among people
around the world, spreads culture and values and has
both positive and negative consequences. Using the mul-
ticultural lens, sociologists understand the different
ways that people see the world, construct selves, and
create institutions. Today•s sociologists understand that
race, class, gender, and sexuality are intersections of
identity, and one cannot be studied without taking the
others into account.

Key Terms
Canon (p. 21)
Conflict theory (p. 26)
Generalized other (p. 21)
Globalization (p. 27)
Latent functions (p. 25)
Macrolevel analysis (p. 27)
Manifest functions (p. 25)

McDonaldization (p. 31)
Mechanical solidarity (p. 18)
Microlevel analysis (p. 27)
Modernism (p. 32)
Multiculturalism (p. 27)
Organic solidarity (p. 18)
Paradigm (p. 24)

Postmodernism (p. 33)
Social Darwinism (p. 20)
Sociological imagination (p. 5)
Sociology (p. 5)
Structural functionalism (p. 24)
Symbolic interactionism (p. 24)

What
does

America
think?

1.1 How Religious Are People?
This is actual survey data from the General Social Survey, 2004.

About how often do you pray?Almost 60 percent of respondents reported praying
at least once a day. Women were more likely than men to pray several times a day
or once a day. Results for examining by race were also striking, with 55 percent of
Black respondents praying several times a day as compared to 27 percent of White
respondents.

CRITICAL THINKING| DISCUSSION QUESTION

1. What social and cultural factors do you think account for the gender differences in reports of
prayer frequency? What about the race difference?

1.2 Your Outlook on Life: Are People Basically Fair?
This is actual survey data from the General Social Survey, 2004.

Do you think most people would try to take advantage of you if they got a
chance, or would they try to be fair? Half of all respondents thought most people
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3 Go to this website to look further at the data. You can run your own statistics and crosstabs
here: http://sda.berkeley.edu/cgi-bin/hsda?harcsda+gss04

REFERENCES:Davis, James A., Tom W. Smith, and Peter V. Marsden. General Social Surveys 
1972…2004: [Cumulative file] [Computer file]. 2nd ICPSR version. Chicago, IL: National Opinion Research
Center [producer], 2005; Storrs, CT: Roper Center for Public Opinion Research, University of Connecticut; 
Ann Arbor, MI: Inter-University Consortium for Political and Social Research; Berkeley, CA: Computer-Assisted
Survey Methods Program, University of California [distributors], 2005.

would try to be fair, and 40 percent thought they would try to take advantage of oth-
ers. Nine percent said it depended. Social class differences in responses were striking,
with those in the lower class being most likely to think people would try to take
advantage and least likely to think people would try to be fair. Those in the middle
class were most likely to think people would try to be fair. When examined by sex,
the range in responses was small, but when examined by race, Black respondents
(58.8 percent) were far more likely than White respondents (34.4 percent) to say
people would try to take advantage of others.

CRITICAL THINKING| DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. Half of all respondents thought most people would be fair. Is that more or less than what you
expected? How do you explain these results?

2. While gender did not appear to have an effect on respondents• perceptions of others, social
class and race had a striking effect. Looking at these differences and thinking about positions,
why do you think these differences exist?
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ONE OF THE MOST POPULAR SONGS of the past quarter-century was •We Are the World,Ž

written in 1984 by Quincy Jones and Michael Jackson to raise money for starving children in

Africa and originally sung by some of the biggest stars in the musical pantheon. It expresses

a feeling that we•re all one, that people are people everywhere, and that we•re all the same.

And yet you might well find yourself feeling uncomfortable, in a class or in casual con-

versation, if someone were to actually ask you a question based on that idea. •Well, how do

you Asian Americans feel about that?Ž or •Well, as a woman, don•t you agree that . . .?Ž

At those moments, you aren•t likely to feel very much like •we are the world.Ž You•re

more likely to say, •Well, I can•t speak for all of them, so this is just my own personal

opinion.Ž

We sometimes feel like we vacil-

late between abstract universalism

(we are the world) and very specific

particularism (it•s just me). Neither is

wrong, but neither is the whole story.

It•s the mission of sociology to

connect those two levels, those two experiences, to connect you as a discrete individual

with the larger society in which you live.

As we saw in the last chapter, one of the most concise yet profound definitions of soci-

ology is C. Wright Mills•s idea that sociology •connects biography and historyŽ„that is, it

connects you, as an individual,

to the larger social contextsin

which you find yourself. This

connection raises important

questions for us: How much

•free willŽ do I actually have?

Can I control my own destiny

or am I simply the product of

those larger contexts? Both„and neither. We have an enormous amount of freedom to

choose our paths„probably more than any entire population in history. And yet, as we will

Culture
and Society

39

W hat makes human life different from
other species is that we alone have a
conscious •history,Ž a continuity of
generations and a purposive direction of
change. Humans have culture.



Culture
Sociology uses specific terms and concepts that enable us to see those linkages dis-
cussed above and to make sense of both ourselves and the world we live in„and the
connections between the two. Every academic field uses certain concepts as the lenses
through which it sees and therefore understands the world, much like the lenses of
eyeglasses help us see what we need to see much more clearly. For example, psychol-
ogists might use terms like cognition, unconscious,or ego;economists would use terms
like supply and demand, production cycle,or profit margins.

The lenses through which sociologists see the world are broad terms like society
andculture; structural terms like institutions; and cultural terms like valuesandnorms.
Larger structures„institutions and/or organizations like the economy, government,
family, or corporation„offer the larger, general patterns of things. And agencystresses
the individual decisions that we make, ourselves, to create and shape our own destiny.

What makes us human? What differentiates human life from other animals• lives?
One answer is culture. Culture refers to the sets of values and ideals that we under-
stand to define morality, good and evil, appropriate and inappropriate. Culture defines
larger structural forces and also how we perceive them. While dogs or horses or chim-
panzees live in social groupings, they do not transmit their culture from one genera-
tion to the next. Although they learn and adapt to changing environmental conditions,
they do not consciously build on the experiences of previous generations, transmit-
ting to their children the wisdom of their ancestors. What makes human life differ-
ent is that we alone have a conscious •history,Ž a continuity of generations and a
purposive direction of change. Humans have culture.

Culture is the foundation of society„both the material basis for social life, and
the ideas, beliefs and values that people have. Material culture consists of the things
people make, and the things they use to make them„the tools they use, the physical
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see, those choices are constrained by circumstances that we neither chose nor created.

Another way of saying this is found in the first paragraphs of a book by Karl Marx (1965):

Men make their own history, but they do not make it as they please; they do not make it under 

self-selected circumstances, but under circumstances existing already, given and transmitted from

the past.

It is this connection„between the personal and the structural„that defines the socio-

logical perspective. The sociological perspective enables us to see how nature and nurture

combine, how things are changing and how they are eternal and timeless, how we are

shaped by our societies and how we in turn shape them„to see, in essence, how it can be

both the best of times and the worst of times.



environment they inhabit (forests, beaches, mountains, fertile farmlands, or harsh
desert).Nonmaterial culture consists of the ideas and beliefs that people develop about
their lives and their world. Anthropologists have explained how people who live near
dense forests, where animals are plentiful and food abundant, will develop very dif-
ferent cultural values from a culture that evolves in the desert, in which people must
constantly move to follow an ever-receding water supply.

Our culture shapes more than what we know, more than our beliefs and our atti-
tudes; culture shapes our human nature. Some societies, like the Yanomamo in Brazil,
•knowŽ that people are, by nature, violent and aggressive, and so they raise every-
one to be violent and aggressive. But others, like the Tasaday tribe in the Philippines,
•knowŽ that people are kind and generous, and so everyone is raised to be kind and
generous. In the United States, our culture is diverse enough that we can believe both
sides. On the one hand, •everybody knowsŽ that everyone is only out for him- or
herself, and so it shouldn•t surprise us that people cheat on exams or their taxes or
drive over the speed limit. On the other hand, •everybody knowsŽ that people are
neighborly and kind, and so it doesn•t surprise us that most people don•t cheat on
exams or their taxes and they drive under the speed limit.

Cultural Diversity
Cultural diversity means that the world•s cultures are vastly different from each other.
Their rich diversity sometimes appears exotic, sometimes tantalizing, and sometimes
even disgusting. Even within American culture, there are subcultures that exhibit
beliefs or behaviors that are vastly different from those of other groups. And, of
course, culture is hardly static: Our culture is constantly changing, as beliefs and habits
change. For example, in the early nineteeth century, it was a common prescribed cul-
tural practice among middle-class New Englanders for a dating couple to be expected
to share a bed together with a board placed down the middle, so that they could
become accustomed to each other•s sleeping behavior but without having sex. Par-
ents would welcome their teenage children•s •bundlingŽ in a way they might not feel
particularly comfortable doing today.

Often, when we encounter a differ-
ent culture, we experience culture shock,
a feeling of disorientation, because the
cultural markers that we rely on to help
us know where we are and how to act
have suddenly changed. Sometimes, the
sense of disorientation leads us to retreat
to something more comfortable and
reassert the values of our own cultures.
We find other cultures weird, or funny, or
sometimes we think they•re immoral. In
the 2003 movie Lost in Translation, Bill
Murray and Scarlett Johansson experi-
ence the strange limbo of living in a for-
eign culture during an extended stay at a
Tokyo hotel. They develop an unlikely
bond of friendship, finding each other as
a source of familiarity and comfort.
Sometimes, culture shock is expressed in
rather strange behaviors: The first time
I ever lived abroad, as a high school
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Oppressed or free? To many
Westerners, these Afghan
women are oppressed by tradi-
tional cultural practices. But
they describe themselves as
free and full participants in
their culture. (These women
are standing in line to vote 
in Afghanistan•s first direct
presidential election in
2004.). n



student, I suddenly started taking about four showers a day, and brushing my teeth
half a dozen times a day, just to regain my sense of center and control.

That condemnation of other cultures because they are different is called
ethnocentrism,a belief that one•s culture is superior to others. We often use our own
culture as the reference point by which we evaluate others. William Graham Sumner,
the sociologist who first coined the term, described ethnocentrism as seeing •[o]ne•s
own group is the center of everything, and all others are scaled and rated with refer-
ence to itŽ (Sumner, 1906, p. 12). Ethnocentrism can be relatively benign, as a quiet
sense of superiority or even cultural disapproval of the other culture, or it can be
aggressive, as when people try to impose their values on others by force.

Sociologists must constantly guard against ethnocentrism, because it can bias our
understandings of other cultures. It•s helpful to remember that each culture justifies
its beliefs by reference to the same guiding principles, so when Yanomamo people act
aggressively, they say, •Well, that•s just human nature,Ž which is exactly what the
Tasaday say when they act kindly toward each other. Because each culture justifies
its activities and organization by reference to these universals„God•s will, human
nature, and the like„it is difficult for any one of us to stand in judgment of another•s
way of doing things. Therefore, to a large extent, sociologists take a position of
cultural relativism, a position that all cultures are equally valid in the experience of
their own members.

At the same time, many sociologists also believe that we should not shy away
from claiming that some values are, or should be, universal values to which all cul-
tures should subscribe. For example, the ideals of human rights that all people share„
these are values that might be seen as condemning slavery, female genital mutilation,
the killing of civilians during wartime, the physical or sexual abuse of children, the
exclusion of married men from prosecution for rape. Some have suggested that these
universal human rights are themselves the ethnocentric imposition of Western values
on other cultures, and they may be. But they also express values that virtually every
culture claims to hold, and so they may be close to universal. Cultural relativism makes
us sensitive to the ways other people organize their lives, but it does not absolve us
from taking moral positions ourselves.

Cultures vary dramatically in the ways they go about the most basic activities of
life: eating, sleeping, producing goods, raising children, educating them, making
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OBJECTIVE: Understand the importance of culture in
everyday life.

STEP 1: Plan
Your instructor will either ask you to think about something
that represents your culture/subculture or you may be asked
to bring a material artifact (food, clothing, music, photo, or
other object) that would help someone understand your
culture.

STEP 2: Share
Briefly share what first came to mind (or the actual object).
Identify yourself by name and talk about the cultural/
subcultural group(s) you represent.

STEP 3: Evaluate
As students in your class are presenting, make a note of
each culture/subcultural group mentioned. Are you surprised
by the diversity or lack of diversity in your class? Why or
why not?

STEP 4: Discuss
After everyone has presented, your instructor may lead the
class in further discussion of culture.

Thinking about Culture in Everyday Life
Modified from an activity submitted by Jonathan Marx,Winthrop University.



friends, making love, forming families. This diversity is sometimes startling, and yet,
every culture shares some central elements. Every culture has history, a myth of ori-
gin, a set of guiding principles that dictates right and wrong, with justifications for
those principles.

Subcultures and Countercultures
Even within a particular culture there are often different subgroups. Subcultures and
countercultures often develop within a culture.

Subcultures.A subculture is a group of people within a culture who share some
distinguishing characteristic, beliefs, values, or attribute that sets them apart from
the dominant culture. Some groups within a society create their own subcultures,
with norms and values distinct from the mainstream, and usually their own separate
social institutions. Roman Catholics were once prohibited from joining fraternal
organizations such as the Masons, so they founded their own, the Knights of
Columbus. Ethnic and sexual minorities often appear in mass media as negative
stereotypes, or they do not appear at all, so they produce their own movies, novels,
magazines, and television programs.

Subcultures arise when a group has two characteristics, prejudice from the main-
stream, and social power. Prejudice (literally •prejudgingŽ) refers to beliefs about
members of another group based on stereotypes or falsehoods that lead one to dimin-
ish that other group•s value. Without prejudice, people will have no motive to pro-
duce subcultures. And without social power, they won•t have the ability. Subcultures
are communities that constitute themselves through a relationship of difference to
the dominant culture. They can be a subset of the dominant culture, simply exag-
gerating their set of interests as the glue that holds them together as a community.
So, for example, generation Y is a youth subculture, a group for which membership
is limited to those of a certain age, that believes it has characteristics that are differ-
ent from the dominant culture. Members of a subculture are part of the larger cul-
ture, but they may draw more on their subcultural position for their identity.
Membership in a subculture enables you to feel •oneŽ with others and •differentŽ
from others at the same time.

Countercultures.Subcultures that identify themselves through their difference and
opposition to the dominant culture are called countercultures. Like subcultures,
countercultures offer an important grounding for identity, but they do so in
opposition to the dominant culture. As a result, countercultures demand a lot of
conformity from members because they define themselves in opposition, and they
may be more totalistic than a subculture. One can imagine, for example, belonging to
several different subcultures, and these may exist in tandem with membership in the
official culture. But countercultural membership often requires a sign of separation
from the official culture. And it would be hard to belong to more than one.

As a result, countercultures are more often perceived as a threat to the official
culture than a subculture might be. Countercultures may exist parallel to the official
culture, or they may be outlawed and strictly policed. For example, the early Chris-
tians thought they were a subculture, a group with a somewhat separate identity from
the Jews (another subculture) and the Romans. But the Romans were too threatened,
and they were seen as a counterculture that had to be destroyed.

Like subcultures, countercultures create their own cultural forms„music, litera-
ture, news media, art. Sometimes these may be incorporated into the official culture
as signs of rebellion. For example, blue jeans, tattoos, rock and rap music, leather
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jackets, and wearing black pants and shirts together all have their ori-
gins as signs of countercultural rebellion from the hippie, ghetto, or
fringe sexual cultures. But they were incorporated into consumerism
and have now achieved mainstream respectability.

The term counterculture came into widespread use during the
1960s to describe an emerging subculture based on age (youth),
behaviors (marijuana use, psychedelic drug use, •freeŽ sexual prac-
tices), and political sensibilities (liberal to radical). Gradually, this sub-
culture became well-defined in opposition to the official culture, and
membership required wearing certain androgynous fashions (tie-dyed
shirts, sandals, bell-bottom blue jeans, •peasantŽ blouses), bodily
practices (everyone wearing their hair long), musical preferences, drug
use, and anti…Vietnam War politics. Other countercultures sprang up
in many other countries, and some, like those in the Czech Republic
and Poland, even became the dominant political parties during 
periods of radical reform.

Countercultures are not necessarily on the left or the right polit-
ically„what they are is oppositional. In the contemporary United
States, there are groups such as White Supremacist survivalists as well
as back-to-the-land hippies on communes: Both represent countercul-
tures (and, given that they tend to be rural and isolated, they may also
be neighbors!).

When you have a geographic territory occupied by people who
have the same culture and the same social institutions, you have a society(discussed
more fully in Chapter 3). More or less, there will always be subcultures within the
society with distinctive norms and values, as well as people who slip through the
cracks of the social institutions and hold different values.

Elements of Culture
All cultures share six basic elements: material culture, symbols, language, rituals,
norms, and values.

Material Culture
As we mentioned earlier, material culture consists of both what people make and what
they make it with. Every society must solve basic needs of subsistence: provision of
food, shelter from the elements for both the person and the family (shelter and cloth-
ing). We organize our societies to enable us to collectively meet these basic subsis-
tence needs for food, clothing, and shelter. We develop different cultures based on the
climate, the available food supply, and the geography of our environment.

This much we share with animals. But it•s equally important for human societies
to solve a need that is different from basic subsistence or survival: the basic human
need for meaning. We do the things we do not only because we must do them to sur-
vive, or because we have been routinely trained to do them, but also because we want
to do them, because we believe that what we do is part of a larger scheme of things.
Human beings also create a culture that enables us to attempt to answer the great
unknowable questions of existence: Why are we here? Where are we going? What
happens to us when we die? (As far as we know, we are the only animal species that is
troubled by such questions.)
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J Sometimes a countercul-
tural movement can change a
society. In 1989, writer Vaclav
Havel led the •Velvet Revolu-
tionŽ in Czechoslovakia
and became the country•s
president. 



Symbols
As human wrestle with the meanings of their material environment, we attempt to
represent our ideas to others. We translate what we see and think into symbols. A
symbol is anything„an idea, a marking, a thing„that carries additional meanings
beyond itself to others who share in the culture. Symbols come to mean what they
do only in a culture; they would have no meaning to someone outside. Take, for exam-
ple, one of the most familiar symbols of all, the cross. If one is Christian, the cross
carries with it certain meanings. But to someone else, it might be simply a decoration
or a reference to the means of execution in the Roman era. And to some who have
seen crosses burning on their lawns, they may be a symbol of terror. That•s what we
mean when we say that symbols take on their meaning only inside culture.

Symbols are representations of ideas or feelings. In a single image, a symbol sug-
gests and stands in for something more complex and involved. A heart stands for love;
a red ribbon signifies AIDS awareness and solidarity; the bald eagle represents the
American national character.

Symbols can be created at any time. Witness the recent and now widely known
red AIDS ribbon or the pink ribbon for breast cancer awareness. But many symbols
developed over centuries and in relative isolation from one another. In the case of
older symbols, the same ones may mean completely different things in different cul-
tures. For example, the color red means passion, aggression, or danger in the United
States while it signifies purity in India and is a symbol of celebration and luck in
China. White symbolizes purity in the West, but in Eastern cultures is the color of
mourning and death.

Symbols are not always universally shared, and many cultural conflicts in soci-
ety are over the meaning and appropriateness of certain symbols. Consider flags, for
example. Many people around the world feel deeply patriotic at the sight of their
nation•s flag. My grandfather would actually often weep when he saw the American
flag because it reminded him of his family•s arduous journey to this country as an
immigrant and the men who fought and died alongside him in World War I. Flags are
important symbols and are displayed at solemn ceremonial moments and at festivals
and sports events. Is burning the American flag
a protected form of speech, a way for Ameri-
cans to express their dissent from certain poli-
cies, or is it the deliberate destruction of the
symbol of the nation, tantamount to an act of
treason? And what about waving the flag of a
different nation, like the one where your ances-
tors may have come from? To some, it•s harm-
less, an expression of ethnic pride, like waving
Irish flags on St. Patrick•s Day; but others think
it borders on treason, like waving the flag of
the former Soviet Union or the Iraqi flag at a
demonstration. To some, waving the Confed-
erate flag is a symbol of civic pride, or of South-
ern heritage, while to others the Confederate
flag is a symbol of racism.

These examples illustrate how symbols can
often become politicized, endowed with mean-
ing by different groups, and used as forms of
political speech. Symbols elicit powerful emo-
tions because they express the emotional foun-
dations of our culture.
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Flags can be powerful cultural
symbols, eliciting strong
emotions. To some, the Stars
and Bars (a battle flag of the
Confederate states during
the Civil War) is a symbol of
Southern heritage; to the
majority of Americans (and
people around the world), it 
is a symbol of racism and a
reminder of slavery. n



Language
Languageis an organized set of symbols by which we are able to think and commu-
nicate with others. Language is also the chief vehicle by which human beings create
a sense of self. It is through language that we pose questions of identity„•Who am
I?Ž„and through our linguistic interactions with others that we constitute a sense of
our selves. We need language to know what we think as well as who we are.

In the thirteenth century, Frederick II, Emperor of the Holy Roman Empire,
decided to perform an experiment to see if he could discover the •natural language
of man.Ž What language would we speak if no one taught us language? He selected
some newborn babies and decreed that no one speak to them. The babies were suck-
led and nursed and bathed as usual, but speech and songs and lullabies were strictly
prohibited. All the babies died. And you•ve probably heard those stories of •feral chil-
drenŽ„babies who were abandoned and raised by animals became suspicious of peo-
ple and could not be socialized to live in society after age 6 or so. In all the stories,
the children died young, as do virtually all the •isolates,Ž those little children who
are locked away in closets and basements by sadistic or insane parents (Pines, 1981).
We need to interact with other people to survive, let alone thrive. And language enables
us to accomplish this interaction.

Language is not solely a human trait. There is ample evidence that other animals
use sounds, gestures, facial expressions, and touch to communicate with each other.
But these expressions seem to always relate to events in the present„nearby food
sources, the presence of danger„or immediate expressions of different feelings or
moods. What makes the human use of language different from that of animals is that
we use language to transmit culture, to connect us to both the past and the future, to
build on the experiences of previous generations. Even the most linguistically capa-
ble chimps cannot pass that kind of language on to their offspring.

Language does not merely reflect the world as we know it; language actually
shapes our perceptions of things. In 1929, two anthropologists, Edward Sapir and
Benjamin Whorf, noticed that the Hopi Indians of the Southwest seemed to have no
verb tenses, no ways for them to state a word in the past, present, or future tense.
Imagine speaking to your friends without being able to put your ideas in their proper
tense. Although common sense held that the function of language was to express the
world we already perceived, Sapir and Whorf concluded that language, itself, pro-
vides a cultural lens through which people perceive the world. What became known
as the Sapir-Whorf hypothesisstates that language shapes our perception.

Sociologist Eviatar Zerubavel (1991) noted that, in English, there
are different words for •jellyŽ and •jam,Ž while Hebrew, his native
language, did not distinguish between the two and had only one word.
Only when he learned English, he writes, did he actually •seeŽ that
they were different. Having the language for the two things made it
possible for him to see them. In France, there is a specific ailment
called a pain in the liver, a crise de foie. Americans find the idea strange
because that sort of pain is given a generic •stomach ache.Ž (In fact,
when I lived in France, I found it somewhat amusing to think that they
knew exactly which internal organ was in pain!) And there is no word
for •gentrificationŽ in Spanish. An Argentine colleague of mine first
heard the word when he moved to New York City, and when he
returned to Buenos Aires, he couldn•t believe how different the city
looked to him, now that he had the language to describe the changes
he saw. Ask yourself or anyone you know who speaks more than one
language about how different things actually are different when you
speak Chinese, or Russian, or French, or Spanish.
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Language is a conceptual
framework for understanding
our social world. Every culture
transmits its values through
language. n



We often say that we•ll •believe it when we see itŽ„that empirical
proof is required for us to believe something. But it•s equally true that we
•see it when we believe itŽ„we cannot •seeŽ what we don•t have the con-
ceptual framework to understand.

Because language not only reflects the world in which we live but also
shapes our perception of it, language is also political. Consider, for exam-
ple, the battles over the implicit gender bias of using the word man to
include both women and men, and the use of the masculine pronoun he
as the •inclusiveŽ generic term. Some words, such as chairman or
policeman make it clear that the position carries a gender„whether the
occupant of the position is male or female.

Even the appellation for women and men was made the object of
political struggle. While referring to a man as •Mr.Ž indicates nothing
about his marital status, appellations for women referred only to their
status as married (Mrs.) or unmarried (Miss). To create a neutral, paral-
lel term for women, Ms., took several years before it became common-
place. In the 1970s, one could occasionally read an article in the New York
Timesquoting feminist leader Gloria Steinem as •Miss Steinem, editor of
Ms.Ž (the Timeschanged its policy in 1986). While some resist the change,
most social institutions (corporations, schools, and the like) have replaced
gendered language with neutral terms.

Similarly, language conveys cultural attitudes about race and ethnic-
ity. This happens not simply through the use of derogatory slang terms,
but also in the construction of language itself. Adjectives or colloquial
phrases may convey ideas about the relative values of different groups,
simply through the association of one with the other: •a black mark
against you,Ž •good guys wear white hats,Ž •a Chinaman•s chance,Ž or
•to Jew someone downŽ all encode stereotypes in language.

The idea of a single unifying language has also become a hot-button
issue in the United States. If language is central to the smooth function-
ing of society, what does it imply about that unity when •onlyŽ 82 percent
of Americans speak only English at home, and more than 17 percent speak
a different language (10 percent of them speaking Spanish)?

Ritual
Shared symbols and language are two of the most important processes
that enable cultures to cohere and persist over time. Another process is
rituals, by which members of a culture engage in a routine behavior to
express their sense of belonging to the culture. Rituals both symbolize the
culture•s coherence by expressing our unity and also create that coher-
ence by enabling each member to feel connected to the culture.

Consider just two cultural rituals that some Americans engage in on an almost
daily basis: the recitation of the Pledge of Allegiance and the singing of •The Star-
Spangled Banner,Ž our national anthem. The Pledge of Allegiance opens the school
day in virtually every public school in the country. The national anthem is sung at
the beginning of most major professional events (although not at the beginning of
NASCAR, tennis, or boxing matches), and major college athletic events. In both cases,
we•re celebrating the flag, the symbol of our country (•the republic for which it
standsŽ). These rituals are rarely, if ever, performed in other countries and would be
unimaginable before a professional soccer match in Latin America or Europe, for
example.
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You•ve probably heard that the Eskimo have
a very large number of words for snow,
much larger than the English. It•s a myth.
Linguist Geoff Pullum (1991) has shown
that the Inuit (native peoples of the Arctic
regions) use a •polysyntheticŽ language„
that is, they create single words out of
many different ideas, so it might seem as if
they have a lot of different words for the
same thing. In English, we use separate
words in the phrase •the snow under the
treeŽ; an Inuit might express this in one
word. In fact, English has more words for
different types of snow than most Inuit
languages (see Pullum, 1991, and
http://itre.cis.upenn.edu/~myl/
languagelog/archives/004003.html).

Did you know ?

In 1930, the New York Timesbecame the
first newspaper in the United States to use
the upper case when using the term Negro.
In 1972, they stopped, after the editor saw
that the word blackhad been replaced by
the word Negro.The editor wrote that: •The
decision as to whether to use black or
Negro should be made by the reporter
writing the story. The reason is that there
are many subtleties and the reporter is best
qualified to decide which usage is the
proper one given the context of the story
and people about whom he was writing.Ž

Did you know ?



Norms
Norms are the rules a culture develops that define how people should
act and the consequences of failure to act in the specified ways.
Cultural •normsŽ and cultural •valuesŽ are often discussed
together; values are the ideas that justify those standards, or norms.
We•ll discuss them in the next section. Norms prescribe behavior
within the culture, and values explain to us what the culture has
determined is right and wrong. Norms tell us how to behave; values
tell us why. Norms and values not only guide our own goals and
actions but also inform our judgments of others.

The basic set of norms in Western societies was set down in the
Ten Commandments and other ancient texts and include prescrip-
tions to remain humble and religiously obedient to both God and
one•s parents, as well as normative prohibitions on theft, adultery,
murder, and desiring what you don•t have. The New Testament is
filled with values as well, such as reciprocity (•do unto others as you
would have them do unto youŽ) and •let he who is without sin cast
the first stone,Ž which implies self-knowledge, restraint, and refusal
to judge others.

Like the other components of culture, norms and values vary
from place to place. What might be appropriate behavior in one
culture, based on its values, might be inappropriate, or even illegal,
in another. While eating together in a restaurant, for example,

Americans might feel insulted if they didn•t get to order their own meals. Individual
choice is very important, and often others (the waiter, our dining companions) will

CHAPTER 2CULTURE AND SOCIETY48

English as the Official Language
Although the majority of people living in the United States speaks English, the question of
whether or not to make it the official language is one that elicits strong emotions and arguments
on both sides. Those who are against a single official language argue that the United States is a
multicultural country that should have space for more than one language, that the rest of the
world is multilingual, and that an official language is exclusionary. Those in favor of an official
national language maintain that the policy does not mean an English-only nation, that it•s 
cost-effective, and that such a policy will unite Americans. So, what do you think?

See the back of the chapter to compare your answers to national survey data.

2.1

What
doyou

think

� Favor
� Oppose

Do you favor or oppose making English the official language of the United States?

?

Citizens of many countries revere their flag,
but only the United States has a Pledge of
Allegiance. Why? Contrary to common
opinion, it is not because we are especially
patriotic. Rather, it is because we are
capitalists.

In 1892, the magazine Youth•s
Companionwas selling American flags to
its readers, and it introduced the pledge
as part of its advertising campaign. The
success of the pledge as a sales tool spurred
President Benjamin Harrison to think it
would be a good way to promote recognition
of the American flag among immigrants. So,
he decreed that it be recited daily in the
schools. It was not officially recognized as
the Pledge of Allegiance to the United
States until 1945, and the words •under
GodŽ were introduced in 1954.

Did you know ?



compliment us on our choice. In China, the person at the top of the hier-
archy typically orders for everyone, and it is assumed the food will be
shared. Individual choice matters little; self-esteem is gained through
group participation, not individual choice.

Similarly, in China, if one is opening a new restaurant, the owner typ-
ically will invite local leaders, including police, the tax collector, and polit-
ical officials, for free meals. It is understood that in exchange for these
free meals, the officials will treat the new business kindly. This is because
the culture stresses social reciprocity and mutual obligations to each other.
In the United States, however, such behavior would be seen as corrup-
tion, attempted bribery, and both the restaurant owner and the officials
who accepted such •giftsŽ would be breaking the law.

Norms and values also vary within cultures. For example, while
images of wealth and success may be inspiring to some Americans, His-
panics tend not to approve of overt materialistic displays of success. While
Americans over the age of 40 might find it inappropriate for you to text
message in a social situation, younger people often feel virtual relation-
ships are just as important and •presentŽ as interpersonal ones right in
the same room (Twenge, 2006). Enforcement varies, too. Teenagers, for
example, may care deeply about norms and standards of their peers but
not about the judgment of others.

Norms also change over time. For example, not that long ago, norms
surrounding the use of telephones included not calling someone or talk-
ing on the phone during the dinner hour unless it was an emergency. Now
telemarketers target that time slot as a good time to call people because
they are likely to be home from work, and people routinely talk on cell
phones right at the dinner table, even in restaurants. People check voice
mail and text message each other during college classes (!) and during
business meetings, when it used to be considered highly inappropriate to initiate or
allow interruptions in these settings, again, except in an emergency. People walk
around plugged into iPods and MP3 players even on the job, at museums or other
cultural events, and in social groups.

Technology has been a major driver of new norms and new mores over the last
several decades. After all, technological inventions have created some entirely new
social situations, new kinds of encounters and relationships, which have spawned new
social norms and mores to organize them. Think about it„there are sets of informal
rules about appropriate behavior on elevators, in air-
planes, or at urinals, to name just a few examples. The
Internet has spawned a particularly wide range of new
norms, mores, and language. •NetiquetteŽ is now so elab-
orate that book-length manuals are written about it, and
magazines frequently offer service features to help their
readers avoid a Web faux pas (Table 2.1).

Norms consist of folkways, mores, and laws, depend-
ing on their degree of formality in society. Folkways are
relatively weak and informal norms that are the result of
patterns of action. Many of the behaviors we call •man-
nersŽ or etiquette are folkways. Other people may notice
when we break them, but infractions are seldom punished.
For example, there are no formal laws that prohibit
women from wearing white to a wedding, which is infor-
mally reserved for the bride alone. But people might think
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One of the earliest attempts to set down a
series of norms for a society is the Code of
Hammurabi, written in ancient Babylonia
about 1780 BCE. Many of the laws have to
do with contracts, inheritance, and civil
disputes, and they would not sound out of
place in a modern courtroom, but some
sound bizarre to modern ears:

€ If man is accused of a crime, he must
jump in the river. If he drowns, the
accuser gets his house. If he does not
drown, the accuser will be put to death.

€ If a man sleeps with a female slave, and
she has children, then he may not sell
her. If she doesn•t have children, then it•s
okay to sell her.

And one that many college students might
approve:

€ If a man wants to kick his adult son out
of the house, he must go to court. If the
son is found innocent of any crime, he
may stay indefinitely (King, 2004).

Did you know ?

Each culture develops norms
surrounding basic life
experiences. For example,
table manners„how we dress,
the utensils we use, and
dining etiquette„vary
considerably from one culture
to the other. n



you have bad taste or bad manners, and their
informal evaluation is often enough to enforce
those unwritten rules.

Mores (pronounced more-ayz) are stronger
norms that are informally enforced. These are per-
ceived as more than simple violations of etiquette;
they are moral attitudes that are seen as serious
even if there are no actual laws that prohibit them.
Today, some would argue that showing up for a
college interview wearing flip-flops or with hair
still wet from a shower violates mores; it doesn•t
break any laws, but it would probably sink your
application.

Laws are norms that have been organized and
written down. Breaking these norms involves the
disapproval not only of immediate community
members but also the agents of the state, who are
charged with punishing such norm-breaking
behavior. Laws both restrict our activities, pro-
hibiting certain behaviors (like theft, for example),
and enhance our experiences by requiring other
activities. For example, the Social Security law
requires that both employers and employees con-
tribute to their retirement funds, whether they
want to or not, so that we will have some income
when we retire.

Laws are enforced by local, state, and federal agencies that impose specific penal-
ties for breaking certain laws. These penalties are called sanctions. Positive sanctions
reward behavior that conforms to the laws, and negative sanctions punish those who
violate laws. Some sanctions are informally applied for violations of mores; other sanc-
tions are applied by formal institutions and agencies.
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TABLE 2.1

Internet Slang

Many of the English speakers on the Web (366 million of them!) use
and invent Internet slang„shortcuts and stylized renderings of
common expressions. Popular terms include:

10X Thanks
LOTI Laughing on the inside
2U2 To you, too
2L8 Too late
TMI Too much information
IRL In real life
O Rly Oh, really
JOOC Just out of curiosity
BTDT Been there, done that
SCNR Sorry, could not resist
W/E Whatever!
CU See you (later)

: - ) smile or happy
: - ( frown or sad
: - O surprised
: - D open-mouthed smile, •rlyŽ happy

Changing Mores around
Smoking
In the 1950s and 1960s, smoking was permitted vir-
tually everywhere„in restaurants and bars, in air-
planes, and offices. Elevators had ashtrays because
it was assumed people would smoke there. If you held
a dinner party in the 1950s, you would have been

seen as an inconsiderate host if you failed to put out a box or
holder containing cigarettes for your guests. All the movie stars
smoked. It was cool. Glamorous. Sexy. Smoking was a socially
desirable thing to do.

Since the 1980s, though, smoking has been increasingly pro-
scribed, both by informal mores that suggest that people who
blow smoke in your direction are inconsiderate and by formal
laws that restrict where you can and cannot smoke. Today, in
your college or university, people are probably prohibited from
smoking in their own offices.

This significant change occurs because our understanding of
the effects of smoking have changed and also because our val-
ues have changed. Today, we might place health higher than
pleasure on a hierarchy of values, and we believe that the rights
of those who do not smoke are more significant than the rights
of those who do.

Sociologyand ourWorld



Values
Valuesare the ethical foundations of a culture, its ideas about right and wrong, good
and bad. They are among the most basic lessons a culture can transmit to its young
because values constitute what a society thinks about itself. (The process of value
transmission is called socialization, discussed in Chapter 5.)

As such, values are the foundation for norms, and norms express those values at
different levels of complexity and formality. When members of a culture decide that
something is right or wrong, they often enact a law to prescribe or proscribe it. Less
than 100 years ago, women were not permitted to vote, because they were not con-
sidered rational enough to make an informed decision or because, as married women,
they were the property of their husbands. Less than 40 years ago, women were pro-
hibited from service in the nation•s military, police forces, and fire departments. Today,
our values have changed about women•s abilities, and discriminatory laws have been
defeated.

Values respond to norms, and changes in our laws are often expected to produce
a change in values over time. When our values about racial equality began to change,
laws were enacted to prohibit discrimination. These laws were not completely pop-
ular when they were first enacted, but over time our values have shifted to better con-
form to the laws. Seat belt and helmet laws were incredibly unpopular when they were
first passed, over significant resistance from both individuals and the automobile man-
ufacturers. But now most Americans conform to these laws, even when there are no
police around to watch them.

Even the values we hold are more fluid than we often think. Values are both con-
sistent abstract ethical precepts and convenient, fluid, and internally contradictory
rationalizations of our actions. Sometimes we consider them before we act; other times
we apply them after the fact. In that sense they•re more like contradictory childhood
aphorisms„•he who hesitates is lostŽ versus •look before you leapŽ„than they are
the Ten Commandments.
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We often think
of our values as
a consistent set
of ethical prin-

ciples that guide all our actions, but the
reality is more complex. Anyone who has
ever made, but not kept, a New Year•s
resolution knows that there are often
big gaps between our values and our
actions. As a result, sociologists point to
a difference between •idealŽ cultures,
the values, norms, and ideals to which
we aspire, and •realŽ cultures, which
represent those ideals as we enact them

on a daily basis. It turns out we are
quite forgiving of our own failures to
live up those ideal values, although we
are often less forgiving of others• failures.
We hold others to higher standards than
we hold ourselves. And we also believe
that we live closer to our values than
others do.

For example, the Pew Research Center,
a research and charitable foundation,
completed a survey in which Americans
were asked about their own values and
the values they perceive that others hold.
An overwhelming majority of Americans

Our Values„and Others• Values

How do we know 
what we know said responsibility (92 percent), family

life (91 percent), and friendship
(85 percent) were their primary guiding
principles. But they also felt that less
than half of other Americans felt that
way. Over two-thirds listed generosity
(72 percent) and religious faith (68
percent) as guiding principles for them-
selves, but only about one-fifth (20 per-
cent) for their fellow citizens. By contrast,
only 37 percent of these same Americans
thought prosperity and wealth were
important values for them but for 58 per-
cent of others (Pew, 2006). Perhaps we
consider ourselves more moral than other
people; perhaps we just let ourselves off
the hook more readily. Or perhaps, it•s a
little bit of each.



What Are American Values?In the United States, many of our values are contained
in the Pledge of Allegiance: political unity in the face of a crisis (•one nation,Ž
•indivisibleŽ), religious belief (•under GodŽ), freedom and equality (•with liberty
and justice for allŽ). And like all such statements, there are inconsistencies, even
within the •one nation.Ž For example, to be free implies the absence of restraints
on individual behavior, as in doing whatever you please to the environment or
underpaying workers in the name of making money. But •justice for allŽ may
require just those constraints so that each person would have an equal chance.

In his famous studies of American values, sociologist Robin Williams Jr. (1970)
enumerated a dozen •coreŽ American values. These are:

1. Achievement and success. Americans highly value personal achievement„
succeeding at work and at school; gaining wealth, power, and prestige; and
successfully competing with others.

2. Individualism . The individual is the centerpiece of American life. Individuals take
all credit and all responsibility for their lives. Individualism is, according to
another study of American values, •the very core of American cultureŽ (Bellah
et al., 1985, p. 142).

3. Activity and work . Americans believe one should work hard and play hard. One
should always be active. Americans work longer hours with fewer vacations than
any other industrial society, and this gap is growing. We believe that hard work
pays off in upward mobility.

4. Efficiency and practicality. Americans values efficient activity and practicality.
Being practical is more highly valued than being intellectual.

5. Science and technology. We are a nation that relies daily on scientific break-
throughs, supporting research into the furthest recesses of outer space and infin-
itesimal subatomic particles for clues about our existence and tiny genetic markers
for cures for illness.

6. Progress. Americans believe in constant and rapid progress, that everything
should constantly be •new and improved.Ž

7. Material comfort . Americans value living large; we believe that •living well is
the best revenge.Ž

8. Humanitarianism. We believe in helping our neighbors, especially during crises,
and value personal kindness and charity.

9. Freedom. Americans believe that freedom is both the means and the end of a great
society. We resist any limitations on our freedom and believe that the desire for free-
dom is a basic human need, which may even justify imposing freedom on others.

10. Democracy. Americans believe in a •government of the people, by the people,
and for the people,Ž a government that represents them. Democracy also entails
the right to express your own opinion.

11. Equality . Americans believe that everyone is created equal and entitled to the
same rights that everyone else enjoys.

12. Racism and group superiority. At the same time as we believe in equality of oppor-
tunity, we also believe that some people are superior to others. Usually, we assume
that •ourŽ group is superior to the others. Historically, the dominant group„men,
Whites, heterosexuals„has assumed it was superior, but in recent years, some
Blacks, women, and homosexuals have professed that their marginality gives them
a •specialŽ angle of vision and that they are, in fact, superior.
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You•ll notice that these values are internally inconsistent: The beliefs in equality
and group superiority, for example, or humanitarianism and achievement, can be con-
tradictory. In fact, we might even say that Americans hold the opposite of these twelve
values at the same time. For example, these also seem to be American values:

1. Luck and pluck. We value success, but we may not care how one achieves it.
Mobsters are folk heroes and even TV celebrities. Over 90 percent of Americans
gamble; in 1993, we spent over $500 billion on illegal and legal gambling„a
1,900 percent increase since 1976. Americans buy more lottery tickets than any
other country; casinos are a growing industry; Americans gamble on sports and
horse racing and in organized gambling arenas.

2. Community . Americans may believe in individualism, but we are also a nation
of civic-minded volunteers, animated by a spirit of community, who help out our
neighbors in times of crisis. No other nation has so many volunteer fire depart-
ments, for example.

3. Leisure and cheating. While we value affluence, we often don•t really want to
work very hard to achieve it. We claim to believe in honest toil, but an enormous
number of Americans cheat on their income tax, and more than one-third of
Americans steal at least occasionally on their jobs (Overell, 2003, p. 4). We believe
that honesty is the best policy but also that, as French philosopher Blaise Pascal
said, •Mutual cheating is the foundation of society.Ž

4. Luxury . We also believe that indulging in luxury is a sign of virtue as well as
a vice. We are often willing to pay double the price for an article of clothing or
a car if it has the right designer label on it. We like bling.

5. Religion. And we are also a nation that is three times more likely to believe in the
virgin birth of Jesus (83 percent) as in evolution (28 percent). Ninety-four percent
of adults believe in God, 86 percent believe in miracles, 89 percent believe in heaven,
and 73 percent believe in the devil and in hell. (Ninety-one percent of Christians
believe in the virgin birth, as do 47 percent of non-Christians [Kristof, 2003, A-25].)

6. • Karma.Ž While we believe in science and progress, 51 percent of us also believe
in ghosts and 27 percent believe in reincarnation. •What goes around comes
around.Ž

7. Distrust the rich. Although it•s true that we value the good life, we also believe that
the rich are immoral and probably unhappy. •The best things in life are freeŽ;
•money is the root of all evilŽ; and •it•s easier for a
camel to go through the eye of a needle than a rich man
to enter the kingdom of heavenŽ are the sorts of phrases
one is likely to hear in such discussions.

8. Entitlement. Our culture values •looking out for
number oneŽ and making sure that we do what we
believe will make us feel good. Everyone feels entitled
to the good life. Everyone has a right to his or her own
opinion„even if that opinion is wrong.

9. Tolerance has its limits. Americans believe in toler-
ance, especially for themselves. We support diversity,
but live near, work with, and marry those who are
most similar to ourselves. We believe people should be
free to do whatever they want in the privacy of their
own homes, as long as they don•t flaunt it in public.
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Americans both love and
distrust the rich and famous.
We both emulate them and
often take a secret pleasure in
their downfall. Here, celebrity
Paris Hilton greets fans as she
leaves prison, June, 2007. n



10. Security over democracy. Freedom may be curtailed in the name of security.
Recent surveys and the enactment of the Patriot Act of 2002 severely limit Amer-
icans• freedoms, but many Americans see that as a small price to pay for security
from terrorist attack.

11. Inequality . Americans also believe that unequal incomes and experiences are the
result of individual effort, and so they are justified. We tolerate inequality by see-
ing it as a by-product of unequal individual efforts.

12. We•re all just people. Americans don•t like to be seen as members of a group,
although they like to see others that way.

Emerging Values.Values aren•t timeless; they all have histories. They
change. As a result, there may be some values that are emerging now as
new values. Some of these may become core values; others may be
absorbed or discarded. Those recently observed by sociologists include
physical fitness, environmentalism, and diversity/multiculturalism. And
yet each of these emerging values may actually contradict others: We
want to stay in shape but do not want to work hard at exercise or diets;
we want to protect the environment but not at the expense of
developing roads, housing, and extracting natural resources or driving
the cars we want to drive; we believe in multiculturalism but oppose
political efforts that would force different groups of people to go to
school together or live closer to each other. Though we believe that
everyone is equal, we increasingly marry people with similar education
levels and befriend people whose backgrounds are similar to our own
(Brooks, 2003, pp. 30…31).

Changing and Contradictory Values.One good example of this difference
is Americans• attitudes about homosexuality. Most Americans agree
with the statement that homosexuality is •wrongŽ and have felt that
way for the past 40 years. In 1991, the General Social Survey (GSS),
perhaps the most definitive ongoing study of Americans• attitudes,
found that 71 percent said gay sex was always wrong. By 2002, the

percentage of Americans who felt that homosexuality was always wrong had fallen
to 53 percent„barely a majority.

Yet few would disagree that Americans• attitudes about homosexuality have changed
dramatically in those 40 years. The difference is that most Americans are unlikely to apply
that •idealŽ value to their own interactions. So most Americans may hold an opinion
that homosexuality is wrong, but they also believe that their gay or lesbian friend, col-
league, or relative should be free to pursue his or her life without discrimination.

On the other hand, the recent visibility of homosexuality„the Supreme Court•s
decision striking down antisodomy laws, the popularity of gay-themed television
shows, the ordination of an openly gay Episcopal bishop, and the debate about gay
marriage„has led to a slight downturn in support for equality. Support for equality
for gays and lesbians seems to stop at the marriage altar.

American attitudes about heterosexual sex often show a similar pattern. In 1972,
the GSS found that 37 percent of Americans felt sex before marriage is always wrong.
By 1996, that figure had dropped to only 24 percent. Yet nonmarital sex has become
an accepted feature of American life during the past 25 years (Figure 2.1). The num-
ber of cohabitating couples has grown 1,000 percent in the United States since 1960,
with more than 4.7 million couples currently living together. Between 1965 and 1974,
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Americans have long believed they share a
set of common values with other democratic,
industrialized countries, especially the
United Kingdom, continental Europe, and
Canada. Yet recent studies show that
majorities in these countries think the
spread of American ideas is a bad thing for
the world. A Pew Research Center poll of 44
countries, the broadest single opinion poll
ever taken, found half of all Britons, two-
thirds of Germans, and 71 percent of French
think the spread of American values is a
bad thing (Pew, 2003, 2007). A Harris
poll (2004) found Canadians equally
divided„36 percent positive, 36 percent
negative„in their views of American
values.

Did you know ?



only 10 percent of marriages were preceded by a period of cohabitation. But
between 1990 and 1994, that number increased to 57 percent, and it remains
there today. Nonmarital sex is a standard plot element routinely portrayed
in American TV programs, movies, books, even commercials, with little
public outcry.

There are two consequences of holding such contradictory and incon-
sistent values. For one thing, it means that values are less the guiding prin-
ciples of all our actions and more a sort of collection of attitudes we can
hold situationally to justify and rationalize our belief and actions. And it
also means that we become a deeply divided nation, in which clusters of atti-
tudes seem to cohere around two separate poles. In the 2004 presidential
election, these were the •redŽ states (those that voted for George W. Bush)
and the •blue statesŽ (those that voted for John Kerry) (Figure 2.2).

Sometimes expressed as a •culture warŽ between the left and the right,
liberals and conservatives, these clusters suggest that the United States is a
deeply and fundamentally divergent society, in which attitudes and behav-
iors tend to revolve around two opposing positions. Many different groups
may also hold different sets of values.

Cultural Expressions
Cultures are the sets of symbols and rituals that unite groups of people,
enable them to feel part of something bigger and more enduring than just
their own individual existence. Despite the remarkable diversity in the
world•s cultures, they also share certain features in common.
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Universality and Localism
Culture is both universal and local. Every culture has families, legal systems, and reli-
gion. All cultures engage in sports and music, dancing and jokes. All cultures pre-
scribe some forms of bodily rituals„from adorning the body to styling the hair to
transforming the body. The specific forms of these universals may vary from one
culture to another, but all cultures exhibit these forms.

The anthropologist George Murdock (1945) identified 67 cultural universals„
that is, rituals, customs, and symbols„that are evident in all societies (Table 2.2).
What purpose do these rituals serve that they would appear everywhere? Another
anthropologist, A. R. Radcliffe-Brown (1952), argued that these cultural universals
permit the society to function smoothly and continuously. Other sociologists have dis-
puted the inevitability of some universals, arguing that some may have been imposed
from outside through conquest or even cross-cultural contact.

Cultural universals are broad and basic categories, allowing for significant
variation as well. Although all cultures manifest religious beliefs, some may lead to
behaviors that are tolerant and peace loving, while others may lead to violence and
war. Cultural universals are expressed locally, experienced at the level of families, com-
munities, and regions in ways that connect us not only to large and anonymous groups
like our country but also to smaller, more immediate groups. Culture is not either
universal or local; rather, to the sociologist, culture is both universaland local. Some-
times we feel our connection more locally and resent efforts to connect us to larger
organizations. And then, often at times of crisis like September 11, 2001, Americans
put aside their cultural differences and feel passionately connected.

High Culture and Popular Culture
Typically, when we hear the word culture, we think of an adjective describing some-
one (a •culturedŽ person) or a possession, as in a line in a song by Paul Simon, •the
man ain•t got no culture.Ž In the common usage, culture refers to having refined 
aesthetic sensibilities, knowing fine wines, classical music, opera, and great works of
literature. That is, the word culture is often synonymous with what we call high
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TABLE 2.2

Cultural Universals

Source:George P. Murdock, •On the Universals of Culture,Ž in Linton, The Science of Man in the World Crisis,(1945);
Universals of Culture, Alice Ann Cleveland, Jean Craven, and Maryanne Danfelser: Intercom, 92/93

Contemporary anthropologists have identified these categories of cultural universals:

1. Material Culture„food, clothing (and adornment of the body), tools and weapons,
housing and shelter, transportation, personal possessions, household articles

2. The Arts, Play, and Recreation„folk art, fine arts, standards of beauty and taste
3. Language and Nonverbal Communication„nonverbal communication, language
4. Social Organization„societies, families, kinship systems
5. Social Control„governmental institutions, rewards and punishments
6. Conflict and Warfare
7. Economic Organization„trade and exchange, production and manufacturing, property,

division of labor, standard of living
8. Education„formal and informal education
9. World View„belief systems, religion



culture. High culture attracts audiences drawn from more affluent and largely White
groups, as any visit to a major art museum will attest.

High culture is often contrasted with •popular culture,Ž the culture of the masses,
the middle and working class. Popular culture includes a wide variety of popular
music, nonhighbrow forms of literature (from dime novels to comic books), any forms
of spectator sports, and other popular forms of entertainment, like television, movies,
and video games. Again, sociologists are interested less in what sorts of cultural activ-
ities are classified as high or low and more interested in the relationships between
those levels, who gets to decide what activities are classified as high or low, and how
individuals negotiate their way through both dimensions. And sociologists are inter-
ested in the way that certain cultural forms shift their position, from low to high or
high to low. Notice, for example, how comic books have been the subject of major
museum shows in recent years, and they are now being seen as high culture and
popular culture.

The connection between high and low culture is often expressed through com-
edy because comedy can painlessly reveal our own cultural biases. For example, the
actress Lily Tomlin used to delight her audiences with a clever critique of this distinc-
tion. Portraying a homeless •bag lady,Ž she professed confusion about modern cul-
ture. She held up a picture of a big Campbell•s soup can. •Soup,Ž she said. Then she
held up a poster of the Andy Warhol painting of that same soup can„a poster from
the Museum of Modern Art. •Art,Ž she said. Back and forth she went. •Soup.Ž •Art.Ž
•Soup.Ž •Art.Ž Confusing, huh?

This contrast is not only confusing, but often value laden, as if it is somehow
morally superior to attend an opera sung in a language you do not understand than
it is to go see a performance by the Dixie Chicks, or somehow better to view mod-
ern art in a museum than to watch NASCAR on television. (Or better to do anything
than to watch television!) The split between high culture and popular culture is often
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Pride in Being American
Sociologists study not just demographic trends, but also attitudes, beliefs, and values, and how
they relate to those trends. A simple question about pride in nationality can be used to infer
much about a population and the state of a nation. National pride is usually viewed as a positive
thing, as it•s indicative of patriotism and happiness with one•s life in a country and culture. But
extreme patriotism can also lead to ethnocentrism, which has its own consequences. So, what do
you think?

See the back of the chapter to compare your answers to national survey data.

2.2

What
doyou

think

� Very proud
� Somewhat proud
� Not very proud

� Not proud at all
� I am not American.

How proud are you of being an American?

?



coded in our language„some people •see filmsŽ and oth-
ers •watch movies.Ž Other linguistic codes are also used;
for example, only the upper class uses the word •summerŽ
as a verb, as in, •We summer in Maine.Ž One rarely says
he or she •summersŽ in Toledo.

Because colleges and universities had been, until
recently, staffed by professors who were largely upper mid-
dle class, White, and male and who were trained at elite
universities where such standards prevail, many students
•learnedŽ that the popular cultural forms that they liked
were of lesser value than the highbrow high-culture forms
that their professors •appreciated.Ž Today, however, as
universities and colleges have themselves become more
open to people from less-privileged backgrounds„minori-
ties, working-class people, women„universities have also

begun to appreciate, and even study, popular culture. There is even a professional asso-
ciation and a proliferation of many courses about it. And while the promoters of high
culture may cringe at courses devoted to •Feminist Themes in Buffy the Vampire
SlayerŽ or •Race, Class, and Gender on Star Trek,Ž these courses do not replace
ancient Greek poetry but coexist with it. (And besides, Homer was popular in his day,
sort of his generation•s Stephen King!)

Sociologists approach this divide between high culture and popular culture as,
itself, a sociological issue. French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu (1984) argued that dif-
ferent groups possess what he called •cultural capital,Ž a resource that those in the
dominant class can use to justify their dominance. Cultural capital is any •pieceŽ of
culture„an idea, an artistic expression, a form of music or literature„that a group
can use as a symbolic resource to exchange with others. If I have access to this form
of culture, and you want to have access to it, then I can •exchangeŽ my access to
access to those forms of capital that you have.

If there is a divide between high culture and popular culture, Bourdieu argues,
then the dominant class can set the terms of training so that high culture can be prop-
erly appreciated. That is, the proper appreciation of high culture requires the accep-
tance of certain rules, certain sets of criteria for evaluation. And this establishes certain
cultural elites with privileged knowledge: the proper ways to like something. These
elites are cultural •gatekeepersŽ who permit entry into high culture circles only to
those whom the elites have deemed worthy of entry. Such gatekeeping is far less about
aesthetic taste and far more about social status.

Actually, both high and popular culture consumption has such rules for appre-
ciation. For example, imagine someone who doesn•t know these rules attending the
opera in the way he or she might attend a U2 concert: singing along loudly with each
aria, holding up a lighter at the end of a particularly good song, standing on his or
her chair, and swaying to the music. Now, imagine an opera buff attending a U2 con-
cert, sitting politely, applauding only at the end of the concert, and calling out •bravoŽ
to the band. Both concertgoers will have got it wrong„both of them will have failed
to express the appropriate ways to show they like something.

The sociologist tries to make no value judgment about which form of culture one
appreciates„actually, virtually all of us combine an appreciation of both popular and
high culture at various times and places. And both carry specific norms about value
and criteria for evaluating whether something is good or not. To the sociologist, what
is interesting is how certain cultural forms become established as high or popular and
how they change, which groups promote which forms of culture, and the debates we
have about whether something is really art„or a can of soup.

CHAPTER 2CULTURE AND SOCIETY58

J The divide between high
culture and popular culture is
often very wide. Some viewers
of this Picasso painting might
think their 12-year-old can
paint better than that. This
painting sold for $85 million
at auction. 



Forms of Popular Culture
Popular culture refers not only to the forms of high culture (like art, music, or liter-
ature) that are enjoyed by the middle and working classes. Popular culture also refers
to those objects, ideas, and values that people may hold at a specific moment. While
we have seen that high culture changes, one of popular culture•s defining qualities is
its fluidity: It is constantly changing, constantly establishing new trends and discard-
ing old ones. We can differentiate between two types of popular culture trends: fads
and fashions.

Fads. Fads are defined by being short-lived, highly popular, and widespread
behaviors, styles, or modes of thought. Often they are associated with other cultural
forms. They are often created and marketed to generate •buzzŽ because if they
catch on, they can be enormously profitable. Sociologist John Lofland (1993)
identified four types of fads:

1. Objects. These are objects people buy because they are suddenly popular, whether
or not they have any use or intrinsic value. Hula hoops, yo-yos, poodle skirts,
mood rings, Day-Glo, Beanie Babies, Cabbage Patch Kids, Furbies, Pokemon, or
Yu-Gi-Oh! trading cards, and various children•s confections are often good exam-
ples of object fads. (Because they are often associated with children, they are delib-
erately created by marketers and carefully placed in films and accompanied by
aggressive marketing campaigns. For example, Ewoks were introduced in Star
Wars because they would make superb cuddly stuffed animals.)

2. Activities. These are behaviors that suddenly everybody seems to be doing, and
you decide to do it also, or else you•ll feel left out. These can include various risk-
taking behaviors„car surfing„or sports like rock climbing or simply going to
a certain tourist destination that is suddenly •in.Ž Dances like the Moonwalk,
the Bump, the Hustle, and before them the Swim, the Twist, and the Watusi are
activity fads. Diets are top examples of activity fads today.
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The High Culture…Low Culture
Divide
The divide between popular culture and high culture
is not nearly as clear as we like to think. In fact, the
strict separation is bad history, because many of
those cultural products that are now enshrined in
•high cultureŽ were originally popular forms of enter-

tainment. Take Shakespeare, for example. Did you know that
originally, Shakespeare•s plays were performed for mass audi-
ences, who would shout out for the performers to do encores of
their favorite scenes? In fact, Shakespeare himself added a lit-
tle blood and gore to his tragedies to appeal to the mass audi-
ence. Opera also was originally a mass entertainment, which was

appropriated by music critics in the nineteenth century, when
they developed rules for appreciating it that excluded all but the
richest and most refined (see Levine, 1988).

Some popular culture can become high culture. Recall Andy
Warhol•s painting of a soup can. Similarly, jazz was initially
denounced as racially based, sexually charged popular culture.
Now some people believe you need a Ph.D. in music theory
just to •appreciateŽ John Coltrane or Miles Davis.

Equally, some elements of high culture can become part of
popular culture. For example, various fashion styles of upper-
class life„for example, collared •poloŽ shirts, even those dec-
orated with little polo players„are worn by large numbers of
people who would never set foot in the upper-class arena of the
polo field.

Sociologyand ourWorld



3. Ideas. Sometimes an idea will spread like wildfire, and then, just as suddenly,
slip out of view. The Celestine prophesy, beliefs in UFOs, various New Age
ideas, and everything you needed to know you learned in kindergarten are
examples of idea fads.

4. Personalities. Some celebrities burst on the scene for their accomplishments, for
example, athletes (Tiger Woods, Lebron James) or rock stars (Norah Jones, Bono,
Eminem). Yet others are simply •famous for being famousŽ„everyone knows
about them and seems to care about them, but few actually know what they•ve
actually done to merit the attention. Anna Nicole Smith, Paris Hilton, and 
Jessica Simpson are examples of the latter.

Today there are also Internet fads, sometimes called •Internet memes,Ž which sud-
denly circulate wildly and/or draws millions of hits through the World Wide Web.
Internet memes, defined as •self-propagating units of culture,Ž include people (like
Mr. T, the A-Team actor who is considered one of the earliest Internet fads), video,
audio and animation segments, and various websites and blogs that suddenly become
•inŽ places to read and post.

Fashion. A fashion is a behavior, style, or idea that is more permanent than a fad. It
may originate as a fad and become more widespread and more acceptable over
time. For example, the practice of tattooing, once associated with lower-class and
even dangerous groups, became a fad in the 1990s, but is, today, an accepted part of
fashion, with over one-fourth of Americans under 25 years old having at least one
tattoo.

Fashions involve widespread acceptance of the activity, whether it is music, art,
literature, clothing, or sports. Because fashions are less fleeting than fads, they involve
the cultural institutions that mediate our relationships with culture. Fashions may
become institutionalized and aggressively marketed to ensure that people know that
unless you subscribe to a particular fashion, you will be seen as an outsider. While
fads may appear to bubble up from below, fashions are often deliberately created. (In
reality, fads are also likely to have been created.)

The Politics of Popular Culture
Most cultural elites are culturally conservative (regardless of how they vote or what
sorts of policies they favor). That is, they wish to conserve the cultural forms that are
currently in place and the hierarchies of value that are currently given to them. The
status quo, as Bourdieu argued, reproduces their cultural dominance. As a result,
changes in popular culture typically come from the margins, not the center„from
those groups who have been excluded from the cultural elites and thus develop 
cultural expressions that are, at least in part, forms of cultural resistance.

Take clothing, for example. Blue jeans were once a workingman•s attire. In fact,
Levi Strauss invented blue jeans to assist gold miners in California in their muddy
work. Appropriated by the youth culture in the 1960s as a form of clothing rebellion
against the bland conformity of 1950s campus fashion, blue jeans were considered a
fad„until kids• parents started to wear them. Then fashion designers got into the act,
and the fad became a fashion. Today these symbols of a youthful rejection of mate-
rialism can cost up to $500 a pair.

Trends in clothing, music, and other tastes in popular culture often originate today
among three marginalized groups: African Americans, young people, and gay men
and lesbians. As we•ve seen, blue jeans were once a youthful fashion statement of
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rebellion. Many men•s fashions in clothing or accessories often have
their origins among gay men (clothing styles, pierced ears) or Black
inner-city youth (hoodie sweatshirts, skater shoes and pants). White
suburban embrace of hip-hop and rap echoes the same embrace of
soul and R&B in the 1960s (see the movie Animal House), or even
the same embrace of jazz and bebop in successive generations. Clever
marketers are constantly on the lookout for trends among the mar-
ginalized groups that can be transformed into luxury items. If you
want to know what White suburban boys will be wearing and what
music they•ll be listening to in 5 years, take a look at what Black
teenagers or gay men are wearing and listening to today.

The Globalization of Popular Culture
It•s not just American teenagers who are dressing in the latest fash-
ions. Tourists in other countries are often surprised at how closely the
fashion styles in other cultures resemble those in the United States.
Interestingly, this occurs both through the deliberate export of spe-
cific cultural items and also through the ways in which cultural forms
of resistance are expressed by young people and minorities.

Sometimes culture is exported deliberately. Popular culture„
movies, music, books, television programs„is the second largest cat-
egory of American export to the rest of the world (the first is aircraft).
Large corporations like Nike, Disney, Coca-Cola, and Warner Broth-
ers work very hard to insure that people in other countries associate
American products with hip and trendy fashions in the States.

Some see this trend as a form of cultural imperialism, which is
the deliberate imposition of one•s country•s culture on another country. The global
spread of American fashion, media, and language (English as the world•s lingua franca
in culture, arts, business, and technology) is often seen as an imposition of American
values and ideas as well as products. Cultural imperialism is not usually imposed by
governments that require citizens to consume some products and not others. It is cul-
tural in that these products become associated with a lifestyle to which citizens of
many countries aspire. But it is criticized as imperialist in that the profits from those
sales are returned to the American corporation, not the home country.

On the other hand, cultural transfer is not nearly as one directional
as many critics contend. There are many cultural trends among Ameri-
cans that originated in other countries. Imported luxury cars, soccer, reg-
gae, wine, beer, and food fads all originate in other countries and become
associated with exotic lifestyles elsewhere.

And sometimes, global cultural trends emerge from below, without
deliberate marketing efforts. In the 1970s, when I was doing my disser-
tation research in Paris, I kept seeing young men wearing navy blue V-
neck sweaters with UCLA imprinted on the chest. Since I was a student
at Berkeley, UCLA was familiar (even though a rival), and so one day I
approached one guy and asked, in French, if he had gone to UCLA. He
looked blankly at me. I asked again, pointing to his sweater. He shrugged
his shoulders and said what sounded like •oooo-klah?Ž a reasonable
French phonetic pronunciation. He had no idea it was a university, but
it was simply the fashion among French students to wear •American-
styleŽ sweaters. Even today, you can see sweatshirts on Europeans that
advertise incorrectly •University of YaleŽ or •California University.Ž
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J Often members of the
dominant culture appropriate
cultural styles of marginalized
groups because they believe
them to be more authentic
and slightly transgressive. 

During the Prayer Book Rebellion of 1549,
the English state sought to suppress
languages other than English in the Book of
Common Prayer. By replacing Latin with
English and suppressing Catholicism, English
was effectively imposed as the language of
the Church, with the intent of its becoming
the language of the people. At the time
many people in England did not speak
English, but they soon had no other choice.

Did you know ?



Culture as a Tool Kit
The social movement of popular culture from margin to
center reveals a final element in the sociological approach
to culture. Culture is not a thing one does or does not have,
nor is it a level of refinement of taste and sensibility. It is
not a constant throughout our lives, and it doesn•t simply
evolve and grow as we mature and develop.

Culture is a complex set of behaviors, attitudes, and
symbols that individuals use in their daily relationships
with others. It is, as sociologist Ann Swidler (1986) calls
it, a •tool kit,Ž a sort of repertoire of habits, skills, and
styles from which people construct their identities. Culture
is not passively inherited, transmitted from one generation
to the next through various institutions, so that each gen-

eration eventually obtains all the requisite symbols, linguistic skills, and values of the
society. Culture is diverse, and one uses different parts of it in different circumstances
with different groups for different reasons.

Cultural Change
Cultures are dynamic, constantly changing. Sometimes that rate of change may seem
faster or slower than at other times. And sometimes change feels sudden and dramatic,
producing conflict between those who support change and those who resist it. Cul-
ture wars often are symbolic clashes„of ideas, symbols, values„between groups who
support certain changes and those who want to resist change. And while some change
is inevitable, not every change is necessarily beneficial.

Although cultures are constantly changing, all the elements of culture do not change
at the same time or in the same ways. In some cases, as we saw, changes among some
marginalized groups become fashions for the mainstream after a period of time. It is often
the case that changes in material culture„the level of technology, material resources„
change more rapidly than changes in cultural institutions like the family or religion. At
those moments, societies experience what sociologist William Ogburn called culture lag„
the gap between technology and material culture and its social beliefs and institutions.

At those times, the beliefs and values of a society have to catch up to the changes
in technology or material life (Ogburn, [1922] 1966). For example, changes in com-
munication technology have dramatically transformed social life, but our values have
failed to keep pace. Cell phones, text messaging, and instant messaging, combined
with e-mail and other Internet-based modes of communication have dramatically
altered the ways in which people interact. Yet the cultural mores that govern such
interaction„etiquette, manners, norms governing appropriate behavior„have not yet
caught up to the technology. Occasionally, this results in confusion, discomfort, or
conflict. We•re constantly creating new norms to respond to these changes„like laws
regarding cell phone use while driving or policies on text messaging in class.

My grandfather once told me that the single greatest change in his lifetime was
not television, but the introduction of the radio when he was a child. The invention
of the radio completely changed his life in the city. Before the radio, the streets of the
city were teeming with people sitting outside in the evening, talking, discussing, and
arguing about current events and gossiping about their neighbors. Suddenly, the streets
were deserted, as everyone stayed home to listen to this new invention. To him,
television just added pictures, but staying home with the family had already been
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could invigorate professional
soccer in the United States. 



established by radio. (This example also
suggests that the cultural norm of •fam-
ily timeŽ in the evenings is also a histor-
ical product.)

Culture lag is a relatively gradual
process by which nonmaterial elements of
culture catch up with material culture. In
this instance, we can also speak of cultural
diffusion, which means the spreading of
new ideas through a society, independent
of population movement. As the impact of
the technological innovation ripples
through the rest of society, eventually a new
equilibrium will be reached (Figure 2.3).
Then all goes smoothly until the next tech-
nological breakthrough.

But sometimes, technological break-
throughs also enable groups within a
society, or an entire society, to impose its
values on others. Cultures can change dramatically and suddenly by conquest as well
as by diffusion. The impact is often stark, sudden, and potentially lethal. Sometimes
conquest can deliberately transform the culture of the colonized, as when missionar-
ies force conquered groups to convert to the religion of the conqueror or be put to
death. In those instances, the entire belief system of the culture, its foundation, is dis-
mantled and replaced by a foreign one.
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J Cultures do not change uni-
formly. Culture lag describes
how changes in material cul-
ture (like technology) outpace
the values and norms of the
traditional culture, which
attempts to incorporate them.
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In other cases, it is less immediate or direct, but no less profound. The first Euro-
pean colonists who came to the New World in the sixteenth century were able to sub-
due the indigenous peoples of North America by superior technology (like muskets
and artillery), by the manipulation of religious beliefs about the potential benevolent
foreigners, and by the coincidental importation of diseases, like syphilis, which killed
millions more Native Americans than the colonists• bullets. It is possible that other
food-borne diseases, like avian flu and mad cow disease, could have an almost equally
devastating impact on local cultures today.

Intercultural contact need not be accomplished through force. Today, global cul-
tural forms are emerging that diffuse across national boundaries and are incorporated,
unevenly and incompletely, into different national and local cultures. These often
result in odd juxtapositions„a consultant in rural Africa talking on a cell phone or
downloading information from a laptop standing next to a woman carrying a pail of
water on her head. But these are no odder than a scene you might well have witnessed
in many parts of the United States just 70 years ago„cars speeding past homes with
outhouses and outdoor water pumps. Culture spreads unevenly and unequally and
often is accompanied by significant opposition and conflict.

Culture in the 21st Century
Concepts such as culture, values, and norms help orient the sociologist, providing a
way to understand the world he or she is trying to study. They provide the context,
the •fieldŽ in which myriad individual experiences, motivations, and behaviors take
place. They are necessary to situate our individual experiences; they are the concepts
by which sociologists connect individual biography and history. They are the con-
cepts that we•ll use to understand the forces that hold society together and those that
drive it apart.

Cultures are constantly changing„from within and through their contact with
other cultures. A global culture is emerging of shared values and norms, shared tech-
nologies enabling common behaviors and attitudes. Increasingly, we share habits, fash-
ions, language, and technology with a wider range of people than ever in human
history. We are in that sense all becoming •one.Ž And, at the same time, in our daily
lives, we often resist the pull of these global forces and remain steadfastly loyal to
those ties that bind us to local cultural forms„kinship and family, our ethnic group,
religion, or community.

The cultural diversity that defines most industrialized societies also defines
American society, and that diversity will continue to provide moments of both
combination and collision, of separation and synthesis. Most people are rarely •all-
AmericanŽ or feel completely like members of one ethnic or racial subculture. We•re
both. To be a hyphenated American„an Asian-American or Italian-American, for
example„is a way of expressing the fact that we don•t have to choose. Sometimes
you may feel more •ItalianŽ than American, and other times you may feel more
•AmericanŽ than Italian. And then, finally, there are times when you feel specifically
Italian-American, poised somewhere between, distinct and unique, and yet not com-
pletely fitting into either. As Bono sings in the U2 song •OneŽ: •We•re one but we•re
not the same.Ž
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Chapter
Review

1. How do sociologists see culture?Culture is the connec-
tion between the personal and the structural, between
how we are shaped by our society and how we are in
turn shaping it. It is both the material basis for social life
and the ideas, beliefs, and values that guide social life.
Most people think their culture is •normal,Ž and this
belief can lead to culture shock when they are exposed
to unfamiliar cultures and to ethnocentrism, which
involves condemning other groups for being different.
Even within a single culture, there are differences
between groups that lead to the formation of subcultures
(groups that are part of the larger culture but have dis-
tinct characteristics) and countercultures (subcultures
are in opposition to the larger culture).

2. What are the elements of culture?All cultures share five
basic elements. Material culture is what people make
(food, clothing, tools, and the like) and the things they
use to make it. The next universal element is symbols,
or things that represent something else and have a
shared social meaning. Language is how we think and
communicate with others and the way we create a sense
of self; it both reflects how we see the world and shapes
how we see it. The last universal element is rituals,
which are routinized behaviors that express belonging
to a culture.

3. How is culture expressed in a society?Cultural univer-
sals are those components of culture that exist in all
societies. They include material culture, the arts and play,
language and nonverbal communication, social organi-
zation, a system of social control, conflict and warfare,
economic organization, a system of education, and a
shared worldview. But these broad, basic categories
include a lot of variation. Sometimes the word culture

is used to describe the high culture of arts and literature.
High culture is contrasted with popular culture, which
is more inclusive. Pierre Bordieu described how knowl-
edge of high culture, or cultural capital, is used to rein-
force social status. Popular culture often occurs as trends
like fads and fashions, which spread worldwide through
globalization.

4. What is the difference between norms and values?The
core elements of culture are norms and values. Norms
are expectations for behavior, and values are the ideas
that justify those expectations. Norms are based on one•s
status and establish one•s role in society. Norms and
values are transmitted through socialization and vary by
culture and by groups within a culture. They also change
over time. Norms come in various stages of seriousness
of transgression and consequences. Values are ethical
ideas about what is right or wrong, good or bad. They
are shared by members of a society. Values and norms
interact and change each other. Laws, which are formal
norms, are expected to change values. Often, though,
there are big gaps between values and actions, between
•idealŽ and •realŽ cultures.

5. How does culture change?Cultures are constantly
changing. Changes in ideas, symbols, or values often
ensue in a symbolic clash called culture wars. Technolo-
gical changes can happen faster than social ideas change,
which can lead to a culture lag, which results often in
confusion or discomfort. Technological changes often
spread quickly in what is called cultural diffusion.
Cultures change in other ways as well, such as after a
conquest or simply through the increased interaction of
globalization. In addition, a global culture is developing
where we share technology, fashion, and values.

Key Terms
Countercultures (p. 43)
Cultural capital (p. 58)
Cultural diffusion (p. 63)
Cultural diversity (p. 41)
Cultural imperialism (p. 61)
Cultural relativism (p. 42)
Cultural universals (p. 56)
Culture (p. 40)
Culture lag (p. 62)

Culture shock (p. 41)
Ethnocentrism (p. 42)
Fads (p. 59)
Fashion (p. 60)
Folkways (p. 49)
Language (p. 46)
Laws (p. 50)
Material culture (p. 40)
Mores (p. 50)

Nonmaterial culture (p. 41)
Norms (p. 48)
Popular culture (p. 57)
Rituals (p. 47)
Sapir-Whorf hypothesis (p. 46)
Subcultures (p. 43)
Symbol (p. 45)
Values (p. 51)



CHAPTER 2CULTURE AND SOCIETY66

What
does

America
think?

2.1 English as Our Official Language
This is actual survey data from the General Social Survey, 2004.

Do you favor or oppose making English the official language of the United
States? Overall, slightly more than three-quarters of the U.S. population favors
English as the official language of the United States. There are significant class
differences in this, with those who identify as lower class being less likely than other
groups to be in favor.

English as Official Language, by Social Class, Percent

Lower Working Middle Upper Row Total
Favor 70.2 75.8 79.8 78.4 77.5
Oppose 29.8 24.2 20.2 21.6 22.5

CRITICAL THINKING| DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. How can we explain the social class differences in responses to this survey question?
2. How do you think the results might have differed had we looked at them by race or by gender?

2.2 Pride in Being American
This is actual survey data from the General Social Survey, 2004.

How proud are you of being an American?An overwhelmingly high proportion of
respondents said they were very proud to be an American (89 percent). Less than
3 percent of respondents said they were not very proud or not proud at all to be
American. Those who identified as working class were the least likely to say they
were very proud to be American.

Pride in Being American, by Social Class, Percent

Lower Working Middle Upper Row Total
Very proud 85.3 76.9 79.7 85.1 79.0
Somewhat proud 10.2 18.6 16.1 14.9 16.8
Not very proud 4.5 1.0 2.2 0.0 1.8
Not proud at all 0.0 0.3 0.4 0.0 0.3
Not American 0.0 3.1 1.5 0.0 2.0
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3 Go to this website to look further at the data. You can run your own statistics and crosstabs
here: http://sda.berkeley.edu/cgi-bin/hsda?harcsda+gss04

REFERENCES:Davis, James A., Tom W. Smith, and Peter V. Marsden. General Social Surveys 
1972…2004: [Cumulative file] [Computer file]. 2nd ICPSR version. Chicago, IL: National Opinion Research
Center [producer], 2005; Storrs, CT: Roper Center for Public Opinion Research, University of Connecticut; 
Ann Arbor, MI: Inter-University Consortium for Political and Social Research; Berkeley, CA: Computer-Assisted
Survey Methods Program, University of California [distributors], 2005.

CRITICAL THINKING| DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. While the class difference in responses was not that great, it is still interesting. Why do you
think those who identify as lower class and those who identify as upper class were most likely
to report being very proud to be American? Why do you think those who identified as middle
class were least likely to report being very proud?

2. The number of Americans who are proud to be American is very high. Why do you think this
is so? Do you think pride in country is as high in other countries? Why or why not? Give
examples.
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IN THE BEGINNINGof the last chapter, we saw how people feel both separate andcon-

nected, both different and the same. Sometimes, we want to •fit in,Ž be just like everyone

else„for example, when your professor scans the classroom looking for someone to call on

for a question, and you put your eyes down, hoping not to be seen, to disappear into the

class, to fit in without ever being noticed. Yet when you approach your professor at the end

of the semester and ask for a letter of

recommendation, you would feel a bit

uncomfortable if your professor were

to say, •You•re just like all the other

students.Ž At that moment, you are

likely to protest that you are a

•unique individual,Ž and that you

cannot be seen as just like everyone

else. You want to •stand out in the

crowd.Ž Or, when you create a page

for yourself on Facebook, you are

doing it because everybody is doing that these days, to fit in, to be in step with others, to

be one of the crowd. Yet when you design it, you also want to stand out, to grab people•s

attention, so you will be seen as a unique person.

Sociologists do not want you to have to choose between •fitting inŽ and •standing

out.Ž You couldn•t if you tried.

We spend our lives both trying

to fit in and trying to stand

out; sometimes we succeed,

and sometimes we fail. What•s

interesting to a sociologist is

the choices you make about

where to fit in or stand out,

how you decide to go about

fitting in or standing out, what

Society:
Interactions,
Groups, and
Organizations

69

W hat•s interesting to a sociologist is
the choices you make about where to fit
in or stand out, what the formal and
informal criteria are for fitting in or
standing out, and who gets to decide if
you•ve been successful in the position
you want to take.



Society: Putting Things in Context
Sociology is a way of seeing that can be described as •contextualizingŽ„that is, soci-
ologists try to understand the social contexts in which our individual activity takes
place, the other people with whom we interact, the dynamics of interaction, and the
institutions in which that activity takes place. Sociologists are less concerned with the
psychological motivations for your actions and more concerned with the forces that
shape your motivation, the forces that push you in one direction and pull you in
another, other people with whom you interact, and meanings you derive from the
action. Understanding social behavior is a constant process of •contextualizingŽ that
behavior„placing it in different frameworks to better understand its complexity. (The
importance of the term context cannot be overstated. The American Sociological Asso-
ciation•s new magazine, designed to present sociology•s message to the wider public
outside the field, is called Contexts. When this title was announced, the universal
praise among sociologists indicated a collective nod of understanding.)

The chief context in which we try to place individuals, locate their identity, and
chart their experiences is generally called society. But what is this thing called •soci-
etyŽ that we study?

Some people don•t even believe it exists. In 1987, British Prime Minister Margaret
Thatcher caused an uproar when she told an interviewer •There•s no such thing as soci-

ety. There are individual men and women, and there are familiesŽ (Keay,
1987). Is society simply a collection of individuals, or is it something more
than that?

Societycan be defined an organized collection of individuals and insti-
tutions, bounded by space in a coherent territory, subject to the same polit-
ical authority, and organized through a shared set of cultural expectations
and values. But what does that mean? Let•s look look at each element:

� Organized collection of individuals and institutions. Society isn•t a ran-
dom collection but purposive and organized, composed not only of indi-
viduals but of all the institutions (family, economy, religion, education)
in which we find ourselves.

� Bounded by space in a coherent territory. This adds a spatial dimen-
sion to society. Society exists someplace, not only in our imaginations.
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the formal and informal criteria are for fitting in or standing out, and who gets to decide if

you•ve been successful in the position you want to take. Fitting in and standing out are sim-

ilar, after all. Both refer to something outside yourself. Both assume that you are referring

to an •otherŽ„another group or person that you either want to accept you or from which

you want to separate yourself. You want to be seen as special, different, worth knowing and

being with because you are you, and you don•t want to be seen as too different, weird, or

strange, because then people won•t want to be with you.

While no one can say for sure where society
originated, human beings are, by definition,
social creatures, so the origin of society is
the origin of human life. But we can say
where the word societycame from: France.
It comes from the French word société.
This term has its origins from the Latin
word societas, a •friendly association with
others.Ž

Did you know ?



� Subject to the same political authority.Everyone in the same place is also subject
to the same rules.

� Organized through a shared set of cultural expectations and values. Our behav-
iors are not only governed by what people expect of us but also motivated by
common values.

The definition of society here is somewhat top heavy„that is, it rests on large-
scale structures and institutions, territorial arrangements, and uniform political
authority. But society doesn•t arrive fully formed from out of the blue: Societies are
made, constructed, built from the bottom up as well. In this chapter, we will look at
the basic building blocks of society from the smallest elements (interactions) to coher-
ent sets of interactions with particular members (groups) and within particular con-
texts (organizations). From the ground up, societies are composed of structured social
interactions. Again, let•s look at each of these terms individually:

� Structured means that our actions, our interactions with others, do not occur in
a vacuum. Structured refers to the contexts in which we find ourselves„every-
thing from our families and communities, to religious groups, to states and coun-
tries, and even to groups of countries. We act in the world in ways that are
structured, which makes them (for the most part) predictable and orderly; our
actions are, in large part, bound by norms and motivated by values.

� Social refers to the fact that we don•t live alone; we live in groups, families, net-
works. Sociologists are interested in the social dynamics of our interaction, how
we interact with others.

� Interaction refers to the ways we behave in relation to others. Even when we are
just sitting around in our homes or dorm rooms with a bunch of friends, •doing
nothing,Ž we are interacting in structured, patterned ways.

These two definitions are complementary; they are the micro and the macro lev-
els of society. Sociologists believe that society is greater than the sum of its parts. Soci-
ologists examine those parts, from the individual to the largest institutions and
organizations. Sociologists have discovered that even a small group of friends makes
different decisions than the individual members would alone. And it doesn•t end there.
Groups are embedded in other groups, in social institutions, in identities, in cultures,
in nation-states, until we come to that enormous edifice, society. It turns out to be
not a mass of individuals at all but an intricate pattern of groups within groups. What•s
more, it•s not the mere fact of different types of groups but how we interact with oth-
ers in society that structures our behavior, our experiences, and even our selves.

Since the early twentieth century, sociologists have attempted to understand
exactly how we •constructŽ a sense of self, an identity through our interaction with
the world around us. Instead of being a •blank slateŽ on which society imprints its
dictates, sociologists see individuals as actively engaged in the process. We create iden-
tities through our interactions with the world around us, using the materials (biolog-
ical inheritance, cultural context, social position) that we have at hand. Our identities,
sociologists believe, are socially constructed.

Sociologists use certain conceptual tools to understand the ways in which we con-
struct these identities. Some, like socialization, refer to processes by which the cul-
ture incorporates individuals, makes the part of the collectivity. Other terms, like roles,
statuses, groups,and networks, help us understand the ways in which individuals
negotiate with others to create identities that feel stable, consistent, and permanent.
Finally, other terms, like organizations and institutions describe more formal and
stable patterns of interactions among many individuals that enable us to predict and
control behavior. Societyrefers to the sum of all these other elements.
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Societies cohere through social structure. Social structureis a complex framework,
or structure, composed of both patterned social interactions and institutions that
together both organize social life and provide the context for individual action. It con-
sists of different positions, resources, groups, and relationships. Social structure is both
formal and informal, fluid and fixed. It is both a web of affiliations that supports and
sustains us and a solid walled concrete building from which we cannot escape.

The Social Construction 
of Reality
Social life is essentially patterns of social interaction„behaviors that are oriented
toward other people. Other people are also interacting as well, and these near-infinite
interactions cohere into patterns. While we are performing in the gigantic drama of
social life, everyone around is also performing, trying to present the best role possible
and trying to avoid losing face. Because everyone has different ideas, goals, beliefs,
and expectations, how does it all fit together into a social world with some semblance
of order? Commonsense knowledge„things that we take for granted as •obviousŽ„
differs among people from different cultures and even among different people within
the same culture. Even empirical data„what we see, hear, smell, and taste„differ. One
person may watch a movie and be thrilled, another bored, and a third outraged.

There is no objective social reality, no one •trueŽ way of interpreting the things
that happen to us. The job of the physical scientist is to find out what is •trueŽ about
the physical world, but with no •trueŽ social world, the job of the social scientist is
to find out how people come to perceive something as true.

According to Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann (1966), we •constructŽ social
reality through social interaction. We follow conventions that everyone (or almost
everyone) in the group learns to accept: that grandmothers and buddies are to be
treated differently, for instance, or that teachers like students who express their own
opinions. These conventions become social reality, •the way things are.Ž We do not
challenge them or even think about them very much.

Cooley and the Looking-Glass Self
One of the first sociologists to argue that the identity is formed through social inter-
action was Charles Horton Cooley (1864…1929), who coined the term looking-glass
self to describe the process by which our identity develops (Cooley, 1902). He argued
that we develop our looking-glass self or mirror self in three stages:

1. We imagine how we appear to others around us. We think other people see us
as smart or stupid, good or bad. If a teacher scolds me for not knowing the answer,
I will believe that the teacher thinks of me as stupid. Our conclusions do not need
to be accurate„perhaps the teacher thinks that I am exceptionally intelligent and
is just frustrated that I do not know the answer this time. Misinterpretations, mis-
takes, and misunderstandings can be just as powerful as truthful evaluations.

2. We draw general conclusions based on the reactions of others. If I imagine that
many people think I am stupid, or just one important person (like a teacher or a
parent), then I will conclude that I am indeed stupid.

3. Based on our evaluations of others• reactions, we develop our sense of personal
identity . That is, I imagine that many people think I am stupid, so I •becomeŽ
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stupid or at least hide my intelligence. A favorable reaction in the •social mirrorŽ
leads to a positive self-concept; a negative reaction leads to a negative self-concept.

This is never a finished process. We are constantly meeting new people and getting
new reactions, so we are revising our looking-glass self throughout our lives (Figure 3.1).

George Herbert Mead (1863…1931), a sociologist, believed that our self arises
through taking on the role of others. Mead used interaction as the foundation for this
theory of the construction of identity: We create a •selfŽ through our interactions with
others. (We will discuss Mead further in Chapter 5.) Mead said that there were two
parts of the self, the •IŽ and the •me.Ž The •IŽ is the self as subject, needs, desires,
and impulses that are not channeled into any social activity, an agent, the self that
thinks and acts. The •meŽ is self as object„the attitudes we internalize from inter-
actions with others, the social self. We achieve our sense of self-awareness when we
learn to distinguish the two.

Goffman and the •DramaturgicalŽ Self
Erving Goffman (1922…1982) went beyond the concept of the looking-glass self. He
believed that our selves change not only because of other people•s reactions but also
because of the way we actively try to present ourselves to other people. Early in life,
we learn to modify our behavior in accordance with what particular people expect
of us. Perhaps when I am with my buddies, I tell vulgar jokes and playfully insult them,
because they approve of this sort of behavior as a form of male bonding. However,
I would never consider such behavior when I am visiting my grandmother: Then I am
quiet and respectful. Goffman calls this impression management(1959). I am not
merely responding to the reactions of others. I am actively trying to control how oth-
ers perceive me by changing my behavior to correspond to an ideal of what they will
find most appealing.

We change our behavior so easily and so often, without even thinking about it,
that Goffman called his theory dramaturgy. Social life is like a stage play, with our
performances changing according to the characters on stage at the moment. Every-
one tries to give the best performance possible, to convince other •charactersŽ that
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FIGURE 3.1 Cooley•s Looking-Glass Self



he or she is corresponding to an ideal of the best grandchild, buddy, or whatever role
is being played.

Our attempt to give the best possible performance is called face work, because
when we make a mistake or do something wrong, we feel embarrassed, or •lose face.Ž
We are always in danger of losing face because no performance is perfect. We may
not fully understand the role, we make be distracted by another role, or others may
have a different idea of what the role should be like.

For example, students who come to the United States from some Asian countries
often •lose faceŽ in class because they believe that the •ideal studentŽ should sit qui-
etly and agree with everything the professor says, whereas in American colleges the
•ideal studentŽ is expected to ask questions, share personal opinions, and perhaps
disagree with the professor. Potential pitfalls are endless, and we learn to avoid them
only through years of observation and experimentation.

If we have little to lose during the scene, if the other •charactersŽ are not very impor-
tant to us or we don•t have a lot of emotional investment in the role, we often •front,Ž
simply pretend to have a role that we do not. We may pretend to be an expert on gour-
met cuisine to impress a date or a high school sports hero to impress our children. But
the more important the role, the more adept we must become in playing the role.

How do we interact? What tools do we use?

Nonverbal Communication
One of the most important ways of constructing a social reality is through nonverbal
communication: our body movements, gestures, and facial expressions, our placement
in relation to others. There is evidence that some basic nonverbal gestures are univer-
sal, so they may be based in biological inheritance rather than socialization. Ekman
and Friesen (1978) studied New Guinea natives who had almost no contact with West-

erners and found that they identified facial expressions of six emotions
(happiness, sadness, anger, disgust, fear, and surprise) in the same way that
Westerners did. Later, they discovered that the facial expression associated
with another emotion, contempt, was not culture specific either; it was rec-
ognized by people from Germany, Hong Kong, and Italy to West Suma-
tra, as well as the United States (Ekman and Friesen, 1986).

However, most facial expressions must be interpreted depending on
social situations that vary from culture to culture and era to era and must
be learned through socialization: a New Guinean and a Westerner would
certainly disagree over what sort of smile people use when they are pre-
tending to be unhappy over an incident but are really thrilled, or when
they have hurt feelings but are trying not to show it.

Through socialization, observing and experimenting in a wide variety
of social situations, we learn the conventions of nonverbal communication.
What is a comfortable distance for standing near another person? It differs
depending on whether the person is a friend, relative, or stranger, male or
female, in private or in public. People raised in the Middle East are social-
ized to want a very close speaking distance, so close that you can feel the
breath of your partner, and they often find people raised in the United States,
accustomed to a farther distance, cool and unfriendly. One of my dorm
mates in college, from India, sat so close that our knees or thighs touched,
even when there was plenty of room. In the United States, that degree of
closeness means romantic intimacy, or at least flirting, but he intended only
a comfortable distance for talking. Fortunately, some strange looks (and
perhaps a harsh word or two) soon socialized him into keeping his distance.
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The rules of body language and gestures
change from culture to culture, so it is
understandable that mistakes happen.
Sometimes they can ruin a cross-cultural
friendship or business deal, or even cause
a war:

� The •thumbs upŽ gesture is obscene in
Australia and New Zealand.

� In Japan, the •OKŽ gesture is a request
for money. It•s obscene in Russia, Turkey,
Greece, and Italy, and in France it
signifies that you believe the speaker is
•worthless.Ž

� In the Middle East, it is rude to sit cross-
legged (keep both feet on the ground) or
to point with the index finger (use your
fist instead).

Source: Axtell, R. E. Do•s and Taboos around the
World. New York: John Wiley & Sons, 1985.

Did you know ?



Here•s a good example of how nonverbal
communication is a form of social •glueŽ that
holds us together as a group and maintains
social cohesion even in groups that are based
on inequality: laughing. Theorists have often
misunderstood laughter, assuming that it was
a cognitive reaction: You hear a joke, you get
the joke, you laugh at it„because the joke is
funny. Laughter is not about getting the joke.
It•s about getting along. Researchers have
found that about 80 to 90 percent of the time,
laughter is social, not intellectual. Laughter is
a powerful bonding tool that is used to signal
readiness for friendship and reinforce group
solidarity by mocking deviants or insulting
outsiders. It also expresses who belongs where
in the status hierarchy. Women tend to laugh
more than men, and everyone laughs at jokes by the boss„even if the jokes he or she
tells aren•t funny. Maybe especiallyif they aren•t funny (Tierney, 2007)!

Verbal Communication
Nonverbal communication is so subtle that it requires a great deal of socialization,
but talking is not straightforward. Even the most inconsequential statements, a •helloŽ
or •How are you?,Ž can be full of subtle meanings. Harold Garfinkel (1967) asked
his students to engage in conversations with family and friends that violated social
norms. People frequently ask us •How are you?Ž as a polite greeting, and they expect
to hear •Fine!Ž as a response, even if we are not fine at all (those who are really inter-
ested in our condition might ask •How are you feeling?Ž instead). But Garfinkel•s
students took the question at face value and asked for clarification: •How am I in
regard to what? My health, my finances, my peace of mind? . . .Ž Their •victimsŽ
usually became annoyed or angry, without really knowing why: The students had vio-
lated a convention of social interaction that we depend on to maintain a coherent
society. Garfinkel eventually developed an entire sociological tradition called
ethnomethodology in which the researcher tried to expose the common unstated
assumptions that enable such conversational shortcuts to work.

Patterns of Social Interaction
There are five basic patterns of social interaction, what sociologist Robert Nisbet
(1970) calls the •molecular cementŽ that links individuals in groups from the small-
est to the largest:

1. Exchange. According to sociologist Peter Blau (1964), exchange is the most basic
form of social interaction: We give things to people after they give things to us
or in expectation of receiving things in the future. In traditional societies, the
exchange can take the form of extravagant gifts or violent retribution, but most
often in modern societies, the exchange is symbolic: Smiles or polite words sym-
bolize welcome or friendship , and vulgar gestures or harsh words are exchanged
to symbolize hostility. Individuals, groups, organizations, and nations keep an
informal running count of the kindnesses and slights they have received and act
according to the •norm of reciprocity.Ž
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tions are governed by cultural
conventions that are often
unstated. If this theatre were
nearly full, it would be
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But with the theatre nearly
empty, it would be seen as a
violation of personal space.



2. Cooperation. The running counts of good and bad exchanges are
forgotten when we must work together toward a common goal:
growing food, raising children, and protecting our group from ene-
mies. And building civilizations: Without cooperation, social
organization more complex than a small group of family and
friends would be impossible. In modern societies, our jobs are usu-
ally a tiny part of an enterprise requiring the cooperation of hun-
dreds or thousands of people. Sometimes we can even be persuaded
to abandon our own goals and interests in favor of group goals.
Soldiers, police officers, and others may even be asked to sacrifice
their lives.

3. Competition. Sometimes the goal is not one of common good: Sev-
eral advertising agencies may be interested in a prized account, but
only one will get the contract. When resources are limited, claimants
must compete for them. In modern societies, competition is espe-
cially important in economies built around capitalism, but it affects
every aspect of social life. Colleges compete for the best students;
religious groups compete for members.

4. Conflict . In a situation of conflict, the competition becomes more
intense and hostile, with the competitors actively hating each other
and perhaps breaking social norms to acquire the prized goal. In
its basic form, conflict can lead to violence, in the form of school-
yard fights, terrorist attacks, or the armed conflicts of nations. How-
ever, sociologist Lewis Coser argued that conflict can also be a
source of solidarity. In cases of conflict, the members of each group
will often develop closer bonds with each other in the face of the
common enemy. Conflict can also lead to positive social change, as
groups struggle to overcome oppression (Coser, 1956).

5. Coercion. The final form of social interaction is coercion, in which individuals
or groups with social power, called the superordinate, use the threat of violence,
deprivation, or some other punishment to control the actions of those with less
power, called the subordinate (Simmel, 1908). Coercion is often combined with
other forms of social interaction. For instance, we may obey the speed limit on
the highway through coercion, the threat of getting a traffic ticket, as well as
through cooperation, the belief that the speed limit has been set for the public
good. A great deal of our interactions are coercive, though very often the threat
is not violence but being laughed at, stared at, or otherwise embarrassed. Think
of how hard you might find it to be friends with uncool people„not because you
don•t want to but because peer pressure is a powerful form of coercion.

Elements of Social Structure
Social life requires us to adopt many roles. We must behave according to the role of
•parentŽ around our children, •studentŽ while in class, and •employeeŽ at work. We
know the basic rules of the each role: that •studentsŽ sit in chairs facing a central
podium or desk, keep quiet unless we raise our hands, and so on„but we also have
a great deal of freedom, and as we become more experienced in playing the role, we
can become quite creative. The particular emphasis or interpretation we give a role,
our •style,Ž is called role performance.
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Sociologists use two terms, statusand role, to describe the elementary forms of
interaction in society.

Status
In everyday life we use the term status to refer to people who have a lot of money,
power, and influence. But sociologists use statusto refer to any social identity recog-
nized as meaningful by the group or society. A status is a position that carries with it
certain expectations, rights, and responsibilities. Being a Presbyterian, an English major,
or a teenager are statuses in contemporary American society, but having red hair or
liking pizza are not. Many statuses are identities that are fixed at birth, like race, sex,
or ethnicity; others we enter and exit, like different age statuses or, perhaps, class.

Statuses change from culture to culture and over time. Having red hair was once
a negative status, associated with being quick tempered, cruel, and possibly demonic.
When pizza was first introduced into the United States in the early 1900s, only a few
people knew what it was, and •liking pizzaŽ was a status. Many statuses are identi-
cal to roles„son or daughter, student, teacher„but others, like residents of Missouri
or cyberathlete, are more complex, based on a vast set of interlocking and perhaps
contradictory roles (Merton, 1968). There are two kinds of statuses.

Ascribed Status.An ascribed statusis a status that we receive involuntarily, without
regard to our unique talents, skills, or accomplishments: for instance, our place of
birth, parents, first language, ethnic background, gender, sexual identity, and age.
Many ascribed statuses are based on genetics or physiology, so we can do little or
nothing to change them. At various times in our lives, we will have an ascribed status
based on our age, as child, teenager, young adult, and so on, whether we want it or
not. We have the ascribed status as •maleŽ or •female,Ž whether we want it or not.
Some people do expend a great deal of time and effort to change their appearance and
physiological functioning, but they end up with a new ascribed status of •transsexual.Ž

Sociologists find ascribed statuses interesting because they are often
used to confer privilege and power. Some statuses (White, native born,
young, male, heterosexual) are presented as •naturallyŽ superior and oth-
ers (non-White, immigrant, elderly, female, gay, or lesbian) as •naturallyŽ
inferior so often and so effectively that sometimes even people who have
the •inferiorŽ statuses agree with the resulting economic, political, and
social inequality. Just what statuses are presented as superior and infe-
rior differ from culture to culture and across eras.

Though we usually cannot change our ascribed statuses, we can work
to change the characteristics associated with them. If being female or
African American, both ascribed statuses, are negatively valued, then peo-
ple can mobilize to change the perception of those statuses. Many of the
•new social movementsŽ of the twentieth century, such as the Civil Rights movement,
the women•s movement, and the gay/lesbian movement, were dedicated to changing
a negative ascribed social status. 

Achieved Status.An achieved statusis a status that we attain through talent, ability,
effort, or other unique personal characteristics. Some of the more common achieved
statuses are: being a high school or college graduate; being rich or poor; having
a certain occupation; being married or in a romantic relationship; belonging to a
church or club; being good at a sport, hobby, or leisure pursuit; or having a specific
point of view on a social issue. If you like big band or heavy metal music, for
instance, you have an achieved status.
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In the United States, the status of •elderlyŽ is
often negative, associated with being weak,
feeble-minded, decrepit, and useless, but in
China, the status is associated with wisdom
and strength, so you might call a 25-year-old
teacher •old teacherŽ to indicate respect.

Did you know ?



Achieved statuses are often dependent on ascribed statuses. Fans of big band
music tend to be considerably older than fans of rap. Some ascribed statuses make it
more difficult to achieve other statuses. Race, gender, and ethnicity all affect our abil-
ities to achieve certain statuses. The status of •maleŽ vastly increases your likelihood
of being hired as an airline pilot or dentist, and the status of •femaleŽ vastly increases
your potential of being hired for a job involving child care. In the United States, while
we profess a belief that achieved statuses should be the outcome of individual abili-
ties, ascribed statuses continue to exert a profound influence on them. Social move-
ments for equality often organize around a sense of injustice and seek to reduce the
importance of ascribed statuses.

We are able to change achieved statuses. We can change jobs, religions, or polit-
ical affiliations. We can learn new skills, develop new interests, meet new people, and
change our minds about issues. In fact, we usually do. I have most of the same ascribed
statuses now that I did when I was 16 years old (all except for age), but my achieved
statuses are dramatically different: I have changed jobs, political views, taste in music,
and favorite television programs.

In traditional societies, most statuses are ascribed. People are born rich or
poor and expect to die rich or poor. They have the same jobs that their parents had
and cannot even think of changing their religion because only one religion is prac-
ticed throughout the society. They dress the same and listen to the same songs and
stories, so they can•t even change their status based on artistic taste. However, in mod-
ern societies, we have many more choices, and more and more statuses are attained.

Master Status.When ascribed or achieved status is presumed so important that it
overshadows all of the others, dominating our lives and controlling our position in
society, it becomes a master status(Hughes, 1945). Being poor or rich tends to be a
master status because it dramatically influences other areas of life, such as education,
health, and family stability. People who have cancer or AIDS often find that all of the
other statuses in their lives become subsidiary. They are not •college studentŽ or
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Marital Status
When filling out forms, we•re often asked to define our statuses; we are asked marital status,
educational status, socioeconomic status, etc. Of course, statuses often differ by race or class.
For example, the percentage of adults who are married varies according to race and class, and the
General Social Survey shows trends in these variations. So, what do you think?

Go to the end of the chapter to compare your answers to national survey data.

3.1

What
doyou

think

� married
� widowed
� divorced
� separated
� never married

Are you currently„married, widowed, divorced, separated, or have you never been married?

?



•PresbyterianŽ but •college student with cancer,Ž •Presbyterian with cancer,Ž or just
•cancer patient.Ž People who suddenly become disabled find that co-workers,
acquaintances, and even their close friends ignore all their other statuses, seeing only
•disabled.Ž Other common master statuses are race, ethnicity, religion, and sexual
identity (Figure 3.2). Members of ethnic, religious, and sexual minorities often
complain that their associates treat them as representatives of their status rather than
as individuals, asking •What do gay people think about this?Ž or •Why do Muslims
do that?Ž but never about last night•s ball game. Occupation may also be a master
status; the first question you are likely to be asked at a gathering is, •What do you
do for a living?Ž

Roles
Social roles are sets of behaviors that are expected of a person who occupies a cer-
tain status. In the dramaturgical analogy, a social role is like the role an actor plays
in a drama: It includes the physical presentation, props, and costume; the actor•s moti-
vation and perspective; and all the actor•s lines, as well as the physical gestures, accent,
and timing.

As in the theatrical world, our experience of roles is a negotiation between role
expectationsand role performances. We learn what sorts of behaviors are expected
from specific roles, and then we perform those roles in conformity with those expec-
tations. Our roles are constantly being evaluated: When we do them right, we may
receive praise; when we do them wrong, we may be admonished or even punished.
And if we begin to dislike the expectations that accompany a role, we may try to mod-
ify it to suit our needs, convince others that our performance is better than the expec-
tations, or even reject the role altogether. Role expectations may be independent of
the individuals who play them, but each individual does it slightly differently.

Because roles contain many different behaviors for use with different people in
different situations, sometimes the behaviors contradict each other. We experience role
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Male

Able-bodied

Asian

Gay

Lawyer

In a relationship

Tennis player

College graduate

MASTER STATUS

ASCRIBED STATUS

ACHIEVED STATUS

FIGURE 3.2 Ascribed,
Achieved, and Master Statuses

OBJECTIVE: Develop an understanding of the concept
of master status by exploring your awareness of 
self-identification and perception of others.

STEP 1: Develop a personal advertisement.
Write a three- to four-line personal advertisement. Personal
advertisements are usually written to introduce yourself to
others who are looking for a potential mate who has similar
desired characteristics. Keep in mind that you will be
sharing your personal advertisement with others in class.

STEP 2: Share in class.
Your instructor may inform you when it is time to discuss in
class, and each student may be asked to share. As you•re
listening to other students, think about the first two to
three words they use to describe themselves. You may want
to write them down as you are listening. Do you notice any

patterns? How do most of the students in the class describe
themselves? What roles do age, marital status, race, gender,
religion, sexual orientation, and occupation play in how we
think about ourselves? What does all of this have to do with
the concept of master status? After everyone has shared his
or her personal advertisement, your instructor will lead the
class in further discussions of these issues.

STEP 3: Write a reflection paper.
After class discussion, your instructor may assign a one- to
two-page reflection paper about this learning activity. You
may be asked to explore further the idea of master status
and think about how it affects your interactions with others.

Please note that there are several different variations
of this project, and your instructor will give you further
directions should they be needed.

Exploring Master Status
Adapted from submission by Casey J. Cornelius, Delta College.



strain when the same role has demands and expectations that contradict each other,
so we cannot possibly meet them all at once. For instance, the role of •studentŽ might
ask us to submit to the professor•s authority and exercise independent thought. How
can a single behavior fill both demands? In my first teaching job, I was 21 years old,
and my students were middle-aged policemen. I noticed the students were having a
tough time figuring out how to relate to me. On the one hand, they were students
and I was the professor, so they knew they should act deferentially toward me. On
the other hand, I was the age of their children, so they expected me to act deferen-
tially toward them.

Role strain makes us feel worried, doubtful, and insecure, and it may force us to
abandon the role altogether. Goode (1960) found that we often solve the problem of
role strain by compartmentalizing, depending on subtle cues to decide if we should
submit or exercise independent thought right now and often never even noticing the
contradiction.

A related problem, role conflict, happens when we try to play different roles with
extremely different or contradictory rules at the same time. If I am out with my bud-
dies, playing the cool, irreverent role of •friend,Ž and I see my teacher, who expects
the quiet, obedient student, I may have a problem. If I suddenly become polite, I will
lose face with my friends. If I remain irreverent, I will lose face with my teacher.
Because everyone is playing multiple roles all the time, role conflict is a common prob-
lem. Once a student who came to my office to discuss a test grade brought her tod-
dler twins with her. It was fascinating to watch her trying to balance the contradictory
roles of •studentŽ and •mommyŽ without losing face in either.

What happens when we must leave a role that is central to our identity? Role exit
describes the process of adjustment that takes place when we move out of such a role.
Sometimes we leave roles voluntarily: We change jobs or religions, get divorced and
leave the •marriedŽ role, and so on. Sometimes we leave roles involuntarily: We

change age groups (suddenly our parents say •You•re not a kid
anymoreŽ), get arrested, get fired. Whether we leave voluntar-
ily or involuntarily, we are likely to feel lost, confused, and sad.
Helen Rose Fucs Ebaugh (1988) notes four stages in voluntar-
ily exiting from significant social roles:

1. Doubt. We are frustrated, burned out, or just unhappy with
our role.

2. Search for alternatives.We observe people in other roles or
perhaps try them out ourselves temporarily. This may be a
lifelong process.

3. Departure. Most people can identify a turning point, a spe-
cific moment or incident that marked their departure from the
role, even though they might continue to play it for some time.

4. New role. It is very important to find a new role to take the
place of the old. People who leave a role involuntarily must
start the search for alternatives after departure, and it is quite
likely that they will try out several new roles before finding
one that they like.

Roles and statuses give us, as individuals, the tools we need
to enter the social world. We feel grounded in our statuses; they
give us roots. And our roles provide us with a playbook, a script,
for any situation. We are ready to join others.
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Ballplayer or babe? Women
who enter traditionally male
domains„from the operating
room to the boardroom to the
sport stadium„must con-
stantly negotiate between
different sets of role expecta-
tions. Jennie Finch may be an
Olympic softball gold medalist
and the holder of the NCAA
record for most consecutive
wins, but she still has to
look like a cover girl to
reaffirm traditional gender
expectations. n



Groups
•The world is too much with us,Ž the great British poet William Wordsworth once
complained. He believed that immersion in the world kept us from the divine realm
of nature. But sociologists are more likely to side with John Donne: •No man is an
island, entire of itself . . .Ž

Even by yourself, sociologists believe, you are •in society.Ž Brought up within
culture, the very ideas you carry around about who you are and what you think and
feel„these are already conditioned and shaped by society. It is our experience in
society that makes us human.

Apart from individuals, then, the smallest unit of society is a group. To sociologists,
a group is any assortment of people who share (or believe that they share) the same
norms, values, and expectations And the smallest group is a dyad, a group of two. Any-
time you meet with another person, you are in a group. And every time the configura-
tion of people meeting changes, the group changes. Two different classes may have the
same professor, the same subject matter, and most of the same students, but they com-
prise different groups, and they are often completely different environments. Groups can
be formal organizations, with well-defined rules and procedures, or they may be infor-
mal, like friends, co-workers, or whoever happens to be hanging around at that moment.

A group can be very small, such as your immediate family and friends, or very large,
such as your religion or nation, but the most significant groups in our lives are the ones
so large that we don•t personally know everyone, but small enough so we can feel that
we play an important role in them: not your occupation, but your specific place of busi-
ness; not all skateboarders in the world, but your specific skateboarding club.

Passengers on the airplane or the customers in a restaurant are not a group.
Strictly speaking, they are a crowd, an aggregate of individuals who happen to be
together but experience themselves as essentially independent. But the moment some-
thing goes wrong„the flight is cancelled or the service is inexplicably slow„they will
start looking to each other for validation and emotional support, and chances are they
will become a group. On the TV series Lost, an airplane crashes on a mysterious island
in the South Pacific, and the survivors band together to fight a series of weird super-
natural threats. On the airplane, they had been reading, napping, or staring into space,
basically ignoring each other, but now they are becoming a group.

Groups differ from crowds in their group cohesion,the degree to which the indi-
vidual members identify with each other and with the group. In a group with high
cohesion, individual members will be more likely to follow the rules and less likely
to drop out or defect to another group. Because every group, from business offices
to religious cults to online newsgroups, wants to decrease deviance and keep the mem-
bers from leaving, studies about how to increase cohesion have proliferated. It•s not
hard to do: You need to shift the group importance from second place to first place,
transforming the office or cult into •a family,Ž by forcing members to spend time
together and make emotional connections. Wilderness retreats and •trust exercisesŽ
are meant to jump-start this connection. And you need to find a common enemy, a
rival group or a scapegoat, someone for the group members to draw together to fight.
The survivors on Lost have little to do but establish emotional intimacy, and they have
a common enemy, the mysterious Others from the other side of the island.

Groups and Identity
Everyone belongs to many different groups: families, friends, co-workers, classmates,
churches, clubs, organizations, plus less tangible groups. Are you a fan of blues music?
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David Beckham? Even if you never seek out an organized
club, you belong to the group of blues fans or soccer fans.
Do you favor gun control? Even if you don•t feel strongly
about the issue, you belong to the group of people who
favor gun control. Your gender, sexual orientation, race,
ethnicity, age, class, nationality, and even your hair color
place you in groups and form part of your identity. Often
our membership in a group is a core element of our iden-
tities. And other times, other people assume that just
because we are members of a particular group, that this
membership forms that core of identity„when it may, in
fact, do nothing of the sort. Imagine an Asian American
gay man who is an avid mountain biker. So avid, in fact,
that he joins every mountain biking club in his commu-
nity and is a central person in all its activities. It is the core

of his identity, he believes. But without his bicycle, other people assume that the core
of his identity is his membership in a racial and sexual group. •I•m a mountain biker,
who happens to be Asian American and gay,Ž he insists, •not a gay Asian American
who happens to be a mountain biker.Ž The various elements of our identity may fit
together neatly or we may struggle to integrate them. And the rest of society must see
our priorities the way we do, or we will experience conflict.

What•s visible and invisible to us as a facet of our identity is often related to the
organization of society. I recently asked my students in an introductory sociology class
to list the five most important elements of their identities on a piece of paper. Every
African American student listed their race as the first or second item, but not one
White student listed being •WhiteŽ anywhere on their answers. Every woman listed
being a woman, but only 10 percent of men thought to put •male.Ž And every gay
or lesbian student listed sexual identity, but not one heterosexual student did. Virtu-
ally every student put his or her ethnicity, especially those who were Latino or Asian;
among European Americans, only the Italian, Irish, and Russian put their ethnicity
(no Germans, Swedes, French, or Swiss). The majority of Jews and Muslims listed
religion; half of all Protestants put •Christian,Ž but only 2 percent listed a denomi-
nation. And only a quarter of the Catholics listed Catholic.

Why would that be? Sociologists understand that identities based on group mem-
bership are not neutral, but hierarchically valued. Those identities that are most read-
ily noticeable are those where we do not fit in with others, not those in which we are
most like everyone else. We•re more aware of where we stand out as different, not
where we fit in.

Types of Groups
There are many different types of groups, depending on their composition, perma-
nence, fluidity of boundaries, and membership criteria. You are born into some groups
(family, race). In other groups, you may be born into the group, but membership also
depends on your own activities and commitments, like ethnic or religious groups.
Some are based entirely on expression of interest (clubs, fans), and others based on
formal application for membership.

Primary and Secondary Groups.Small groups (small enough so that you know
almost everybody) are divided into two types, primary and secondary. According to
the sociologist Charles Horton Cooley (1909), primary groups, such as friends and
family, come together for expressive reasons:They provide emotional support, love,
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companionship, and security. Secondary groups, such as co-workers or club
members, come together for instrumental reasons:They want to work together to
meet common goals. Secondary groups are generally larger and make less of an
emotional claim on your identity. In real life, most groups have elements of both:
You may join the local chapter of the Green Party because you want to support its
political agenda, but you are unlikely to stay involved unless you form some
emotional connections with the other members.

In-Groups and Out-Groups.William Graham Sumner (1906) identified two different
types of groups that depend on membership and affinity. An in-group is a group
I feel positively toward and to which I actually belong. An out-group is one to which
I don•t belong and do not feel very positively toward. We may feel competitive or
hostile toward members of an out-group. Often we think of members of out-groups
as bad, wrong, inferior, or just weird, but the specific reactions vary greatly. An avid
tennis player may enjoy a wonderful friendship or romance with someone who hates
tennis, with only some occasional teasing to remind that friend that he or she
belongs to an out-group.

Sometimes, groups attempt to create a sense of superiority for members of the
in-group„or to constitute themselves as an in-group in the first place. For example,
members of a club want to create an aura of importance to their weekly meetings.
They may charge a massive •initiationŽ fee that only other rich people could afford
to pay or insist that membership is only open to graduates of an Ivy League college.
Creating an in-group can be conscious and deliberate. But for the in-group to be suc-
cessful, members of the out-group (those not in the in-group) must actually want to
join. Otherwise all those secret codes and handshakes just look silly.

Sometimes, however, especially when in-groups and out-groups are divided on the
basis of race, nationality, gender, sexuality, or other ascribed status, reactions become
more severe and violent. The Holocaust of World War II, the ethnic cleansings of
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Group Membership
The groups we belong to have a profound influence on our lives. With some groups, such as a
church or political group, that influence is intentional; with other, less formal groups, it is less
so. There are benefits to belonging to groups. For example, research shows that those with
stronger social ties and networks lead happier, healthier lives. So, what do you think?

Go to the end of the chapter to compare your answers with national survey data.

3.2

What
doyou

think

� Yes

� No

Are there any activities that you do with the same group of people on a regular basis, even if the group
doesn•t have a name, such as a bridge group, exercise group, or a group that meets to discuss
individual or community problems?

?



Armenia and Serbia, and the lynchings of the American South were all based on an
in-group trying to control or eliminate out-groups.

In-groups and out-groups do not have to be built around any sort of socially
meaningful characteristic. Gerald Suttles (1972), studying juvenile groups in Chicago
housing projects, found that boys formed in-groups and out-groups based on whether
the brick walls of their buildings were lighter or darker in color.

In the 1960s, an Iowa grade school teacher named Jane Elliot (Elliot, 1970;
Verhaag, 1996) tried an experiment: She created an out-group from the students with
blue eyes, telling the class that the lack of melanin in blue eyes made you inferior.
Though she did not instruct the brown-eyed students to treat the blue-eyed students
differently, she was horrified by how quickly the out-group was ostracized and became
the butt of jokes, angry outbursts, and even physical attacks. What•s more, she found
that she could not call off the experiment: Blue-eyed children remained a detested 
out-group for the rest of the year!

Membership in a group changes your perception entirely. You become keenly
aware of the subtle differences among the individual members of your group, which
we call in-group heterogeneity,but tend to believe that all members of the out-group
are exactly the same, which we call out-group homogeneity (Meissner, Brigham and
Butz, 2005; Voci, 2000; Mullen and Hu, 1989; Quattrone, 1986). Researchers at my
university asked some members of fraternities and sororities, as well as some dormi-
tory residents, about the people in their own living group and the people in others.
What were they like? Consistently, people said of their in-group that they were •too
different,Ž each member being •uniqueŽ and everyone •too diverseŽ to categorize
(in-group heterogeneity). When asked about the other groups, though, they were quick
to respond, •Oh, they•re all jocks,Ž or •That•s the egghead nerd houseŽ (out-group
homogeneity).

The finding that we tend to perceive individual differences in our in-group and
not perceive them in out-groups holds mainly in Western societies. It doesn•t hold, or
it holds only weakly, for China, Korea, and Japan. The Chinese, in particular, tend
to believe too much that everyone is alike to perceive subtle differences (Quattrone,
1986; Quattrone and Jones, 1980).

Reference Groups.Our membership in groups not only provides us with a source of
identity, but it also orients us in the world, like a compass. We refer to our group
memberships as a way of navigating everyday life. We orient our behavior toward
group norms and consider what group members would say before (or after) we act.
A reference groupis a group toward which we are so strongly committed or one that
commands so much prestige that we orient our actions around what we perceive that
group•s perceptions would be. In some cases the reference group is the in-group, and
the rest are •wannabes.Ž

Ironically, one need not be a member of the reference group to have it so strongly
influence your actions. In some cases, a reference group can be negative„as in when
you think to yourself that you will do everything that the members of that other group
do not like or when your identity becomes dependent on doing the opposite of what
members of a group do. Some of these may be political (Nazis or the Ku Klux Klan
are familiar negative reference groups), or simply competitive, like a neighboring clan,
a fraternity, or students at another school.

In other cases, your reference group can be one to which you aspire. For exam-
ple, assume that you have decided that despite your poor upbringing in rural Ken-
tucky, you know you will eventually be one of the richest people in the world and
will eventually be asked to go yachting with European aristocracy. You may feel this
so strongly that you begin, while in college, to act as you imagine those in your
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reference group act: You wear silk ascots
and speak in a fake British accent.
Despite the fact that your classmates
might think you•re a little bit strange,
you are developing a reference group. It
just happens to be one that no one else
around you shares. In these cases, refer-
ence groups do not just guide your
actions as a member of a group but guide
your actions as a future member of a dif-
ferent group.

Your reference group and your mem-
bership groups are thus not always the
same. Both reference groups and mem-
berships groups will change over the
course of your life, as your circumstances
change as well.

Cliques. One of the best illustrations of group dynamics is the high school
clique. All across the United States, middle and high school students seem to form
the same groups: jocks, nerds, preps, skaters, posers, gang-bangers, wannabes,
wiggers, princesses, stoners, brainiacs (Milner, 2006). Cliques are organized around
inclusion and exclusion. Ranked hierarchically, those at the bottom are supposed to
aspire to be in the cliques at the top. Cliques provide protection, elevate one•s
status, and teach outsiders a lesson. Many high schools are large enough to
accommodate several cliques, and not belonging to the social pinnacle is not so
painful, because there are so many other cliques to which you can belong (and you
can more easily say you don•t care what those people think). In smaller schools,
though, exclusion from the most popular group may be a source of significant pain.
In the late 1940s, sociologist James Coleman studied high school cliques and found,
much to his distress, that popularity was not at all related to intelligence, that
student norms, and clique composition, were the result of social factors alone. The
•hidden curriculumŽ of social rankings continues today. Being smart may make you
popular, but it is just as likely to have nothing to do with it. In fact, being smart can
make you extremely unpopular.

Group Dynamics
Groups exhibit certain predictable dynamics and have certain characteristics. Often
these dynamics are simply a function of formal characteristics„size or composition„
and other times they are due more to their purpose.

When it comes to groups, size matters. Small groups, in which all members know
each other and are able to interact simultaneously, exhibit different features than larger
groups, in which your behaviors are not always observed by other members of your
group. Large groups may be able to tolerate more diversity than small groups,
although the bonds among small groups may be more intense than those in larger
groups. Small groups may engage us the most, but larger groups are better able to
influence others.

Every group, even the smallest, has a structure that sociologists can analyze and
study. There is always a leader,someone in charge, whether that person was elected,
appointed, or just informally took control, and a small number of hardcore members,
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those with a great deal of power to make policy decisions. Leaders and hardcore mem-
bers spend an enormous amount of time and energy on the group; it forms an impor-
tant part of their identity. As a consequence, they have a vested interest in promoting
the norms and values of the group. They are most likely to punish deviance among
group members and to think negatively about other groups. Ordinary members split
their time and energies among several groups, so they are not as likely to be strongly
emotionally invested. They are more likely to commit minor acts of deviance, some-
times because they confuse the norms of the various groups they belong to and some-
times because they are not invested enough to obey every rule.

Conformity. The groups we belong to hold a powerful influence over our norms,
values, and expectations. Group members yield to others the right to make
decisions about their behavior, their ideas, and their beliefs. When we belong to a
group, we prize conformity over •rocking the boat,Ž even in minor decisions and
even if the group is not very important to us.

Conformity may be required by the norms of the group. Some groups have for-
mal requirements: For example, cadets at military schools often have their heads
shaved on their enrollment, and members of some groups wear specific clothing or
get identical tattoos. If you do not conform, you cannot be a member. Other times,
however, we volunteer our conformity. We will often imitate the members of our
reference group and use it as a •frame of referenceŽ for self-evaluation and attitude
formation (Deux and Wrightsman, 1988; Merton, 1968), even if we don•t belong
to it. For instance, you may have paid special attention to the popular clique in high
school, and modeled your dress, talk, and other behaviors on them. Other common
reference groups are attractive people, movie stars, or sports heroes. Marketing
makes use of this dynamic, aiming to get the •opinion leadersŽ in selected refer-
ence groups to use, wear, or tout a product, in the hopes that others will imitate
them (Gladwell, 1997; PBS, 2001). The most familiar example of group conform-
ity is peer pressure.
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How can we
observe these
processes of
conformity to

group norms? In a classic experiment in
social psychology (Asch, 1955), a group
of strangers was gathered together under
the pretense of testing their visual
acuity. They were shown two cards, one
with one line and one with three lines of
different lengths. (In the group, how-
ever, only one person was really the
subject of the experiment; all the rest
were research assistants!) The group was

then asked which of the lines on the
second card matched the line on the first.
When the subject was asked first, he or
she answered correctly. (It didn•t matter
what others said.) But when the first
group members to respond were the
research assistants, they gave wrong
answers, picking an obviously incorrect
line and insisting it was the match.

Surprisingly, the test subjects would
then most often give the wrong answers as
well, preferring to follow the group norm
rather than trust their own perceptions.
When asked about it, some claimed that

Group Conformity

How do we know 
what we know

they felt uncomfortable but that they
actually came to see the line they chose
as the correct one. Psychologist Soloman
Asch concluded that our desire to •fit
inŽ is very powerful, even in a group
that we don•t belong to.
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Psychologist Irving Janis called the process by which group mem-
bers try to preserve harmony and unity in spite of their individual
judgmentsgroupthink (Janis, 1982). Sometimes groupthink can have
negative or tragic consequences. For example, on January 28, 1986,
the Space Shuttle Challenger exploded shortly after take-off, killing
the seven astronauts aboard. A study afterward revealed that
many of the NASA scientists in charge of the project believed that
the O-ring seal on the booster rocket was unstable and that the shut-
tle was not ready to be launched, but they invariably deferred their
judgments to the group. The project went on according to schedule
(Heimann, 1993).

Diffusion of Responsibility.One of the characteristics of large groups
is that responsibility is diffused. The chain of command can be long
enough, or authority can seem dispersed enough that any one
individual, even the one who actually executes an order, may avoid
taking responsibility for his or her actions. If you are alone
somewhere and see a person in distress, you are far more likely to
help that person than if you are in a big city with many other people
streaming past.

This dynamic leads to the problem of bystanders: those who wit-
ness something wrong, harmful, dangerous, or illegal, yet do nothing
to intervene. In cases where there is one bystander, he or she is more
likely to intervene than when there are more bystanders. In some cases,
bystanders simply assume that as long as others are observing the problem, they are
no more responsible than anyone else to intervene. Sometimes, bystanders are afraid
that if they do get involved the perpetrators will turn on them; that is, they will become
targets themselves. Bystanders often feel guilty or sheepish about their behavior.

In one of the most famous cases, a woman named Kitty Genovese in a quiet
residential neighborhood in New York City was murdered outside her apartment
building in 1964. Though she screamed as her attacker beat and stabbed her, more
than 30 people looked out of their apartment windows and heard her screaming,
and yet none called the police. When asked later, they said that they •didn•t want to
get involvedŽ and that they •thought someone else would call the police, so it would
be OK.Ž

Stereotyping.Stereotyping is another dynamic of group life. Stereotypes are
assumptions about what people are like or how they will behave based on their
membership in a group. Often our stereotypes revolve around ascribed or attained
statuses, but any group can be stereotyped. Think of the stereotypes we have of
cheerleaders, jocks, and nerds. In the movie High School Musical (2006), members
of each group try to downplay the stereotypes and be seen as full human beings:
The jock/basketball star wants to be lead in the school play; his Black teammate is a
wonderful chef, who can make a fabulous crème brûlée.

Sometimes you don•t even need a single case to have a stereotype; you can get
your associations from the media, from things people around you say, or from the
simple tendency to think of out-groups as somehow bad or wrong. In Jane Elliott•s
experiment, the blue-eyed students were not associated with any negative character-
istics at all until they became an out-group. Then they were stereotyped as stupid,
lazy, shiftless, untrustworthy, and evil.

Stereotypes are so strong that we tend to ignore behaviors that don•t fit. If we
have a stereotype of teenagers as lazy and irresponsible, we will ignore hardworking,
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responsible teenagers, maybe thinking of them as exceptions to the rule. Stereotypes
are a foundation of prejudice, where we •prejudgeŽ people based on their member-
ship in a specific group. (We will discuss this more fully in Chapter 8.)

Social Networks
A network is a type of group that is both looser and denser than a formal group. Soci-
ologist Georg Simmel used the term web to describe the way our collective member-
ship in different groups constitutes our sense of identity.

Sociologists often use this metaphor to describe a network as a web of social rela-
tionships that connect people to each other, and, through those connections, with
other people. A network is both denser than a group, with many more connecting
nodes, and looser, in that people who are at some remove from you exert very little
influence on your behavior.

Networks and Social Experience
The social connectedness of certain groups in the society can produce interaction pat-
terns that have a lasting influence on the lives of people both within and without the
network. For example, prep schools not only offer excellent educations but also afford
social networks among wealthy children who acquire •cultural capitalŽ (those man-
nerisms, behaviors, affectations that mark one as a member of the elite, as we dis-
cussed in Chapter 2) that prepares them for life among the elite (Cookson and Persell,
1985). Sociologist G. William Domhoff found that many of the boards of directors
of the largest corporations in the world are composed of people who went to prep
school together, or at least who went to the same Ivy League college (Domhoff, 2002).
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Groups in Cyberspace
Newsgroups and bloggers often rail against •old
mediaŽ as elitists and insiders who rely on status and
social networks to get and do their jobs, keeping out
the voices of •regular people.Ž But are online groups
such liberated spaces, where members are free of sti-
fling norms and conformity to group behavior?

Sociologists find that group behavior in cyberspace can be
just as patterned and policed as it is in the •realŽ social world.
And newsgroups themselves can be among the strongest shapers
of cybernorms and practices deemed appropriate for group mem-
bership. McLaughlin, Osborne, and Smith (1995) found that
newsgroups consciously develop specific types of acceptable
group behavior, and anyone who persists in •reproachableŽ acts
will be threatened with expulsion and may ultimately be kicked
out of the group.

Newsgroups, in fact, are such powerful enforcers of their own
group norms that the vast majority of subscribers never venture
beyond being •lurkersŽ who read postings but do not endeavor
to respond with a message of their own. (One widely held
newsgroup norm, in fact, is to follow a group for some time first,
learning about its traditions and agenda before posting a
message.) New members typically receive support materials that
contain both technical advice and social instruction on
appropriate conduct within the group. Files of •frequently asked
questionsŽ often strive to prevent new subscribers from clutter-
ing up the network with queries or challenges to standards of
group behavior (Croteau and Hoynes, 2003).

Such practices, McLaughlin and her colleagues (1995) argue,
help reinforce the collective identities of electronic communi-
ties and protect them from newcomers who may pose a threat
to them or the stability of the group.
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Social networks provide support in times of stress or illness; however, some
research finds that social networks are dependent on people•s ability to offer some-
thing in exchange, such as fun, excitement, or a sparkling personality. Therefore, they
tend to shrink precisely during the periods of stress and illness when they are needed
the most (Fisher, 1982). If you are sick for a few days, you may be mobbed by friends
armed with soup and get-well cards. But if your sickness lingers, you will gradually
find yourself more alone.

Networks exert an important influence on the most crucial aspects of our lives;
our membership in certain networks is often the vehicle by which we get established
in a new country or city, meet the person with whom we fall in love, or get a job.
Examine your own networks. There are your friends and relatives, your primary ties.
Then there are those people whom you actually know, but who are a little less close„
classmates and co-workers. These are your secondary ties. Together they form what
sociologist Mark Granovetter (1973, 1974) calls your •strong tiesŽ„people who
actually know you. But your networks also include •weak tiesŽ„people whom you
may not know personally, but perhaps you know of them, or they know of you. They
may have strong ties to one of your strong ties. By the time you would calculate your
strong and weak ties, the numbers might reach into the thousands.

Interestingly, it is not only your strong ties that most influence your life, but possi-
bly, centrally, your weak ties. Granovetter (1995) calls this •the strength of weak ties.Ž
While one might think strong interpersonal ties are more significant than weak ones
because close friends are more interested than acquaintances in helping us, this may not
be so, especially when what people need is information. Because our close friends tend
to move in the same circles that we do, the information they receive overlaps consider-
ably with what we already know. Acquaintances, by contrast, know people whom we
do not and thus receive more novel information. This is in part because acquaintances
are typically less similar to one another than close friends and in part because they spend
less time together. Moving in different circles from ours, they connect us to a wider world.

For example, let•s take two life-changing decisions: finding a romantic partner with
whom you fall in love and getting a job. How do people typically find the person they
expect to spend the rest of their lives with? Most often it is through being
•fixed upŽ with a •friend of a friendŽ„a network in action. If that date
works out, you are likely to thank your friend for the networking on your
behalf; if it doesn•t work out . . . well, let•s just hope it works out. When
initiating a job search, you won•t typically find a job from a close friend
or family member but again through a friend of a friend. This is why job
search consultants stress the importance of networking.

Some new Internet companies, such as Match.com and Monster.com,
seek to expand the range of your networking for jobs and romantic part-
ners. In fact, young people have become network experts, having devised
new and innovative ways to expand and manage their networks through interfaces with
technology. Friendster, Facebook, MySpace, and other networks utilize the ever-expand-
ing web of the Internet to create new network configurations with people whom you
will never meet but rather get to know because they are a friend of a friend of a friend
of a friend of„your friend.

Networks and Globalization
New technology, such as text messaging, satellite television, and especially the Inter-
net, has allowed us to break the bounds of geography and form groups made up of
people from all over the world. The Internet is especially important for people with
very specialized interests or very uncommon beliefs: You are unlikely to find many
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people in your hometown who collect antique soda bottles or who believe that Earth
is flat, but you can go online and meet hundreds. People who are afraid or embar-
rassed to discuss their interests at home, such as practitioners of witchcraft or S&M,
also find that they can feel safe in Internet message boards and chat rooms. However,
there are also thousands of Internet groups formed around more conventional inter-
ests, such as sports or movie thrillers.

Message boards and chat rooms allow us more creativity in playing roles than
we have in live interaction. Even in everyday social interactions, we often engage in
impression management (Goffman, 1959), emphasizing some aspects of our lives and
minimizing or ignoring others. We may pretend to have beliefs, interests, and skills
that we do not, to fit better into a role. For instance, we may put •fluent in FrenchŽ
on our resumé to impress potential employers, when actually we can barely manage
to ask for directions to the nearest Métro station. However, online we can adopt com-
pletely new roles and statuses, changing not only our skills and interests, but our age,
ethnicity, gender, and sexuality at will. Researchers are still studying the impact of
this fluidity on the sense of self.

Social networks sustain us; they are what communities are made of. At the same
time as our networks are expanding across the globe at the speed of light, there is
also some evidence that these networks are shrinking. A recent study by sociologists
found that Americans are far more socially isolated than we were even in the 1980s.
Between 1985 and 2004 the size of the average network of confidants (someone with
whom you discuss important issues) fell from just under three other people (2.94) to
just over two people (2.08). And the number of people who said that there is no one
with whom they discuss important issues nearly tripled. In 1985, the modal respon-
dent (the most frequent response) was three; in 2004, the modal respondent had no
confidants. Both kin (family) and nonkin (friendship) confidants were lost (McPher-
son, Smith-Lovin, and Brashears, 2006).

The sociological consequences of such increasing isolation are significant. His-
torically, we have seen cities as dangerously large and alienating, where individuals
have to struggle to build networks of support. By contrast, rural life has been seen as
sustaining us in the support networks of kin and friends in small towns. It is there-

fore surprising that in the United States suicide rates
are significantly higher per capita in rural areas than
in urban ones (Butterfield, 2005). Remember that
Durkheim might have predicted this; because cities
have greater •density,Ž they offer more opportuni-
ties for sustaining support and social interaction.

On the other hand, in some ways, young peo-
ple today are far less isolated than their parents
might be. The Internet has provided users with a
dizzying array of possible communities of potential
confidants, friends, and acquaintances. People who
have never met find love, romance, sex, and friend-
ship in cyberspace. Some specific forums have been
created to assist us„from finding potential cyber-
sex partners to marriage-minded others. People
report revealing things about themselves that they
might not even tell their spouse. And some partici-
pants in these forums actually meet in person„and
a few actually marry! Some sites, like Friendster,
simply provide a network of people who know other
people who know other people who . . . know you.
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Organizations
Organizations are large secondary groups designed to accomplish specific tasks in an
efficient manner. They are thus defined by their (a) size„they are larger, more for-
mal secondary groups, (2) purpose„they are purposive, intent to accomplish some-
thing, and (3) efficiency„they determine their strategies by how best to accomplish
their goals. We typically belong to several organizations„corporations, schools and
universities, churches and religious organizations, political parties. Organizations tend
to last over time, and they are independent of the individuals who compose them.
They develop their own formal and informal organizational •cultureŽ„consisting of
norms and values, routines and rituals, symbols and practices. They tend to maintain
their basic structure over a long time to achieve their goals.

Types of Organizations
Sociologists categorize organizations in different ways. One of the most common is
by the nature of membership. Sociologist Amitai Etzioni (1975) identified three types
of organizations: normative, coercive, and utilitarian.

Normative Organizations.People join a normative organization to pursue some
interest or to obtain some form of satisfaction that they consider worthwhile.
Normative organizations are typically voluntary organizations; members receive no
monetary rewards and often have to pay to join. Members therefore serve as unpaid
workers; they participate because they believe in the goals of the organization. They
can be service organizations (like Kiwanis), charitable organizations (like the Red
Cross), or political parties or lobbying groups. Many political organizations, such
as the Sierra Club, AARP, or the National Rifle Association are normative organiza-
tions: They seek to influence policies and people•s lives.
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Facebook
Have you heard of Facebook? Probably. Millions of
high school and college students are using the Face-
book website. If they•re a little younger, they might
try MySpace.com, which accepts middle schoolers. Or
they can use Friendster.com, tribe.net, or ConnectU.
If they want more control over their online relation-

ships, there•s Ning, Vox, eSnips, or Dogster. All of these Inter-
net services allow users to create online social circles by posting
their photographs (and video clips), personal information,
tastes, interests, blogs, and comments on everything from world
events to music. They can search for others with similar tastes
and interests, anywhere in the world, and others can search
for them, adding them to their •Favorites,Ž •List of Friends,Ž
and •Fans.Ž They can join groups of the like minded: Facebook

offers every conceivable group, from •Cracklin• Oat Bran Is
[Good]Ž to •We Need to Have Sex in Widener [Library at Harvard
University] before We Graduate.Ž They can even engage in
online, real-time chatting and arrange to meet each other in
person.

According to a recent study, 87 percent of Americans between
12 and 17 years old are online, and more than half have
uploaded personal information of some sort. Meeting people
through clubs and sports has not gone out of style, but high
schoolers today are just as likely to have friends who live a thou-
sand miles away, whom they have never met in person (and prob-
ably never will). The Internet sites allow for the expression of
unusual interests and opinions and allow for people who would
be ostracized and alone at their high schools in •the middle of
nowhereŽ to find a community.
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Race, ethnicity, gender, and class all play a part in membership in voluntary organ-
izations. In fact, many such organizations come into being to combat some groups•
exclusion from other organizations! For example, the National Women•s Suffrage
Association came into being in 1869 to oppose the exclusion of women from the vot-
ing booth, just as the Congress for Racial Equality (CORE) was formed in 1942 to
press for removal of racial discrimination in voting in the segregated South. Other
organizations, such as the Ku Klux Klan in the late nineteenth century, were founded
for the opposite reason, to keep newly freed Blacks from exercising their right to vote.

Because these organizations make no formal claims on one•s time or energy, peo-
ple tend to remain active members only as long as they feel the organization is serv-
ing their interests. With no formal controls, they may lose members as quickly as they
gain them. Sometimes the groups dissolve when their immediate objectives have been
secured, and individual members drift off to find other groups to join and other causes
to embrace. The National Women•s Suffrage Association had little reason to exist after
women•s suffrage was won in 1920; members became involved in other campaigns
and other organizations.

Coercive Organizations.There are some organizations that you do not volunteer to
join; you are forced to. Coercive organizationsare organizations in which member-
ship is not voluntary. Prisons, reform schools, and mental institutions are examples
of coercive institutions. Coercive organizations tend to have very elaborate formal
rules and severe sanctions for those seeking to exit voluntarily. They also tend to
have elaborate informal cultures, as individuals try to create something that makes
their experience a little bit more palatable.

Coercive institutions are sometimes what sociologist Erving Goffman (1961)
called total institutions. A total institution is one that completely formally circum-
scribes your everyday life. Total institutions cut you off from life before you enter
and seek to regulate every part of your behavior. They use what social theorist Michel
Foucault called a •regime of surveillanceŽ„constant scrutiny of everything you do.

Total institutions are fairly dichotomous: One is either an inmate or a •guard.Ž
Goffman argued that total institutions tend to follow certain methods to incorporate
a new inmate. First, there is a ceremonial stripping of the •old selfŽ to separate you
from your former life: Your head may be shaved, your personal clothes may be
replaced with a uniform, you may be given a number instead of your name. Once the
•oldŽ self is destroyed, the total institution tries to rebuild an identity through con-
formity with the institutional definition of what you should be like.

Goffman suggested, however, that even total institutions are not •total.Ž Indi-
viduals confined to mental hospitals, prisoners, and other inmates often find some

clandestine way to hold onto a small part of their prior
existence, to remind them that they are not only inmates
but also individuals. Small reminders of your former life
enable inmates to retain a sense of individuality and dig-
nity. A tattoo, a cross, a family photo„any of these can
help the individual resist the total institution.

Utilitarian Organizations.Utilitarian organizations are
those to which we belong for a specific, instrumental
purpose, a tangible material reward. To earn a living or to
get an advanced degree, we enter a corporation or
university. We may exercise some choice about which
university or which corporation, but the materials rewards
(a paycheck, a degree) are the primary motivation. A large
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business organization is designed to generate revenues for the companies, profits for
shareholders, and wages and salaries for employees. That•s what they•re there for. We
remain in the organization as long as the material rewards we seek are available.
If, suddenly, businesses ceased requiring college degrees for employment, and the only
reason to stay in school were the sheer joy of learning, would you continue reading
this book?

This typology distinguishes between three different types of organizations. But there
is considerable overlap. For example, some coercive organizations also have elements
of being utilitarian organizations. The recent trend to privatize mental hospitals and
prisons, turning them into for-profit enterprises, has meant that the organizational goals
are changed to earning a profit, and guards• motivations may become more pecuniary.

Also, individual motivations for entering the organizations may vary. For exam-
ple, my stepbrother once joined several charitable organizations that were composed
largely of wealthy supporters of women•s rights. These were clearly normative organ-
izations. When I asked him why he had joined (he wasn•t particularly interested in
women•s rights), he replied that these organizations were known to have really pretty
women members and •they give really good parties.Ž The organization may have been
normative; his motives were altogether utilitarian.

Are We a Nation of Joiners?
In his nineteenth-century study of America, Democracy in America, the French soci-
ologist Alexis de Tocqueville called America •a nation of joiners.Ž It was the breadth
and scale of our organizations„everything from local civic organizations to large for-
mal institutions„that gave American democracy its vitality. A century later, the cel-
ebrated historian Arthur Schlesinger (1944, p. 1) pointed out that it seems paradoxical
•that a country famed for being individualistic should provide the world•s greatest
example of joiners.Ž That is another sociological paradox: How we can be so indi-
vidualistic and so collective minded„at the same time? 

But recently it appears this has been changing. In a best-selling book, Bowling Alone
(2000), political scientist Robert Putnam argued that the organizations that once com-
posed daily life„clubs, churches, fraternal organizations, civic organizations„had been
evaporating in American life. In the 1950s, two-thirds of Americans belonged to some
civic organization, but today that percentage is less than one-third. It is especially among
normative organizations that membership has decreased most dramatically.

For example, if your parents were born and raised in the United States, it is very
likely that their parents (your grandparents) were members of the PTA and regularly
went to functions at your school. It is very likely that your grandparents were mem-
bers of local civic organizations, like Kiwanis, or a fraternal organization (like Elks
or Masons). But it is far less likely that your parents are members. And very unlikely
that you will join them.

Organizations: Race and Gender and Inequality?
We often think that organizations and bureaucracies are formal structures that are
neutral. They have formal criteria for membership, promotion and various rewards,
and to the extent that any member meets these criteria, the rules are followed with-
out prejudice. Everyone, we believe, plays by the same rules.

What that ignores, however, is that the rules themselves may favor some groups
over other groups. They may have been developed by some groups to make sure that
they remain in power. What appear to be neutral criteria is also socially weighted in
favor of some and against others.
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To give one example, membership in a
political party was once restricted to those who
could read and write, who paid a tax, and
whose fathers were members of the party. This
effectively excluded poor people, women, and
Black people in the pre-Civil Rights South.

Sociologists of gender have identified many
of the ways in which organizations reproduce
gender inequality. In her now-classic work, Men
and Women of the Corporation, Rosabeth
Moss Kanter (1975) demonstrated that the dif-
ferences in men•s and women•s behaviors in
organizations had far less to do with their char-
acteristics as individuals than it had to do with
the structure of the organization. Organiza-
tional positions •carry characteristic images of
the kinds of people that should occupy them,Ž

she argued, and those who do occupy them, whether women or men, exhibited those
necessary behaviors. Though the criteria for evaluation of job performance, promo-
tion, and effectiveness seem to be gender neutral, they are, in fact, deeply gendered.
•While organizations were being defined as sex-neutral machines,Ž she writes, •mas-
culine principles were dominating their authority structures.Ž The •genderŽ of the
organization turns out to be male.

Here•s an example. Many doctors complete college by age 21 or 22 and medical
school by age 25 to 27 and then face three more years of internship and residency,
during which time they are occasionally on call for long stretches of time, sometimes
even two or three days straight. They thus complete their residencies by their late 20s
or early 30s. Such a program is designed not for a doctor, but for a male doctor„
one who is not pressured by the ticking of a biological clock, for whom the birth of
children will not disrupt these time demands, and who may even have someone at
home taking care of the children while he sleeps at the hospital. No wonder women
in medical school„who number nearly one-half of all medical students today„often
complain that they were not able to balance pregnancy and motherhood with their
medical training.

Bureaucracy: Organization and Power
When we hear the word bureaucracy,we often think it means •red tapeŽ„a series
of increasingly complex hoops through which you have to jump to realize your goals.
In our encounters with bureaucracies, we often experience them as either tedious or
formidable obstacles that impede the purpose of the organization.

In a sense we•re right. When we encounter a bureaucracy as an applicant, as one
who seeks to do something, it can feel like the bureaucracy exists only the thwart our
objectives. But if you were at the top of the bureaucracy, you might experience it as
a smoothly functioning machine in which every part fits effortlessly and fluidly into
every other part, a complex machine of rules and roles.

The sociologist is interested in both aspects of bureaucracies. A bureaucracyis a
formal organization, characterized by a division of labor, a hierarchy of authority,
formal rules governing behavior, a logic of rationality, and an impersonality of crite-
ria. It is also a form of domination, by which those at the top stay at the top and
those at the bottom believe in the legitimacy of the hierarchy. Part of the reason
those at the bottom accept the legitimacy of the power of those at the top is that
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bureaucracy appears to be simply a form of organization. But, as the great sociolo-
gist Max Weber understood, it is by embedding power in formal rules and procedures
that it is most efficiently exercised. Bureaucracies are thus the most efficient organi-
zations in getting things done and for maintaining the power of those at the top.

Characteristics of Bureaucracies.Max Weber is credited with first describing the
essential characteristics of bureaucracies (Weber 1978 edition). While these charac-
teristics are not necessarily found in every single bureaucratic
organization, they represent the ideal type of bureaucracy, an abstract
mental concept of what a pure version of the phenomenon (in this case
a bureaucracy) would look like:

1. Division of labor . Each person in a bureaucratic organization has a
specific role to play, a specific task to perform. People often become
specialists, able to perform a few functions exceptionally well, but
they might be unable to do what their colleagues or co-workers do.

2. Hierarchy of authority . Positions in a bureaucracy are arranged ver-
tically, with a clear reporting structure, so that each person is under
the supervision of another person. Those at the top have power over
those below them, all along what is often called the •chain of com-
mand.Ž The chain of command is impersonal; the slots held by indi-
viduals are independent of the individual occupying the position. If your
supervisor leaves a position to move to another part of the company, you no
longer report to that person. You report to the new holder of the position of super-
visor. The hierarchy of a bureaucratic organization often resembles a pyramid
(Figure 3.3).

3. Rules and regulations. Those in the hierarchy do not exert power on a whim:
They follow clearly defined rules and regulations that govern the conduct of each
specific position in the organization and define the appropriate procedures for
the function of each unit and the organization as a whole. These rules and regu-
lations are formalized, •codifiedŽ (organized into a coherent structure), and writ-
ten down, which further reduces the individual discretion supervisors may have
and increases the formal procedures of the organization.

4. Impersonality. Formal and codified rules and regulations and a hierarchy of posi-
tions (instead of people) lead to a very impersonal system. Members of bureaucratic
organizations are detached and impersonal, and interactions are to be
guided by instrumental criteria„what is the right and appropriate deci-
sion for the organization, according to its rules, not how a particular
decision might make you feel. There is a strict separation of personal
and official business and income.

5. Career ladders. Bureaucratic organizations have clearly marked
paths for advancement, so that members who occupy lower positions
on the hierarchy are aware of the formal requirements to advance.
They thus are more likely to see their participation as •careersŽ rather
than as •jobsŽ and further commit themselves to the smooth function-
ing of the organization. Formal criteria govern promotion and hiring;
incumbents cannot leave their positions to their offspring.

6. Efficiency. The formality of the rules, the overarching logic of ration-
ality, the clear chain of command, and the impersonal networks enable
bureaucracies to be extremely efficient, coordinating the activities of
a large number of people.

ORGANIZATIONS95

Although the French invented the word
bureaucracy, the Chinese are credited 
with perfecting the practice. During the 
Song dynasty (AD420…479), the emperor
developed a centralized bureaucracy, staffed
with civilian scholar-officials. This led to a
much greater concentration of power than 
had ever been achieved before.
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FIGURE 3.3 Hierarchy of
Authority



Why do our experiences with bureaucracies often feel so unsatisfying? Why do
we commonly criticize bureaucracies as too large, too unwieldy, and too impenetra-
ble to be efficient forms of organization?

Problems with Bureaucracy
Bureaucracies exhibit many of the other problems of groups„groupthink, stereotypes,
and pressure to conform. But as much as they make life more predictable and effi-
cient, bureaucracies also exaggerate certain problems of all groups:

1. Overspecialization. Individuals may become so specialized in their tasks that they
lose sight of the larger picture and the broader consequences of their actions.

2. Rigidity and inertia . Rigid adherence to rules makes the organization cumber-
some and resistant to change and leads to a sense of alienation of personnel. This
can make bureaucracies inefficient.

3. Ritualism. Formality, impersonality, and alienation can lead individuals to sim-
ply •go through the motionsŽ instead of maintaining their commitment to the
organization and its goals.

4. Suppression of dissent. With clear and formal rules and regulations, there is lit-
tle room for individual initiative, alternate strategies, and even disagreement.
Often bureaucracies are characterized by a hierarchy of •yes-menŽ; each incum-
bent simply says •yesŽ to his or her supervisor.

5. The bureaucratic •Catch-22.Ž This phenomenon, named after a famous novel
by Joseph Heller, refers to a process by which the bureaucracy creates more and
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Does the
informal culture
of bureaucracy

enhance or detract from worker
productivity? In a classic study of a
Western Electric factory in Hawthorne,
Illinois, in the 1930s, Elton Mayo and
W. Lloyd Warner found that the informal
worker culture ran parallel to the official
factory norms. In the experiment, a
group of 14 men who put together
telephone-switching equipment were
paid according to individual productivity.
But their productivity did not increase
because the men feared that the

company would simply raise the
expectations for everyone (Mayo, 1933;
Roethlisgerberger & Dickson, 1939).

In another classic study, though,
Peter Blau (1964) found informal culture
increased both productivity and effec-
tiveness. Blau studied a government
office charged with investigating pos-
sible tax violations. When agents had
questions about how to handle a parti-
cular case, the formal rules stated
they should consult their supervisors.
However, the agents feared this would
make them look incompetent in the eyes
of higher-ups. So, they asked their 

Do Formal or Informal Procedures
Result in Greater Productivity?

How do we know 
what we know

co-workers, violating the official rules.
The result? Not only did they get
concrete advice about ways to solve the
problem, but the group then began to
evolve a range of informal procedures
that permitted more initiative and
responsibility than the formal rules did,
probably enhancing the quantity and
quality of work the agents produced.

Formal procedures, according to
Meyer and Rowan (1977), are often quite
distant from the actual ways people
work in bureaucratic organizations.
People will often make a show of
conforming to them and then proceed
with their work using more informal
methods. They may use •the rulesŽ to
justify the ways a task was carried out,
then depart considerably from how
things are supposed to be done in
actually performing the tasks at hand.



more rules and regulations, which result in greater complexity and
overspecialization, which actually reduces coordination, which results
in the creation of contradictory rules.

As a result of these problems, individual members of the bureaucratic
organization may feel alienated and confused. Sociologist Robert 
Merton (1968) identified a specific personality type that he called the
bureaucratic personalityto describe those people who become more com-
mitted to following the correct procedures than they are in getting the job
done. At times, these problems may drag the bureaucracy toward the very
dynamics that the organization was supposed to combat. Instead of a
smoothly functioning, formal, and efficient organizational machine, the
bureaucracy can become large, chaotic, inefficient, and homogeneous.

Bureaucracy and Accountability.The mechanisms that enable bureaucracies
to be efficient and formal enterprises also have the effect of reducing an
individual•s sense of accountability. In a chilling example, psychiatrist
Robert Jay Lifton (1986) studied doctors who worked at the Nazi death
camps. His work shows how bureaucratic organizations can create a sense
of alienation that shields people from the consequences of their own
actions. In the massive bureaucratic death camps, where processing
inmates for extermination was the •businessŽ of the organization, doctors
focused on (1) the internal formal administrative tasks that were germane only to their
position in the hierarchy (making sure everything went smoothly), and (2) the informal
culture of personal relationships among staff. Lifton describes how these doctors
would often come home to their families after a •hard day at the officeŽ and complain
only about how a nurse wasn•t feeling well or that another doctor was boasting about
his car. In this way, Lifton says, the bureaucratic organization led the doctors to
experience a form of •psychic numbingŽ„a psychological distancing from the human
consequences of their actions„especially since their •day at the officeŽ consisted of
participation in mass murder.

Recall the last few times you•ve dealt with a bureaucracy. You may have pleaded
your case and had a really, really good reason why you were asking them to bend a
rule a little bit. And remember how frustrated you were when they waved you away,
saying there is •nothing I can do,Ž •my hands are tied,Ž •I•m only following orders.Ž

If you have ever been on the other side of the desk, though, and faced someone who
is trying to plead an excuse, recall how comforting it might have felt that you could refer
to specific rules in turning them down and how it supported you in doing your job. It
may also have absolved you from feeling bad about it: •I would if I could, honest.Ž

Bureaucracy and Democracy.Weber also identified another potential problem with
bureaucracies: a formal structure of accountability that is, ironically, undemocratic.
Elected officials are accountable to the public because they have fixed terms of
office. They must stand for reelection after a specified term. But officeholders in
a bureaucracy tend to stay on for many years, even for their entire careers. (Of
course, you can be fired or dismissed by those above you, but your clients or
subordinates have no power to remove you.)

There is another reason that bureaucracies do not tend to be democratic organ-
izations. While the formal rules and regulations govern the conduct of each office-
holder, at every rank, these rules are rarely applied at the top, where more informal
and personal rules might apply. For example, those at the top of a bureaucratic hier-
archy are likely to forgive minor transgressions when they are performed by their
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Sociologists have found that two of our most
•commonsenseŽ adages about bureaucracy
are mostly false: the •Peter Principle,Ž which
holds that •people rise in an organization 
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available for its completion.Ž Each may
contain a grain of truth, but if they were
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with central bureaucracies, so long as they
hired on the basis of merit and offered
workers rewarding work.
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immediate colleagues and friends but are likely to punish underlings
quite severely for the same infractions.

In addition, •old boys• networksŽ can circumvent the formal pro-
cedures of the bureaucracy, making sure that personal connections„
the children of the bosses• friends or those who went to prep school
with them„are favored candidates for jobs, promotions, or plum
assignments. In this way, informal networks and cultures within
bureaucracies, which can sometimes work to humanize conditions or
enhance productivity, can in other situations perpetuate race, class,
and gender inequalities. When questioned, the personnel department
can point to the formal requirements for the job and declare that the
person who got hired was simply the •best qualifiedŽ for it.

Bureaucracies appear rational and impersonal, and the criteria
they employ are thought to be applied equally and uniformly. But that
turns out to be more true at the bottom than at the top (Weber, 1978).

The •Iron CageŽ of Bureaucracy.As a result of this difference between
appearance and reality, Weber was deeply ambivalent about
bureaucracy. On the one hand, bureaucracies are the most efficient,
predictable organizations, and officials within them all approach their
work rationally and according to formal rules and regulations. But on
the other hand, the very mechanisms that make bureaucracies
predictable, meaningful, efficient, and coherent, and enable those of us
who participate in them to see clearly all the different lines of power and
control, efficiency and accountability often lead those organizations to
become their opposites. The organization becomes unpredictable,

unwieldy, and unequal; officials become alienated, going through the motions with no
personal stake in the outcome. The very things we thought would give meaning to our
lives end up trapping us in what Weber called the •iron cage.Ž The iron cage describes
the increasing rationalization of social life that traps people in the rules, regulations, and
hierarchies that they developed to make life sensible, predictable, and efficient. Ironically,
mechanisms such as bureaucracies, which promised to illuminate all the elements of an
organization, make life more transparent, and enable us to see with greater clarity could
end up ushering in the •polar night of icy darkness.Ž They could crush imagination and
destroy the human spirit (Weber, 1958, p. 128).

Globalization and Organizations
In large complex societies, bureaucracies are the dominant form of organization. We
deal with bureaucracies every day„when we pay our phone bill, register for classes
on our campus, go to work in an office or factory, see a doctor, or have some interac-
tion with a local, state, or federal government. And when we do, we act as social
actors„we adopt roles, interact in groups, and collectively organize into organizations.

Groups and organizations are increasingly globalized. Global institutions like the
World Bank, or International Monetary Fund, or even private commercial banks like
UBS or Bank of America, are increasingly the institutional form in which people all
over the world do their business. It is likely that if you have a checking account, it is
at a major bank with branches in dozens of countries; 50 years ago, if you had a check-
ing account at all, it would have been at the •Community Savings and Loan,Ž and
your banker would have known you by name. Most of your bank transactions will
be done online, and if you call your bank, you•ll probably be speaking to someone
in another city„probably in another country. Political institutions like the United
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Nations, or regional organizations like the European Union, attempt to bring differ-
ent countries together under one bureaucratic organization and even a single mone-
tary system (the euro).

And, of course, even the reactions againstglobalization use the forms and insti-
tutions of globalization to resist it. Religious fundamentalists or political extremists
who want to return to a more traditional society all use the Internet to recruit mem-
bers. Global media organizations like Al Jazeera (a global Arabic Muslim media source,
with TV and online outlets) spread a specific form of Islam as if it were the only form
of Islam„and Moslems in Indonesia begin to act more like Moslems in Saudi Arabia.
Every antiglobalization political group„from patriot groups on the far right to radi-
cal environmentalists on the far left„uses websites, bloggers, and Internet chat rooms
to recruit and spread its message. Globalization may change some of the dynamics of
groups and organizations„some new ones emerge and others fade„but the impor-
tance of groups and organizations in our daily lives cannot be overstated.

Groups •R• Us: Groups and
Interactions in the 21st Century
Although we belong to fewer groups than our parents might have, these groups may
also be increasingly important in our lives, composing more and more the people with
whom we interact and the issues with which we concern ourselves. We•re lonelier than
ever, and yet we continue to be a nation of joiners, and we locate ourselves still within
the comfortable boundaries of our primary groups.

We live in a society composed of many different groups and many different cul-
tures, subcultures, and countercultures, speaking different languages, with different
kinship networks and different values and norms. It•s noisy, and we rarely agree on
anything. And yet we also live in a society where the overwhelming majority of peo-
ple obey the same laws and are civil to one another and in which we respect the dif-
ferences among those different groups. We live in a society characterized by fixed,
seemingly intransigent hierarchy and a society in which people believe firmly in the
idea of mobility; a society in which your fixed, ascribed characteristics (race, class,
sex) are the single best determinants of where you will end up and a society in which
we also believe anyone can make it if they work hard enough.

It is a noisy and seemingly chaotic world and also one that is predictable and rel-
atively calm. The terms we have introduced in these two chapters„culture, society,
roles, status, groups, interaction, and organizations„are the conceptual tools that
sociologists use to make sense of this teeming tumult of disparate parts and this orderly
coherence of interlocking pieces.
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Chapter
Review

1. What do sociologists think about society? Sociologists
try to see the social context of individual lives. They look
at how society influences people and how people con-
struct society, as well as the interactions among indivi-
duals and the institutions in which these take place.
These institutions, along with social interactions, form a

social structure that organizes and provides context for
social life.

2. What is the social construction of reality? Sociologists
believe that there is no such thing as an objective 
reality. Instead, according to Berger and Luckman, we
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construct reality through interaction. Cooley called the
process by which our identity develops the looking-glass
self. In his model, we develop our identity based on our
evaluation of others• reactions. Goffman said we pur-
posely try to control others• opinions of us through
impression management. We also construct reality
through communication, both verbal and nonverbal.

3. What are the elements of social structure?Social life is
composed of statuses and roles. A status is a position in
a group, and a role is the expectations for behavior that
go along with a status. We have no choice over some
statuses. These ascribed statuses include one•s race and
gender and are often used to justify inequality. Other sta-
tuses are achieved; that is, we attain them ourselves,
although they are often dependent on ascribed statuses.

4. What are groups? A group is any assortment of people
who share norms, values, and expectations. They can be
large or small, formal or informal. Our group member-
ships are among the defining features of our lives, both
for our definitions of self and others• ideas of who we
are. Groups are primary, coming together for expressive
reasons, or secondary, coming together for instrumental

reasons. We also see groups in terms of in-groups, to
which we belong, and out-groups, to which we do not
belong. In-group…out-group rivalry can lead to dire con-
sequences.

5. How do groups function? Groups often function based
on their size, composition, and purpose. Groups have a
powerful influence over their members, and a certain
degree of conformity is required to be part of a group.
Sometimes group membership leads to phenomena such
as groupthink, diffusion of responsibility, and stereotyp-
ing, all of which can have negative consequences.

6. What are organizations? Organizations are large second-
ary groups that work efficiently toward a specific goal.
If one joins because of interest, it is a normative organi-
zation, and participation is voluntary. However, some
organizations are coercive, and they are often total insti-
tutions with formal rules. Organizations we belong to to
attain a specific goal are called utilitarian organizations.
Bureaucracies are a specific type of formal organization,
with a division of labor, a hierarchy, formal rules, imper-
sonality, and rationality. Bureaucracies have problems
such as overspecialization, rigidity, and ritualism.

3.1 Marital Status
These are actual survey data from the General Social Survey, 2004.

Are you currently„married, widowed, divorced, separated, or have you never
been married?According to the General Social Survey, in 2004 about 60 percent of

What
does

America
think?
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U.S. adults were married. However, this varied dramatically by social class. Those in
the upper class were far more likely to be married (79 percent) than those in the
lower class (36.2 percent) and the results for those who were never married were
inverse, 30.1 percent for lower class and 7.9 percent for upper class. With regard to
race, White respondents were far more likely to be married (63.3 percent) then were
Black respondents (41 percent).

CRITICAL THINKING| DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. Why does marital status vary by social class? What cultural values and experiences might con-
tribute to the differences?

2. Why does marital status vary by race? What cultural values and historical experiences might
contribute to the differences?

3.2 Group Membership
These are actual survey data from the General Social Survey, 2004.

Are there any activities that you do with the same group of people on a regular
basis even if the group doesn•t have a name, such as a bridge group, exercise
group, or a group that meets to discuss individual or community problems?
Almost three-quarters of respondents reported not being part of a regular informal
group. White respondents (29.3 percent) were more likely than Black respondents
(19.1 percent) to be part of such a group. Those who were of another racial classifi-
cation were least likely to report being part of a group (14.1 percent). There was no
difference in group membership by gender.

CRITICAL THINKING| DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. Were you surprised that so few respondents report being members of informal groups? Do you
think these numbers reflect reality? Why do you think so few people belong to groups? Why do
you think Black respondents were less likely to report belonging to an informal group than
were White respondents?

2. What other benefits are there to group membership? Think about what kinds of groups you
belong to and how you benefit from them.

3 Go to this website to look further at the data. You can run your own statistics and crosstabs
here: http://sda.berkeley.edu/cgi-bin/hsda?harcsda+gss04

REFERENCES:Davis, James A., Tom W. Smith, and Peter V. Marsden. General Social Surveys 
1972…2004: [Cumulative file] [Computer file]. 2nd ICPSR version. Chicago, IL: National Opinion Research
Center [producer], 2005; Storrs, CT: Roper Center for Public Opinion Research, University of Connecticut; 
Ann Arbor, MI: Inter-university Consortium for Political and Social Research; Berkeley, CA: Computer-Assisted
Survey Methods Program, University of California [distributors], 2005.
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EVERYBODY KNOWS THAT DIVORCE IS BAD for children. It•s a daily staple on TV talk shows that

children of divorced parents are less emotionally well-adjusted and have lower rates of achieve-

ment in school, poorer grades, lower

self-esteem, and higher rates of depres-

sion than kids from intact families.

What everybody knows is based on

two sorts of studies. First, child psy-

chologists indicate that the majority

of the kids they see are children from

families of divorce. And studies com-

paring the experiences and achieve-

ments of children from divorced

families are compared with children

from intact families. Therefore, we are

constantly advised, parents should stay

together •for the good of the children.Ž

To a sociologist, though, both sources of data are riddled with problems. How does the

population of children in therapy compare with the population of children who are not in

therapy? Could it be that children whose parents are divorcing are sent to therapists by

courts or mediators? Could it be that whatever problems children might have, they are

attributed to the divorce by

well-meaning therapists„even

if the problems have nothing

to do with the divorce?

And comparing children

from families of divorce with

children in intact families

compares two incomparable

groups. After all, divorce is not an alternative to marriage, it•s an alternative to an unhappy

marriage. And if you were to compare children from families of divorce with children from

How Do We
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It turns out that much of what passes for
common sense turns out to be wrong.
Sociology enables us to use scientific
thinking to see the complexity of various
issues.



Why Sociological 
Methods Matter
Sociology is a •social science,Ž a phrase that requires some consideration. As a social
science, sociology, like economics or political science, uses methods derived from the
natural sciences to study social phenomena. Sociologists study group dynamics as an
economist might study price fluctuations: When a new variable is introduced to the
situation, we can measure its direct impact on its surroundings.

But sociology is also a social science, like anthropology or history, attempting to
study human behavior as it is lived by conscious human beings. As a result of that
consciousness, human beings don•t behave in exactly the same ways all the time, the
ways that natural phenomena like gravity, or planetary orbits, might. People possess
subjectivity„a complex of individual perceptions, motivations, ideas, and really messy
things like emotions. •Imagine how hard physics would be if particles could thinkŽ
is how the Nobel Prize…winning physicist Murray Gell-Mann once put it.

Thus, sociology uses a wide variety of methodologies„perhaps a greater variety
than any other academic field. The range of different methods sociologists use extends
from complex statistical models, carefully controlled experiments, and enormous sur-
veys to such methods as the literary analysis of texts, linguistic analysis of conversa-
tions, ethnographic and field research, •participant observation,Ž and historical
research in archives.
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intact families in which there was a lot of conflict between the parents, the children from

divorced families actually are doing better!

It turns out, in a sense, that what •everybody knowsŽ is wrong. Sociologists Paul Amato

and Paul Booth found that children from intact high-conflict families fare worse than chil-

dren in intact, low-conflict families and children from divorced families. And while we would

never prescribe divorce •for the sake of the children,Ž it•s clear that the impact of divorce is

far more complicated, and children far more resilient, than many popular pundits might

imagine (Booth and Amato, 2001; Amato, 2000).

How could these conclusions have been so wrong? It turns out that the populations

they chose for their sample, the way they constructed comparisons, and the manner in

which they analyzed data led the researchers down an errant path. Most researchers are

honest and well-intentioned. But the methods they choose can often lead them astray.

This example shows how false it is to dismiss sociology as simply •making a science out

of common sense.Ž It turns out that much of what passes for common sense turns out to be

wrong. Sociology enables us to use scientific thinking to see the complexity of various issues.



That is because the range of questions that sociologists pose for research is also
enormous. Instead of being forced to choose between qualitative and quantitative
methods, field research or textual analysis, students of sociology should be exposed
to a wide variety of methodologies. The method we use should depend less on some
preexisting prejudice and more on what we want to study.

You might think that the choice of method and the type of data that you use are
of little importance. After all, you might say, if you are trying to find out the truth,
won•t every method basically get you to the same results? In fact, though, the meth-
ods we use and the kinds of questions we ask are often so important that they actu-
ally lead to some answers and away from others. And such answers have enormous
implications for public policy.

Here•s a recent example. For centuries people have argued about •natureŽ ver-
sus •nurture.Ž Which is more important in determining your life course, heredity or
environment? In recent years, the argument has been tilting increasingly toward
nature. These days, •everybody knowsŽ intelligence is largely innate, genetically trans-
mitted. The most famous„or, to schoolchildren, •infamousŽ„test of all is the IQ
test, a test designed to measure your •innateŽ intelligence, or aptitude, the natural,
genetically based ability you have to understand things. Sure, good schools and good
environments can help, but most studies have found that about 75 percent of intelli-
gence is hereditary. Typically, these sorts of studies are used by opponents of affirma-
tive action to argue that no amount of intervention is going to help those at the
bottom„they•re at the bottom for a reason.

It turns out, though, that this •factŽ was the result of the methods being used to
find it out. Most of the data for the genetic basis for intelligence are based on stud-
ies of twins. Identical twins share exactly the same DNA; fraternal twins, or other
siblings, share only half. Researchers have thus taken the finding that the IQs of iden-
tical twins were more similar than for nonidentical twins and other siblings as a
demonstration that heredity determines intelligence.

But recently, Eric Turkheimer (Turkheimer et al., 2003, 2005) and his colleagues
reexamined those studies and found a curious thing. Almost all the studies of twins
were of middle-classtwins (poor people tend not to volunteer for research studies).
When he examined the results from a massive study of more than 50,000 children
and factored in the class background of the families, a startling picture emerged. For
the children from wealthy families, virtually all the differences in IQ could be attrib-
uted to heredity. But among poor children, the IQs of identical twins varied a lot„
as much as the IQs of fraternal twins.

The impact of growing up in poverty (an environmental effect) completely off-
set the effects of heredity. For the poor, home life and environment are absolutely crit-
ical. •If you have a chaotic environment, kids• genetic potential doesn•t have a chance
to be expressed,Ž Turkheimer told a journalist. •Well-off families can provide the
mental stimulation needed for genes to build the brain circuitry for intelligenceŽ
(Turkheimer, cited in Kirp, 2006).

The other great set of experiments that proved that hered-
ity trumped environment was studies of biological offspring ver-
sus adoptive children in the same family. By comparing them,
assuming that the environment was constant for both, differ-
ences between the children could be attributable to heredity.
Which is true„but, again, only for wealthier families. French
researchers found some cases of children from middle-class
homes who were adopted by poorer ones and found that regard-
less of their birth, children who grew up in wealthier families„
who were raised in a •richerŽ intellectual environment„had
significantly higher IQ scores (Capron and Duyme, 1989).
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Is intelligence the result of
nature or nurture? Both. Class
matters also. Poor twins show
greater differences in IQ than
do middle class twins, whose
IQs are very similar. n



What•s more, children who were adopted from crisis circumstances„abused or
neglected„did better after adoption. This disproves the notion that IQ is stable
throughout your life. But what was really interesting is that the IQs of those who went
to wealthier homes went up significantly more than those who went to more modest
families (see Kirp, 2006).

It turns out that the relationship between heredity and environment, between nature
and nurture, is far more complex than anyone imagined: A certain environmental thresh-
old has to be reached before heredity can kick in and •determineŽ anything. Only under
some environmental conditions can the genetic ability emerge. It is a clear indication
that it•s rarely either/or„either nature or nurture. It•s almost always both. But it took
careful methodologists to see the methodological shortcomings in those previous stud-
ies and help to correct the misunderstanding that resulted. And think, then, of the poten-
tial geniuses whose environments have never enabled their ability to emerge!

Sociology and the Scientific Method
As social scientists, sociologists follow the rules of the scientific method. As in any
argument or debate, science requires the use of evidence, or data, to demonstrate a
position. The word data refers to formal and systematic information, organized
and coherent. (The word data is the plural of datum.) Although the 1991 Nobel Prize
winner in economics, Ronald Coase, once famously quipped, •the plural of
anecdote is data,Ž data are more than a collection of impressions, assumptions,
commonsense knowledge. Data are not simply a collection of anecdotes; they are
systematically collected and systematically organized.

To gather data, sociologists use a variety of methods. Many of these methods soci-
ologists share with other social scientists, such as anthropologists, psychologists, or
historians. To the sociologist, the choice of method is often determined by the sorts
of questions you want to answer. Some sociologists perform experiments just as nat-
ural scientists do. Other times they rely on large-scale surveys to provide a general
pattern of behaviors or attitudes. They may use historical materials found in archives

or other historical sources, much as any historian
would. Sociologists will reexamine data from
other sources. They might analyze systematically
the content of a cultural product, such as a novel,
a magazine, a film, or a conversation. Some soci-
ologists rely on interviews or focus groups with
particular kinds of people to understand how
they see things. Another sociologist might go into
the field and live in another culture, participat-
ing in its customs and rituals much as an anthro-
pologist might do.

Some of these research methods use deductive
reasoningin that they logically proceed from one
demonstrable fact to the next and deduce their
results. These are more like the methods of the nat-
ural sciences, and the results we obtain are inde-
pendent of any feelings that we or our research
subjects may have. It•s often impossible to then rea-
son from the general to the specific: If you were to
find out that a majority of American teachers sup-
ported the use of corporal punishment in the
schools, you wouldn•t be able to predict what your
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own teacher will do if you misbehave. (Don•t worry, it•s not
true: Most teachers oppose it.)

In other situations, the feelings of our research subjects
are exactly what we are trying to study, and we will need to
rely on inductive reasoning,which will help us to understand
a problem using our own human capacity to put ourselves in
the other person•s position. In this case, the research leads the
researcher to a conclusion about all or many members of a
class based on examination of only a few members of that
class. For example, if you want to understand why teachers
support corporal punishment, you might interview a few of
them in depth, go observe their classrooms for a period of
time, or analyze a set of texts that attempt to explain it from
the inside (Figure 4.1).

Loosely, inductive reasoning is reasoning from the specific to the general. This is what
Max Weber called verstehen, a method that uses •intersubjective understanding.Ž By
this he meant that you use your own abilities to see the world from others• point of view.
Sometimes sociologists want to check all emotions at the door of their research lab, lest
they contaminate their findings with human error. At other times, it is our uniquely
human capacity for empathic connection that is the source of our understanding.

Sociologists study an enormous range of issues. Virtually every area of human
behavior is studied, from the large-scale activities of governments, corporations, and
international organizations like the European Union or the United Nations, to the
most minute and intimate decision making about sexual practices or conversations
or self-presentation. As a result, the methods that we use to study sociological prob-
lems depend more on the kind of problem we want to study than whether one method
is better than any other. Each method provides different types of data, and each type
can be enormously useful and illuminate a different part of the problem.

Research methods are like the different ways we use glass to see objects. Some
of us will want a magnifying glass, to bring the object so close that we can see every
single little feature of the particular object. Others will prefer a prism, by which the
object is fragmented into hundreds of tiny parts. A telescope is useful if the object is
really far away but pretty useless if you need to see what•s happening next door. Bifo-
cals are best if you want to view both close and distant objects through the same lens.

Each of these ways of seeing is valuable. A specific method may be inappropriate
to adequately study a specific problem, but no research method should be dismissed
as inadequate or inappropriate in all situations. It depends on what you want to know.

The Qualitative/Quantitative Divide
Most often we think that the real divide among social science methods is between
quantitative and qualitative methods. Using quantitative methods, one uses power-
ful statistical tools to help understand patterns in which the behaviors, attitudes, or
traits under study can be translated into numerical values. Typically, quantitative
methods rely on deductive reasoning. So, for example, checking a box on a survey
that gives your sex as •maleŽ or •femaleŽ might enable the researcher to examine
the relative percentages of men and women who subscribe to certain ideas, vote a for
a particular political party, or avoid certain behaviors.

Qualitative methods often rely on more inductive and inferential reasoning to
understand the texture of social life, the actual felt experience of social interaction.
Qualitative methods are often derided as less scientific, as quantitative researchers
often assume that their own methods eliminate bias and that therefore only quanti-
tative methods are scientific.
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These are convenient myths, but they are incorrect; they are, themselves, the result
of bias. Both quantitative and qualitative methods are capable of understanding social
reality„although each type of method illuminates a different part of that reality. Both
types of methodology have biases, but qualitative methodologists struggle to make
their biases explicit (and thus better control them), while quantitative researchers,
assuming they have no biases, sometimes don•t see them. Personal values always influ-
ence the sorts of questions we ask, the hypotheses we develop and test, and the inter-
pretation of the results.

After all, most great scientific discoveries initially relied on simple and
close observation of some phenomenon„like the apple falling on the head
of Sir Isaac Newton leading to his •discoveryŽ of gravity. Gradually, from
such observations, other scientists are able to expand the reach of explana-
tion to include a wider variety of phenomena, and these are then subject to
more statistical analysis.

Here•s perhaps the classic example. You study a random sample of
glasses with water in them, and you discover that the average level of water
in the glasses is at about 50 percent. Is the glass half full or half empty? Every
single interpretation of data contains such biases.

Try another, less conventional example. Recently, a study found that
nationally, 72 percent of the girls and 65 percent of the boys in the high
school class of 2003 actually earned their diplomas and graduated from high
school (Lewin, 2006). One can interpret this in several different ways: (1)
Things are going well, and the overwhelming majority of boys and girls do
earn their diplomas; (2) things are going terribly for everyone because nearly
one in every three high school students did not earn his or her diploma; (3)
things are going significantly worse for boys than for girls, as there is a sig-
nificant •gender gapŽ in high school graduation. (Each of these interpreta-
tions was made by a different political group.)

CHAPTER 4HOW DO WE KNOW WHAT WE KNOW? THE METHODS OF THE SOCIOLOGIST108

Happiness
Sociological research has many applications. Large-scale, representative surveys can tell us a lot
about our population, about social trends, and about attitudes, behaviors, and beliefs. They also
give us results that we can generalize to the larger population. For example, researchers might
want to know how happy a population is. One way to find that out is to directly ask a represen-
tative sample how happy they feel. Researchers can then generalize their findings to the larger
population. For example, national survey data tell us that, in general, Americans say they are
happy. So where do you fit in that survey?

See the back of the chapter to compare your answers to national survey data.

4.1

What
doyou

think

� Very Happy
� Pretty Happy
� Not Too Happy

Taken all together, how would you say things are these days? Would you say that you are very happy,
pretty happy, or not too happy?

?

Social surveys generate large
bodies of data for quantitative
analysis. n



Debates among sociologists and other social scien-
tists often focus on which method leads to the •truth.Ž
But the correct answer is both methods lead us to the
•truthŽ„that is, each method is adept at revealing a
different part of the entire social experience.

Doing Sociological
Research
The research method you use usually depends on the
question you want to address in your research. Once
you have formulated your research question, you•ll
begin to think about the best method you can use to
generate the sort of information you will need to
address it. And once you•ve chosen the method that would be best to use, you are
ready to undertake the sociological research project. Research in the social sciences
follows eight basic steps (Figure 4.2):

1. Choosing an issue. What sort of issue interests you? What do you want to know
about? Sometimes sociologists follow their curiosity, and sometimes they are
invited to study an issue by an agency that will give them a grant for the research.
Sometimes sociologists select a problem for research in the hopes that better
understanding of the problem can lead to the formulation of policies that can
improve people•s lives.

Let•s take the example that we used at
the beginning of this chapter. Let•s say
you•ve read an article in the newspaper in
which a politician said that we should
make divorce more difficult to obtain
because divorce always harms children.
This is interesting, you might think. What
is the impact of divorce on children?

2. Defining the problem. Once you•ve cho-
sen the issue you want to understand,
you•ll need to refine your questions and
shape them into a manageable research
topic. Here, you•ll have to decide what
sorts of impacts divorce may have on chil-
dren you might want to explore. How do
these children do in school? What is the likelihood that such children would,
themselves, have their marriages end in divorce? How do they adjust to divorce
socially and psychologically?

3. Reviewing the literature. Chances are that other social scientists have already
done research on the issue you•re interested in. You•ll need to critically read and
evaluate the previous research on the problem to help you refine your own think-
ing and to identify gaps in the research. Sometimes a review of the literature will
find that previous research has actually yielded contradictory findings. Perhaps
you can shed a clearer light on the issue. Or perhaps you•ll find the research has

DOING SOCIOLOGICAL RESEARCH109

Choose an issue
and define

the problem

Peer review

Review the 
literature

Develop a
hypothesis

Report your
findings

Collect and
analyze data

Design a
research 
project

J Observational methods
enable qualitative researchers
to explore subtleties of
interaction.

FIGURE 4.2 Research in the Social Sciences



already been done conclusively, in which case you•ll probably want to find another
research question.

4. Developing a hypothesis. Having now reviewed the literature, you can state what
you anticipate will be the result of your research. A hypothesispredicts a rela-
tionship between two variables, independent and dependent. An independent vari-
able is the event or item in your experiment that you will manipulate to see if
that difference has an impact. If it does, it will affect what•s called the dependent
variable. The dependent variablegets its name because it depends on, or is caused
by, the independent variable. The dependent variable is what gets measured in
an experiment; it•s the change to the dependent variable that constitutes your
results.

In our example, you might develop a hypothesis that •children from divorced
families are likely to have more psychological problems and lower school
achievement than children in intact families.Ž In this case, the marital status of
the parents„whether or not they are divorced„is the independent variable.
That•s the aspect you would manipulate to see if it causes change in the depend-
ent variable(s). The psychological and educational consequences are those
dependent variables; changes in those areas are the things you would measure to
get your results.

5. Designing a project. Now that you•ve developed a hypothesis, you are ready to
design a research project to find out the answer. There are numerous different
methods. Choose the one best suited to the question or questions you want to
ask. Would quantitative or qualitative methods be more appropriate to address
this question? What sorts of data might enable you to test your hypotheses?

6. Collecting data. The next step of the research is to collect data that will help you
answer your research question. The types of data that you collect will depend a
lot on the research method you will use. But whatever research method you use,
you must ensure that the data are valid and reliable. Validity means that your
data must actually enable you to measure what you want to measure. And
reliability means that another researcher can use the same data you used and
would find similar results. (We discuss validity and reliability later in this chapter.)

Researching the impact of divorce on children, you might design a survey that
would assess whether divorce has any impact on school achievement or psycho-
logical problems. (You would have to ensure that the participants represent all dif-
ferent groups, so that you don•t inadvertently measure the effect of race or class on
children.) You might choose several different schools (to make sure they were rep-
resentative of the nation as a whole) and would code all the children as to whether
their parents were divorced or not. Then you could see if there were any differ-
ences in their grades or if there were any differences in how often they were reported
to the school principal for disciplinary problems. You might find that there already
was a survey that had questions that could address your research question. Then
you would use the existing data and look for those variables that would describe
the impact of divorce. (This secondary analysis of existing data might sound like
duplication, but it also ensures that the data you use will be valid and reliable.)

You might decide to use more qualitative methods and do in-depth interviews
with children of divorced parents and children from intact couples to see if there
were any differences between them.

7. Analyzing the data. There are several different ways to analyze the data you
have collected, and the technique you choose will depend on the type of method
you have adopted. Large surveys need to be coded and analyzed statistically, to
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discern whether there are relationships among the variables that you predicted
in your hypotheses and, if there are such relationships, how strong they are or
whether they might have been produced by chance. If you•ve used qualitative tech-
niques, interviews would need to be coded for their narrative content, and obser-
vational field notes would need to be organized and systematically examined.
Data analysis is often the most cumbersome and tedious element in the research
process, whether you are •crunching the numbersŽ or transcribing interviews.
Data analysis requires care and precision, as well as patience.

8. Reporting the findings. No research project, no matter how small, is of much
use unless you share it with others. Typically, one seeks to publish the results of
research as an article in a peer-reviewed journal or in an academic book, which
also passes peer review. Peer review is a process by which others in the field are
asked to anonymously evaluate the article or book, to make sure the research
meets the standards of adequate research. Peer review is essential because it
ensures the acceptance of the research by one•s colleagues. More than simple gate-
keeping, peer review provides a valuable service to the author, enabling him or
her to see how others read the work and providing suggestions for revision.

Even a student research project needs to experience peer review (as well as
review by professors). You should plan to distribute your research projects to
other students in the class, to see how they reacted to it and to hear their advice
for revision.

Sociological research is a statement in a conversation between the researcher and
the public. One needs to report one•s findings to a larger community to get their feed-
back as part of a dialogue. Sometimes, that community is your fellow students or other
sociologists. But sometimes, one also shares the findings with the larger public,
because the public at large might be interested in the results. Many sociologists also
make sure to share their findings with the people they studied, because the researcher
might feel that his or her research might actually be useful to the subjects of the study.

Types of Sociological 
Research Methods
Sociologists typically use one of two basic types of research methods. One type of
method relies on observation of behavior, either in a controlled setting, like a lab, or
in its natural setting, where people usually do the behavior you•re studying (what we
call the •fieldŽ). Another type relies on analysis of accumulated data, either from sur-
veys or from data already collected by others. Each of these basic types is composed
of several subtypes.

Students often use the term experiment to refer to any kind of research, but in
fact experiments require a very specific procedure: You have to divide the research
subjects into two or more groups, make sure that they are similar for the purposes
of the experiment, and then change the conditions in some specified way for one group
and see if that results in a change. For instance, does heating coffee cause it to boil?
Get two pots of coffee, put one on the burner and the other in the freezer, and check
it out.

What social scientists call variables help us measure whether, how, and in
what ways, something changes (varies) as a result of the experiment. There are
different kinds of variables. The independent variable is the agent of change, the
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element that you predict is the cause of the change, the ingredient that is added to set
things in motion: the lit stove in the example above. The dependent variable is the
one that changes, the variable whose change •dependsŽ on the introduction of the
independent variable: the coffee in the pot.

These are the key types of variables. But there are others. There are extraneous
variables, which may influence the outcome of an experiment but are not actually of
interest to the researcher. Extraneous variables might include the material the cof-
feepot is made of and whether your stove uses gas or electricity. (These might influ-
ence the speed of the boiling, or how high the temperature is, but they•re not what
you are interested in.) And there are confounding variablesthat may be affecting the
results of the study but for which you haven•t adequately accounted. Again, in the
example above, the intelligence of the researcher to correctly sort the pots might
confound, or complicate, the result.

Sociologists rarely conduct experiments: It•s too hard to change the independent
variable. Say you want to know if children of divorced parents are more likely to
become juvenile delinquents. You can hardly divide children into two groups and force
the parents of the first to divorce and the second to stay together.

Instead of experiments, sociologists are likely to engage in the following types of
research:

� Observation. Observing people in their natural habitat, joining their clubs, going
to their churches, getting jobs in their offices. This is usually called •participant
observation.Ž

� Interviews. Asking a small group of people open-ended questions, such as, •Can
you describe your last road rage experience?Ž

� Surveys. Asking a lot of people closed-ended questions, such as, •How many
times have you got angry in traffic in the last month?Ž

� Content analysis. Analyzing artifacts (books, movies, TV programs, magazine
articles, and so on) instead of people.

What about going to the library and looking things up in books? Isn•t that doing
research? Sociologists would call that an incomplete literature review. A real literature
review needn•t perform any original or new research, but it must carefully examine
all available research already done on a topic or at least a systematic sample of that
research, through a specific critical and theoretical lens.

Let•s look at each of these methods in a bit more detail.

Observational Methods
In all observational studies, we directly observe the behavior we are studying. We can
do this in a laboratory, conducting an experiment, or we can do it in the place where
it more •naturallyŽ occurs. When we observe phenomena, we do more than just
watch„we watch scientifically, testing hypotheses against evidence.

Experiments.An experiment is a controlled form of observation in which one
manipulates independent variables to observe their effects on a dependent variable.
To make an experiment valid, one typically uses two groups of people. One is the
experimental group, and they are the group that will have the change introduced to
see what happens. The other is the control group, and they will not experience the
manipulation of the variable.

A control group enables us to compare the outcomes of the experiment to deter-
mine if the changes in the independent variable had any effects on the dependent vari-
able. It is therefore very important that the experimental group and the control group
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be as similar as possible (by factors such as age, race, reli-
gion, class, gender, and so on) so that we can reduce any
possibility that one of these other factors may have caused
the effects we are examining.

In one of the most famous, or infamous, experiments
in social psychology, Stanley Milgram (1963, 1974)
wanted to test the limits of people•s obedience to author-
ity. During the trials that followed the end of World War
II, many Nazis defended themselves by claiming that they
were •only following orders.Ž Americans were quick to
assume that this blind obedience to some of the most hor-
rifying orders was a character trait of Germans and that
such obedience could never happen in the United States.
Milgram decided to test this assumption.

He designed an experiment in which a subject was
asked to participate in an experiment ostensibly about the
effects of negative reinforcement on learning. The •learnerŽ (a colleague of the exper-
imenter) was seated at a table and hooked up to a machine that would supposedly
administer an electric shock of increasing voltage every time the learner answered the
question wrong. The •teacherŽ (the actual subject of the experiment) sat in another
room, asked the questions to the learner, and had to administer the electric shock when
the learner gave the wrong answer.

The machine that administered the shocks had a dial that ranged from •minorŽ
at one end of the dial to a section marked in red that said •Danger„Severe Shock.Ž
And when the teacher reached that section, the •learnerŽ would scream in apparent
agony. (Remember, no shocks were actually administered; the experiment was done
to see how far the teacher would go simply by being told to do so by the experimenter.
The experimenter would only say, •Please continue,Ž or, •The experiment requires
that you continue.Ž)

What would you have done? What percentage of Americans do you think admin-
istered a shock to another human being simply because a psychologist told them to?
And what percentage would have administered a potentially lethal electric shock?
What would you do if your sociology professor told you to give an electric shock to
the person sitting next to you in class?

The results were startling. Most people, when asked, say they would be very
unlikely to do such a thing. But in the experiment, over two-thirds of the •teachersŽ
administered shocks that would have been lethal to the learners. They simply did what
they were told to do, despite the fact that they could hear the learners screaming in
pain, and the shocks were clearly labeled as potentially fatal. (After the experiment
was over, the teacher and learner met, and the teachers were relieved to realize that
they did not actually kill the learners.) And virtually no one refused to administer any
shocks to another person. From this, Milgram concluded that Nazism was not the
result of a character flaw in Germans but that even Americans, with their celebrated
rebelliousness and distaste for authority, would obey without much protest.

Let•s look at an equally startling but far less controversial experiment. In the late
1960s and early 1970s, sociologists Robert Rosenthal and Lenore Jacobson decided
to test the self-fulfilling prophesy„the idea that you get what you expect or that you
see what you believe (Rosenthal and Jacobson, 1992). They hypothesized that teach-
ers had expectations of student performance and that students performed to those
expectations. That is, the sociologists wanted to test their hypothesis that teachers•
expectations were actually the cause of student performance, not the other way
around. If the teacher thinks a student is smart, the student will do well in the class.
If the teacher expects the student to do poorly, the student will do poorly.
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Rosenthal and Jacobson administered an IQ test to all the children in an elemen-
tary school. Then, without looking at the results, they randomly chose a small group
of students and told their teachers that the students had extremely high IQs. This,
Rosenthal and Jacobson hypothesized, would raise the teachers• expectations for these
randomly chosen students (the experimental group), and these expectations would
be reflected in better performance by these students compared with other students
(the control group).

At the end of the school year, Rosenthal and Jacobson returned to the school
and administered another IQ test to all the students. The •chosen fewŽ performed
better on the test than their classmates, yet the only difference between the two groups
was the teachers• expectations. It turned out that teacher expectations were the inde-
pendent variable, and student performance was the dependent variable„not the
other way around.

(Before you blame your teachers• expectations for your own grades, remember
that professors have been made aware of these potential biases and have, in the past
40 years, developed a series of checks on our expectations. Your grades probably have
at least as much to do with your own effort as they do your professors• expectations!) 

Neither of these experiments could be conducted in this way today because of
changes in the laws surrounding experiments with human subjects. Thus, sociologists
are doing fewer experiments now than they once did.

Field Studies.Many of the issues sociologists are concerned with are not readily
accessible in controlled laboratory experiments. Instead, sociologists go •into the
fieldŽ to conduct research among the people they want to study. (The field is any
site where the interactions or processes you want to study are taking place, such as
an institution like a school or a specific community.) In observational studies, we
rely on ourselves to interpret what is happening, and so we test our sociological
ways of seeing.

Some observational studies require detached observation, a perspective that con-
strains the researcher from becoming in any way involved in the event he or she is
observing. This posture of detachment is less about some notion of objectivity„after
all, we are relying on our subjective abilities as an observer„and more because being
detached and away from the action reduces the amount that our observation will
change the dynamic we•re watching. (Being in the field, even as an observer, can
change the very things we are trying to study.)

For example, let•s say you want to see if there is a gender difference in children•s
play. If you observe boys and girls unobtrusively from behind a one-way mirror or
screen, they•ll play as if no one was watching them. But if they know there are
grownups watching, they might behave differently, and you might not see what you
needed to see. Another way to do this detached and unobtrusive observation is to
blend into the crowd and not call attention to yourself as a researcher. Sociologist
Barrie Thorne (1993) did this for her study of children•s play in several California
schoolyards. She walked around the playground, as did other adults (teachers and
school monitors), and recorded her observations quietly. After a while the children
barely paid any attention to her, and she gained their trust and asked questions.

Detached observation is useful, but it doesn•t enable you as a researcher to get
inside the experience, to really get your hands dirty. For that you•ll have to partici-
pate in the activities of the people you are studying. Participant observation requires
that the researcher do both, participate and observe. Many participant observers con-
ceal their identity to blend in better with the group they•re studying.

Juggling these two activities is often difficult. In one famous case, Leon Festinger
(1957) studied a cult that predicted the end of the world on a certain date. All cult
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members were required to gather at the leader•s house and wait for the end of the
world. Festinger participated in the group•s activities and every hour or so rushed to
the bathroom to record what he was observing. Other cult members assumed he had
some digestive distress!

In another famous study, Laud Humphreys (1970) was interested in the negoti-
ation of anonymous homosexual sex in public restrooms. He volunteered to act as a
lookout for the men who waited at a rest stop along the New Jersey Turnpike,
because it was against the law to have sex in public restrooms. As the lookout, he
was able to observe the men who stopped there to have sex and jotted down their
license plate numbers. Later, he was able to trace the men•s addresses through their
license plate numbers and went to their homes posing as a researcher doing a general
sociological study. (This allowed him to ask many questions about their backgrounds.)
His findings were as astonishing as they were controversial. Most of the men who
stopped at public restrooms to have sex with other men were married and consid-
ered themselves heterosexual. Most were working class and politically conservative
and saw their behavior simply as sexual release, not as an expression of •who they
really were.Ž

Humphreys•s research has been severely criticized because he deceived the men
he was studying, and he disguised his identity. As a result, universities developed insti-
tutional review boards (IRBs) to insure that researchers comply with standards and
ethics in conducting their research. But Humphreys was also able to identify a pop-
ulation of men who had sex with other men who did not identify as gay, and this was
thought to be one of the possible avenues of transmission for HIV from the urban
gay population into heterosexual suburban homes.

Increasingly, field researchers use the ethnographic methods of cultural anthro-
pology to undertake sociological research. Ethnography is a field method used most
often by anthropologists when they study other cultures. While you don•t pretend to
be a participant (and you identify yourself as a researcher), you try to understand the
world from the point of view of the people whose lives you are interested in and
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J Ethnography enables researchers to see people•s worlds up close, in intimate detail,
bringing out both subtle patterns and structural forces that shape social realities. Here
you can see an ethnographer talking with villagers in Bundu Tuhan, Malaysia.



attempt, as much as possible, to put your own values and assumptions about their
activities •on hold.Ž This avoids two extreme outcomes: (1) If you try to forget your
own cultural assumptions and immerse yourself, you risk •going nativeŽ„which
means you uncritically embrace the group•s way of seeing things. (2) If you see the
other group only through the filter of your own values, you impose your way of see-
ing things and can•t really understand how they see the world. At its most extreme,
this is a form of cultural imperialism„imposing your values on others. Ethnographers
attempt to steer a middle path between these extremes.

Ethnographers live and work with the group they•re studying, to try to see the
world from the others• point of view. Two of the most famous of such studies are
William F. Whyte•s Street Corner Society([1943] 1993) and Elliot Liebow•s Tally•s
Corner (1968). Both studies examined the world of working-class and poor men;
Whyte•s subjects were White and Italian in Boston; Liebow•s were Black men in Wash-
ington, D.C. In both cases, readers learned more about the complexity in these men•s
lives than anyone had ever imagined.

Recent field work among urban minorities has echoed these themes. Martin
Sanchez Jankowski (1991) lived with Latino gangs in Los Angeles. Contrary to pop-
ular assumptions that might hold that gangs are composed of children from broken
homes, adrift and delinquent because they are psychologically maladjusted, Sanchez
Jankowski found that most came from intact families, were psychologically better
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OBJECTIVE: Investigate how to develop interview
questions and explore how research connects to
sociological content.

STEP 1: Plan
Identify a research question that would require you to
interview college students. There are numerous topics that
would work for this project, but when in doubt be sure to
check with your instructor about your research question.
After you have identified your topic of interest, take a
moment to identify your dependent variable. After you have
identified your dependent variable, think about how you
might measure it and develop six questions that you would
ask in an interview to address your research question. Your
instructor may have an example to help you with this
process. Write out your research question, dependent
variable, and interview questions.

STEP 2: Collect Data
The next step is to find a student in your sociology class to
interview. It is best to partner with another student and to
share interviews. As you are interviewing your partner
student, not only pay attention to the responses but also
think about how well your interview questions allowed you
to really explore your research question. Make notes about
what questions were not understood by your interviewee

or what questions did not really result in the information you
were hoping to gain from the student. After completing the
interview, review your questions and revise them. As you are
revising them, explain briefly why you revised each question.

STEP 3: Write
After completing this activity, you may be asked to submit
a short reflection paper including the following items. First,
explain the research questions you chose for the project
and discuss the dependent variable you were hoping to
measure. Second, include your original list of interview
questions and briefly explain what information you were
hoping to learn in your interview. Third, discuss what
happened in your interview and what you learned from the
experience. Finally, include a list of your revised questions
and provide a detailed explanation of why you revised your
questions. Your instructor will give you further details on
the length of this paper and may include other topics 
in this paper.

STEP 4: Discuss
At some point, your instructor may lead the class in
a discussion of survey research, and you could be asked to
share your experiences with this project. Please note that
there are numerous variations of this activity, and your
instructor may have further directions.

Investigating Interviews and Surveys
Adapted from submission by Meredith Greif,Cleveland State University



adjusted than non…gang members, and saw gang membership as a reasonable eco-
nomic alternative to unemployment and poverty. Gangs provided good steady jobs,
high wages (with high risks), and the rich social relationships that come from
community. Similarly, Elijah Anderson•s research on young black men in the inner
city (1992, 2000) gave a far deeper understanding of the complex of meanings
and motives for behavior that had often been reduced to rather one-dimensional
stereotypes.

Ethnography taxes our powers of observation and stretches our sociological mus-
cles to try to see the world from the point of view of other people. Philippe Bourgois
(2002) lived for three years in New York City•s Spanish Harlem, studying the culture
of crack dealers. Loic Wacquant (2003) trained for over three years right alongside
local boxers in a training gym in Chicago•s South Side. Nancy Sheper-Hughes (1992)
studied the poor in Brazil, revealing the physical and psychological violence that
permeates their everyday lives and structures social interaction. Javier Auyero (2000)
studied clients• own views of the patronage systems that sustain survival in shanty-
towns on the outskirts of Buenos Aires, Argentina. Chen Hsiang-Shul (1992) stud-
ied the transnational worlds of Taiwan immigrants in New York. Ethnographic
methods enable us to see people•s worlds up close, in intimate detail, bringing out
both subtle patterns and structural forces that shape social realities.

Interview Studies.The most typical type of qualitative study uses interviews with a
small sample. These studies use a purposive sample, which means that respondents
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The Likert scale
is the most
widely used

scale in survey research. Developed by
Rensis Likert (1932), it is a technique
that presents a set of statements on a
questionnaire, then asks respondents to
express levels of agreement or disagree-
ment with these statements. Their
responses are given numerical value,
usually along a five-point or a seven-
point scale. By tallying these numeric
values, sociologists can gauge people•s
attitudes.

Likert scales can be used to gauge
many types of attitudes, from agreement
or disagreement to relative importance,
likelihood, quality, or frequency. Some
Likert scales provide a middle value that

is neutral or undecided; others use a
•forced-choiceŽ scale, with no
neutral value, that requires
respondents to decide whether they
lean more toward agreement or
disagreement.

For example, let•s say you are doing a
survey examining employee self-esteem.
You want to gauge levels of self-satisfac-
tion in the workplace. You might present
people with a series of statements such
as, •I feel good about my work in school
on the job,Ž and •I can tell my co-work-
ers respect me,Ž among others. Then you
would ask respondents to record the
extent of their agreement or disagree-
ment with these statements along a Lik-
ert scale. The scale could look something
like this:

Measuring Attitudes with 
a Likert Scale

How do we know 
what we know

Or, they could record their answers
on a •forced-choiceŽ scale that looks
more like this:

disagree
strongly

disagree
somewhat neutral

agree
somewhat

agree
strongly

1 2 3 4 5

disagree
strongly

disagree
somewhat

agree
somewhat

agree
strongly

1 2 3 4

You would take the different scaling
structure into account when analyzing
and reporting your results. But in either
case, the Likert scale would help you to
see the extent or intensity of atti-
tudes„more or less, stronger or weaker,
bigger or smaller„registered by your
survey subjects.



are not selected randomly and not representative of the larger population but
selected purposively„that is, each subject is selected precisely because he or she
possesses certain characteristics that are of interest to the researcher.

One problem with interview studies is not the size of the sample but the fact that
the sample is not a probability sample„that is, it is not a random sample, but rather
the sample is selectively drawn to make sure that specific characteristics are included
or excluded. Purposive samples do not allow sociologists to generalize about their
results as reliably as they can with random samples. However, they do enable
researchers to identify common themes in the data and can sensitize us to trends in
attitudes or behaviors among specifically targeted groups of people.

For example, let•s say you wanted to study feelings of guilt among new mothers,
to see how much these feelings were influenced by television shows and magazine arti-
cles that instruct women on how to be good mothers. It wouldn•t make much sense
to conduct a random sample, because you wouldn•t get enough new mothers in the
sample. You could use a •snowballŽ technique„asking one new mother to refer you
to others. Or you could draw a random sample from a nonrandom population„if,
for example, the manufacturers of baby foods could be persuaded to give you their
mailing lists of new mothers and you selected every hundredth name on the list. (We
discuss sampling further below.)

All the methods above involve actually interacting with real people„either in a
controlled environment or in their natural habitat. These methods give us a kind of
up-close and personal feel to the research, an intimate knowledge with fine nuance
and detail.

You know the old expression of being unable to see the forest for the trees. Field
methods such as ethnographies are often so focused on the minute patterns of leaves
and bark on an individual tree that they lose a sense of the shape and size of the for-
est. Because the researcher wants to understand broad patterns of behaviors and atti-
tudes, sociologists also use more quantitative methods involving our interaction not
with people but with data. Of course, these methods might reveal the larger patterns,
but it•s hard to make out the nuances and subtleties of the individual trees.

Analysis of Quantitative Data
Quantitative data analysis involves the use of surveys and other instruments to under-
stand those larger patterns mentioned previously.

Surveys. Surveys are the most common method that sociologists use to collect
information about attitudes and behaviors. For example, you might be interested in
how religion influences sexual behavior. A survey might be able to tell you whether
one•s religious beliefs influence whether or not an adolescent has had sex (it does),
or if a married person has committed adultery (it doesn•t). Or a survey might
address whether being a registered Republican or Democrat has any relationship to
the types of sports one likes to watch on television (it does).

To construct a survey, we first decide the sorts of questions we want to ask and
how best to ask them. While the simplest question would be a dichotomous question,
in which •yesŽ and •noŽ were the only choices, this form of question can provide
only limited information. For example, if you asked, •Do you believe that sex before
marriage is always wrong?Ž you might find out some distribution of moral beliefs,
but such answers would tell you little about how people use that moral position,
whether they apply it to themselves or to others, and how they might deal with those
who transgress.
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Usually, we ask questions that can be graded on a scale. The most common form
is a Likert scale that arranges possible responses from lowest to highest. Instead of a
simple •yesŽ or •noŽ answer, we are asked to place ourselves on a continuum at one
of five points or one of seven points. When we answer a question on a survey by say-
ing whether we •strongly agree,Ž •agree,Ž •neither agree nor disagree,Ž •disagree,Ž
or •disagree strongly,Ž the researchers are using a Likert scale.

Once we•ve decided what questions to ask, we have to decide to whom to ask
them. But you can•t ask everyone: It would cost too much, take too long, and be
impossible to analyze. Sociologists take a sample(or a subset) of the population they
want to study. (We•ve already discussed the purposive sampling of interview studies.)
This is usually done by telephone or by mail. If you want to know what Americans
think about an issue, you can•t ask all of them. A random sampleasks a number of
people, chosen by an abstract and arbitrary method, like tossing a piece of paper with
each person•s name on it into a hat or selecting every tenth name in a telephone book
or every thousandth name on the voter registration list. In this way, each person has
an equal chance of being selected.

When you take a random sample, you assume that those not in the population
from which you are choosing your sample are themselves random. For example,
choosing from the phone book would exclude those people who don•t have telephones
(who tend to be rural and conservative) as well as those who use only their cell phones
and are not listed (who tend to be urban and liberal). Using voter registration rolls
would exclude those who are not registered, but researchers assume an equal num-
ber of liberals and conservatives are not registered.

Often the differences between different groups of people are what you actually
want to study. In that case, you•d take a stratified sample, in which you divide peo-
ple into different groups before you construct your sample and make sure that you
get an adequate number of members of each of the groups. A stratified sample divides
the sample into proportions equal to the proportions found in the population at large.

Let•s say you wanted to do a study of racial attitudes in Chicago Heights, Illi-
nois. (Chicago Heights is 38 percent African American, 37 percent White, 24 percent
Hispanic, 13.5 percent other, 2.7 percent multiracial, 0.8 percent Native American.)
A random sample might actually give you an inaccurate portrait because you might,
inadvertently, have an unrepresentative sample, with too few or too many of a par-
ticular group. What if your random sample was gathered through voter records, a
common method? You•d lose all those residents who were not registered to vote, who
tend to be concentrated among minorities and the poor, as well as the young (and the
median age in Chicago Heights is 30.6 years old.) What if you called every one-
hundredth number in the phone book„you•d lose all those who were unlisted or who
don•t have landline phones, and overrepresent statistically those who have several
numbers (and would therefore stand a higher chance of being called). So your ran-
dom sample could turn out to be not very representative. A stratified sample would
enable you to match, in the sample, the percentages in the actual population, 
making the data much more reliable.

Another type of sample is a cluster sample. In these, the researcher might choose
a random sample of neighborhoods„say every tenth block in a town„and then sur-
vey every person in that •cluster.Ž This sort of sample often provides a richer •localŽ
feel to a more representative sample.

Surveys are extremely common in the contemporary United States. There are
dozens of organizations devoted to polling Americans on every possible attitude or
behavior on a daily basis. Politicians rely on survey data to tailor their policies and
shape their message. These are often so targeted and biased that they may make the
politicians feel more comfortable, but they may tell us little about what the actual



citizenry thinks about a particular issue. Some surveys are created by websites or pop-
ular magazines, and these sometimes get attention for their results even though most
fail to use valid methods of sampling and questioning. Still, numerous surveys that
we see, hear, or read about are developed and privately administered by bona fide
research organizations like Roper or Gallup; other sound surveys are publicly financed
and available to all researchers, such as the General Social Survey at the National
Opinion Research Center in Chicago.

Survey Questions.Surveys are the mainstay of sociological research, but coming up
with good survey questions is hard. The wording of the question, the possible
answers, even the location of the question in the survey questionnaire can change
the responses.

Take a classic example from 1941 (Rugg, 1941). In a national survey, respon-
dents were asked two slightly different questions about freedom of speech:

� Do you think the United States should forbid public speeches against democracy?
� Do you think the United States should allow public speeches against democracy?

When the results came in, 75 percent of respondents would not allow the
speeches, but only 54 percent would forbid them. Surely forbid and not allow mean
the same thing in practice, but the wording changed the way people thought about
the issue. Psychologists, sociologists, and statisticians are still trying to figure how to
avoid this problem.

Have you ever shoplifted? No? Well, then, have you ever taken an object from a
store without paying for it? Respondents are much more likely to answer •yesŽ to
the second version because it somehow doesn•t seem as bad, even though it•s really
the same thing.

Do you think women should have the right to have an abortion? How about the
right to end their pregnancy? You guessed it„far more respondents favor the right
to end a pregnancy than to have an abortion.
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Calculating the
number of
deaths as a

consequence of war is a gruesome but
difficult task. We might know how many
troops armies have, but what about
civilian casualties? In Iraq, for example,
different sources of data„hospital
records, media reports, police reports, or
mortuary data„all provide conflicting
numbers. (These numbers are low because
many people don•t go to hospitals, are

buried by their families, and are not
reported to the media or police. What•s
more, Iraq has never had a national
census, so random sampling would be
uncertain because the lists of residents
from which such a sample might be
drawn would be incomplete.)

Demographer Gilbert Burnham and
his colleagues at the Johns Hopkins
School of Public Health conducted
cluster samples in which they picked out
neighborhoods at random and surveyed

Finding Hard-to-Get Answers
through Sampling

How do we know 
what we know all the people living in them. They

examined data from 47 neighborhoods,
each of which had about 40 residents
living in it. They asked residents
whether anyone had died since the U.S.
invasion and what the cause of death
was and certified over 90 percent of the
deaths. They compared this to data from
before the invasion, and they calculated
that about 650,000 more people had
died than would have died had the war
never begun, a number significantly
higher than earlier estimates (The
Economist, October 14, 2006, p. 52).

The statistical methods we use often
have significant impact on how we
perceive an event.



The possible answers also affect responses. On June 27, 2006, two different
newspapers reported the results of two different polls about the U.S. occupation
of Iraq:

� USA Today•s headline read: •Most in Poll Want Plan for Pullout from Iraq.Ž
This story reported a USA Today/Gallup poll in which 50 percent of the res-
pondents say they want all U.S. troops home from Iraq within 12 months, and
57 percent say that Congress should pass a resolution outlining plans for a troop
withdrawal (Page, 2006).

� That same day, the Washington Post•s report of their poll (with ABC News) read
•Nation Is Divided on Drawdown of TroopsŽ; in this story, 51 percent of the
respondents say that the Bush administration should not set a deadline for
withdrawing U.S. troops from Iraq (Balz and Morin, 2006).

Why the difference? It could be the way in which the questions were posed. The
USA Today/Gallup pollsters asked respondents to pick a plan for U.S. troops: •With-
draw immediately,Ž •withdraw in 12 months• time,Ž •withdraw, take as many years
as needed,Ž or •send more troops.Ž The Washington Post/ABC pollsters, on the other
hand, asked more open-ended questions: •Some people say the Bush administration
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Z The General Social Survey
has been surveying American
attitudes and behaviors since
1972.

Source:From the homepage of General Social Survey website, www.gss.norc.org <http://www.gss.norc.org>. 
Reprinted by permission of General Social Survey.



should set a deadline for withdrawing U.S. military forces from Iraq in order to avoid
further casualties. Others say knowing when the United States would pull out would
only encourage the anti-government insurgents. Do you yourself think the United
States should or should not set a deadline for withdrawing U.S. forces from Iraq?Ž

In other words, the Post asked, should we get out just to save American
lives, even if that would be a victory for the terrorists? What was surprising is that
47 percent of the respondents still said that some timetable is better than no
timetable.

How about the placement of the question in the survey? Respondents are much
more likely to respond honestly to the shoplifting question if it•s near the end of the
survey. When sensitive or embarrassing questions come early, respondents are put off,
wondering how intimate the questions are going to get. After they get a little prac-
tice by answering questions about their gender, race, age, and occupation, then they
are able to handle the tough questions more readily.

Secondary Analysis of Existing Data.Given the enormous amount of time and
money it takes to conduct a survey from scratch, many sociologists rely on the
survey data previously collected from others. They may perform secondary analysis
of already existing data. Secondary analysis involves reanalyzing data that have
already been collected. Often this new analysis asks different questions of the data
than the original researcher asked.

Others may need to use existing historical data. After all, if you•re interested
in political debates in seventeenth-century France, you can•t very well conduct 
a survey or interview the participants. Still others use content analysis to explore what
people actually mean when they give the sorts of responses they do.
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2000 Presidential Election
Sociological research is often used to gauge the political attitudes and behaviors of groups or of
the general public. You often hear about polls predicting voting behavior, and after elections we
have data about which candidate got how many votes. What we don•t have is the demographic
breakdown of who voted for whom. With a random, representative national survey, we can find
out how voting behavior varies along such lines as gender and race. If you didn•t vote in the
2000 presidential election, consider who you would have voted for. So, what do you think?

See the back of the chapter to compare your answers to national survey data.

4.2

What
doyou

think

� Gore
� Bush
� Nader
� Someone else
� Didn•t vote

If you voted in the 2000 presidential elections, did you vote for Gore, Bush, Nader or someone else?

?



For example, let•s say you were interested in the effect of political persuasions
on moral attitudes and behavior. Perhaps your hypothesis was that the more
conservative one is politically, the more conservative one might be morally. You•ve
operationalized your variables on political persuasion by assuming conservatives are
registered Republican and liberals are registered Democrat and that morally conser-
vative people will disapprove of divorce and be less likely to get a divorce. You decide
to test the hypotheses that because Republicans are less likely to approve of divorce
than Democrats are, then Republicans are less likely to get divorced (attitudes lead
to behavior).

You find that a reputable social scientific researcher had done a survey of a sam-
ple of Americans, but this researcher was interested only in gender and racial dif-
ferences in moral attitudes and behavior. It•s possible that the research contains other
background variables, such as age, political persuasion, educational background,
or occupation. Secondary analysis of the existing data will enable you to answer
your questions. In addition, you might be able to find data on statewide divorce
rates and statewide political attitudes; while these will not answer the question at
the more individual level, they can point to broad patterns about whether conser-
vatives are true to their beliefs and so less likely to divorce. (The answer is appar-
ently no; states that voted Republican in the last two presidential elections have
higher divorce rates than states that voted Democratic, with eleven •red statesŽ
recording higher divorce rates than any •blue stateŽ) (Crary, 1999; Dossier: Red
State Values, 2006).

Also, there may be different forms of data you can use. Sometimes, for example,
researchers will conduct an interview and use only a numeric scale to register
responses. But then certain answers to certain questions might prompt the interviewer
to ask for more information. These responses may be written down as notes or sen-
tences on the initial interview forms. Going back to these forms might require you to
do content analysis of the narrative responses people gave to the questions.

For example, one of my students was perplexed by an apparent discrepancy in
the research on date and acquaintance rape. The National Crime Victimization Study
(NCVS) found that 25 percent of all college-age women had experiences that met the
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How to •ReadŽ a Survey

€ Four out of five doctors recommend Zytrolvan.
€ Forty-three percent of Americans support the pres-

ident•s policy.

We hear statements like these all the time. But what
do they mean?

According to the American Association for Public Opinion
Research, an intelligent analysis of survey results requires that
you know some minimal information:

€ Who sponsored the survey, and who conducted it?
€ What is the population being studied?
€ What is the sample selection procedure?

€ What is the size of the sample, and the completion rates?
€ What is the wording of the questions?
€ What are the method, location, and dates of data collection?
€ How precise are the findings, including weighting or estimat-

ing procedures and sampling error?
€ Are some results based on parts of the sample rather than

the whole sample?

Unfortunately, very few of the survey results you hear about
in the mass media (or, for that matter, in many textbooks)
include all of the necessary information. Therefore you cannot
be sure of their accuracy. If the accuracy of the numbers is
important to you, look up the references. If there are no refer-
ences, start to worry.

Sociologyand ourWorld



legal definition of rape (•being forced to have sex against your willŽ), but only
between 27 and 46.5 percent of those women whose experience did meet this
definition actually defined what happened to them as rape. Is it still rape if you don•t
perceive it as rape? Karen Weiss (2006) decided to look at the original questionnaires
administered in the survey, because when the respondent said that she had had sex
against her will, the interviewer stopped and asked the woman to describe what hap-
pened and wrote it down. By undertaking an analysis of the narratives of these expe-
riences, Weiss was able to understand under which circumstances women are more
likely to see their experiences as qualifying as rape (if they didn•t know the guy before,
or had never dated him, or didn•t really want to date him) and under which circum-
stances they were likely to see the experience as something other than rape.

While field studies do not permit exact replication„the cultural group you study
is indelibly changed by the fact that you have studied it„one can reasonably •repli-
cateŽ (reproduce) a field study by careful research. For example, if you are in the
field, doing an ethnography, and you keep a running record of both your observa-
tions and the research strategies and decisions you made while in the field, other
researchers can follow your decision making and attempt to understand a similar
phenomenon.

Here•s another good example. One of my graduate students had gone to college
at the University of New Mexico. As an undergraduate, one of her professors told
me, she had done a marvelous ethnographic study of local •taggersŽ„kids who
develop elaborate signatures in writing graffiti on walls and public buildings. For sev-
eral months she hung out with these taggers and interviewed many of them. Just after
she wrote her honors thesis, she discovered that someone had just published an ethno-
graphic study of taggers in Denver (Ferrell and Stewart-Huidobro, 1996). She was
heartbroken to discover that their conclusions were similar to her own; as she saw
it, they had •scoopedŽ her, beaten her to the punch. But her professor explained that
actually each researcher had replicated the study of the other researcher, and thus their
conclusions were supported, not weakened. This student•s work had been validated,
not undermined. Although they were not identical, the fact that two teams research-
ing two different examples of a phenomenon in two different cities came to similar
conclusions actually strengthens the generalizability of the findings of each. We can
learn a great deal by such replication because it suggests the extent to which the results
of a study can be generalized to other circumstances.

Content Analysis
Content analysisis usually not a quantitative method but instead involves an inten-
sive reading of certain •textsŽ„perhaps books, or pieces of conversation, or a set of
articles from a newspaper or magazine, or even snippets from television shows. Some
content analysis involves taking a random sample of such pieces of conversation, or
media representations, and then develops intricate coding procedures for analyzing
them. These answers can then be analyzed quantitatively, and one can generate observ-
able variations in the presentations of those texts.

If you want to know if the media images of girls or boys have changed much over
the past ten years, then content analysis might enable you to do this. You might choose
ten magazines, the five most popular among boys and girls of a certain age. Then you
might look at all the issues of those magazines in the month of August of every year
for the past ten years and look at the sections called •Back-to-School Fashions.Ž You
could devise a coding scheme for these fashions, to judge whether they are more or
less gender conforming in terms of style, color, and the like. Then you could see if the
race or class of the models who are wearing those clothes changes.
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J Content analysis of
national magazines can be
used to chart the differences
in gender ideals. Women
today are less likely to be
defined only as mothers, or in
relation to their husbands•
occupations, and more likely
to be seen as independent
and complex individuals.



Making the Right Comparisons
No matter what research method we choose, it is always important to make sure we
are comparing things that are, in fact, comparable (Table 4.1). Otherwise, one risks
making claims that turn out not to be true. For example, as we saw at the beginning
of the chapter, it is often assumed that divorce has negative consequences for chil-
dren, both in terms of their school achievement and in terms of their psychological
health. But such studies were based on comparisons of children from divorced and
married parents and never examined the quality of the marriage. Then, as we saw,
children from intact but unhappy marriages actually do worse (have lower grades and
more psychological problems) than children from divorced families!

Such an example reminds us that researchers in this case needed to distinguish
between two types of married parents, happy and unhappy. Policies derived from the
original study would have disastrous results for the children who lived in families in
which there was a lot of conflict and the parents were really unhappy„even worse
consequences than had the parents divorced (Booth and Amato, 2000).

Take another example of how researchers compared the wrong groups. You•ve
probably heard the idea that homosexuality is often the result of a certain family
dynamic. Specifically, psychiatrists found that the gay men they saw in therapy
often had overdominant mothers and absent fathers (which, the theory goes, caused
their homosexuality by preventing the men from making the healthy gender tran-
sition away from mother and identifying with father [Bieber et al., 1962]). Such a
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Many news
programs brag
that they give

you •balanced reportingŽ and •both
sides of the story,Ž when actually they
are manipulating the statistics.

Say proposition Xis up for voting.
The reporters will interview one person
who approves of it and another who
disapproves, giving viewers the
impression that the population is
divided equally, when actually 90
percent or more of the population may
approve, and fewer than 10 percent
disapprove.

For some •issues,Ž the percentage is
closer to 99.9 percent. Smoking causes
cancer. Saturated fat increases blood

cholesterol. It•s hard to find a physician
who will disagree with these state-
ments, but in the interest of •balanced
reporting,Ž reporters will still scour the
countryside to find one.

The great example is global warming.
Top climate change scientists from
around the world have produced
numerous major reports in the past
decade that assert a remarkably high
level of scientific consensus that (1)
global warming is a serious problem 
with human causes, and (2) it must be
addressed immediately (Adger et al.,
2002). In 1997, the head of the U.S.
National Oceanic and Atmospheric
Administration said •there is a better
scientific consensus on [global warming]

Balanced Reporting and 
the Value of Content Analysis

How do we know 
what we know than on any issue I know„except

maybe Newton•s second law of
dynamicsŽ (Warrick, 1997, A1). Yet
America•s major papers, including the
New York Times, Washington Post, Los
Angeles Times, and Wall Street Journal,
continue to report on the supposed
•uncertaintiesŽ about global warming
among scientists. Content analysis
studies find one reason for inaccuracy is
methodological„the journalistic norm
of •balancedŽ reporting actually creates
this bias in the content presented
(Boykoff and Boykoff, 2004; Stamm,
Clark and Eblacas, 2000; Zehr, 2000).

Oddly enough, many people fall for
this phenomenon, concluding that
the issue in question is subject to
controversy when there really isn•t one,
or that •nobody really knows,Ž when in
fact almost everybody knows. Sometimes
it isn•t enough to see the numbers; 
you have to also understand how
the numbers are used.



dynamic would, the researchers believed, keep them •identifiedŽ with their moth-
ers, and therefore •feminineŽ in their psychological predisposition. For decades,
this family dynamic was the foundation of the psychological treatment of homo-
sexual men. The problem was in the comparative group. The gay men in therapy
were compared with the family arrangements of heterosexual men who were not
in therapy.

It turned out, though, that the gay men who were not in therapy did not have
overdominant mothers and absent fathers. And it also turned out that heterosexual
men in therapy did have overdominant mothers and absent fathers. In other words,
having an overdominant mother and an absent father didn•t seem to be the cause of
homosexuality but was probably a good predictor of whether a man, straight or gay,
decided to go into therapy.
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TABLE 4.1

Research Methods

RESEARCH METHOD KEY POINTS

Experiments Some variables can be tightly controlled and
monitored, but it•s difficult to control the
independent variable.

Replication is easy and convenient.

Ethical considerations prevent many experiments
with human subjects.

Field studies Sociologists can conduct research directly with the
people they want to study.

Researchers can often tease out both subtle
patterns and structural forces that shape social
realities.

Interview studies A carefully selected sample makes it easy to
identify common themes and highlight trends and
behaviors within a very specific group.

Generalizing about results is not reliable because
the sample group is so targeted.

Surveys It is easy and convenient to collect large amounts
of data about equally large numbers of people.

Data may be corrupt due to poor methodology,
including poorly worded questions and question
ordering.

Secondary analysis of existing data It is often easier and cheaper to rely on
information collected by others; sometimes it•s the
only way to •replicateŽ a field study.

You are completely dependent on the original
sources and can•t use common follow-up methods.

Content analysis A researcher can quantitatively analyze an 
existing text and make generalizable observations
based on it.



Social Science and 
the Problem of •TruthŽ
One thing that is certain about social life is that nothing is certain about social life.
Sociology is both a social science, sharing basic strategies and perspectives with the
natural sciences, and a social science, attempting to study living creatures who often
behave unpredictably and irrationally, for complex rational, emotional, or psycho-
logical reasons. Because a single •truthŽ is neither knowable nor even possible, social
scientists approach their research with the humility of the curious, but armed with a
vast array of techniques that can help them approach •truths.Ž

Even if truth is impossible, we can approach it. Like all other sciences, we approach
it through addressing two central concerns, predictability and causality. Predictability
refers to the ability to generate testable hypotheses from data and to •predictŽ the out-
comes of some phenomenon or event. Causality refers to the relationship of some vari-
able to the effects it produces. According to scientific requirements, a cause is termed
•necessaryŽ when it always precedes an effect and •sufficientŽ when it initiates or
produces the effect.

Predictability and Probability
Everybody knows, for example, that Titanic (1997), with Leonardo DiCaprio and Kate
Winslet as passengers on the doomed ship, is a •chick flickŽ: Women love it, and men
don•t. But when I invite 300 women to a free screening, something remarkable hap-
pens: Only 80 percent of them love it. What•s wrong with the other 20 percent?

Auguste Comte (1798…1857), often considered the founder of sociology, actu-
ally founded something that he called •social physics.Ž He believed that human soci-
ety follows permanent, unchangeable laws, just as the natural world does. If they
know just two variables, temperature and air pressure, chemists can predict with 100
percent certainty whether a vial of H2O will be solid, liquid, or gas. In the same way,
social physicists would be able to predict with 100 percent certainty the behavior of
any human population at any time. Will the crowd outside the football game get vio-
lent? What political party will win the election? Will women like Titanic? The answer
should be merely a matter of analyzing variables.

For 50 years, sociologists analyzed variables. They made a lot of predictions. Some
were accurate, many not particularly accurate at all. It turns out that human popu-
lations have many more variables than the natural world. Yet predictability is of cen-
tral concern to sociologists because we hope that if we can understand the variations
of enough variables„like race, ethnicity, age, religion, region, and the like„we can
reasonably guess what you would be more likely to do in a particular situation. And
that„being able to use these variables to predict future behavior„is the essence of
predictability.

Why do 20 percent of the women in my study dislike Titanic? Maybe gender is
not the only variable that can be the cause of the desired effect. So I also ask their
age, race, socioeconomic class, and sexual orientation. Of women who are aged 18
to 25, White, middle class, and heterosexual, 95 percent like Titanic . But that still
leaves 5 percent who do not; I still can•t predict whether any particular woman will
like Titanic with 100 percent accuracy.

What other potential variables are there? Who knows? Maybe one woman doesn•t
like Titanic because her uncle drowned, and the movie brings back unhappy memories.
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Another had a boyfriend who looked like Leonardo DiCaprio. Another is a film buff
and prefers the 1953 version starring Barbara Stanwyck.

The number of predictive variables increases dramatically as the group gets big-
ger and the behavior more complex, until the sociologist has no chance of ever find-
ing them all. But even if we could, predicting human behavior would still be inaccurate
because of the observer effect: People know that they are being studied. Maybe some
of the women watching Titanic are aware of its reputation as a •chick flick,Ž and
they don•t want to be stereotyped, so they deliberately look for things not to like.
People change their behavior, and even their beliefs and attitudes, based on the
situation that they are in, so the variables that are predictive today may not be
tomorrow, or even five minutes from now.

So sociologists„and other social scientists„can never hope to attain the 100 per-
cent certainty of the natural sciences. Instead, we use probability. If you are a White,
middle-class, heterosexual woman aged 18 to 25, you will probably like Titanic . But
we can offer no guarantees.

Causality
Students who take a foreign language in high school tend to be less xenophobic (fear-
ful or suspicious of people from foreign countries). Does taking a foreign language

decrease their level of xenophobia, or are xenophobic people less likely
to sign up for foreign language classes?

In 1958, marriage between men and women of different races was
illegal in many states, and, according to the Gallup Poll, 96 percent of
the population disapproved of it. Then the Supreme Court legalized inter-
racial marriage in the Loving v. the Commonwealth of Virginia decision
(1967). In 1978, only 66 percent of the population disapproved. Did
legalization change people•s minds, or did the Supreme Court base its
decision on changing mores of the society?

Causality attempts to answer the question we have asked each other
since primary school: Which came first, the chicken or the egg? Which
•causedŽ which to happen? Which is the independent variable (the cause),
and which is the dependent variable (the effect)?

In quantitative research, variable A is supposed to have a causal
impact on variable B, but it is not always easy to decide which is the cause
and which is the effect. Scientists use a number of clues. Let•s look at
the old saw that watching violence on television and in the movies
(variable A) makes children violent (variable B).

Imagine I place 50 children at random into two groups. One group
of 25 children watches a video about bears learning to share, and the other
watches a video about ninjas chopping each other•s heads off. I then mon-
itor the children at play. Sure enough, most of the children who watched
the sharing video are playing nicely, and the ones who watched the ninjas
are pretending to chop each other•s heads off. Can I establish a causal link?

The answer is a resounding •maybe.Ž There are several other questions that you
have to answer:

1. Does variable B come after variable A in time? Were the children calm and docile
until after they watched the ninja video?

2. Is there a high correlation between variable A and variable B? That is, are all or
almost all of the children who watched the ninja video behaving aggressively and
all those who watched the bear video behaving calmly?
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Actually, scientists have answered the
question of which came first. Because living
things evolve through changes in their
DNA, and because in each animal the DNA
is the same in every single cell (beginning
with the first cell in reproduction, the
zygote), then chickens evolved from
nonchickens through a series of tiny
changes caused by mutations in the male
and female DNA in the process of repro-
duction. Such changes would only have an
effect when a new zygote was created. So,
what happened was that two nonchickens
mated, but the zygote contained the
mutations that produced the first •chicken.Ž
When it broke through its shell„presto, the
first chicken. So the egg came first.

Did you know ?



3. Are there any extraneous variables that might have contaminated the
data? Maybe the sharing bears were so boring that the children who
watched them are falling asleep.

4. Is there an observer effect that might be contaminating the data?
Maybe I•m more likely to classify the behaviors of the ninja video kids
as aggressive.

Any or all of these questions might render your assertion that watch-
ing ninja videos •causesŽ violent behavior unreliable. Sociologists must
constantly be aware of possible traps and biases in their research„even
in a controlled experimental setting like this one.

One must also always be on guard against logical fallacies that can
lead you in the wrong direction. One problem is what is called the •com-
positional fallacyŽ in logic: comparing two groups that are different,
assuming they are the same, and drawing an inference between them. Even
if all members of category A are also members of category B doesn•t nec-
essarily mean that all members of category B are members of category A. In its clas-
sic formulation: Just because all members of the Mafia (A) are Italian (B) doesn•t mean
that all Italians (B) are members of the Mafia (A). Just because virtually all those
arrested for child sexual abuse are heterosexual men doesn•t mean that all heterosex-
ual men are child abusers.

Issues in Conducting Research
No research project involving human beings is
without controversy. Debates have always raged
about the validity of studies, and we often come
to believe that we can explain anything by statis-
tics. That may be true„that you can prove even
the most outrageously false things by the use of
statistical manipulations„but not all •proofsŽ
will be equally valid or hold up in the court of
review by other social scientists. Most sociologi-
cal research is published in academic or scholarly
journals„such as the American Sociological
Review, Social Problems, Social Forces, or the
American Journal of Sociology. The American
Sociological Association sponsors several •flag-
shipŽ journals and controls the selection of edi-
tors to ensure that the entire range of topics and
perspectives is covered. Each subfield of sociology
has its own journals, devoted to those specific
areas of research. In the sociology of gender
alone, for example, there are dozens of journals,
including Gender & Society or Men and Mas-
culinities, a scholarly journal that I edit.

In all such reputable journals, articles are sub-
ject to •peer reviewŽ„that is, each article is eval-
uated by a set of reviewers who are, themselves,
competent researchers in that field. Peer review
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Where there are more storks, there are more
babies. That•s true! The higher the number
of storks in an area, the higher the
birthrate. Could it be that storks actually do
bring babies? Well, no. It turns out that
storks tend to inhabit rural areas, and rural
areas have higher birthrates than urban
areas. That is, an extraneous variable
(urban versus rural) is the variable that
connects those two causally unrelated
variables.

Did you know ?

©The New Yorker Collection, 1977. Joseph Mirachi, from cartoonbank.com. All Rights
Reserved. Reprinted with permission.



accomplishes two tasks: (1) It ensures that the research is evaluated by those who are
competent to evaluate it and assess the adequacy of the research, and (2) it ensures that
the editor•s own particular biases do not prejudice her or him in the decision to accept
or reject the article. Peer review is the standard model for all serious academic and schol-
arly journals.

In completing the research, there are three issues that you always needs to keep
in mind.

Remain Objective and Avoid Bias
You must strive for objectivity, to make sure that your prejudices and assumptions
do not contaminate the results you find. That is not to say that your political persua-
sion or your preconceived assumptions cannot guide your research: They can. Indeed,
they will even if you don•t want them to. You•ll invariably want to do research on
something that interests you, and things usually interest us because we have a per-
sonal stake in understanding or changing them.

Despite these assumptions, though, you must be careful to construct the research
project so that you find out what is really there and not merely develop an elaborate
way to confirm your stereotypes. The research methods you use and the questions you
ask have to allow for the possibility that you•re wrong. And you, as a researcher, have
to be prepared to be surprised, because we often find things we didn•t expect to find.

There are two kinds of bias that we must be aware of:

1. There are your own sets of assumptions and values, your political positions on
specific issues. Everyone has these, as they are based on widely held cultural val-
ues (although, as we saw in the first chapter, they are often contradictory). These
may determine what you might be interested in studying, but this kind of bias
should not make it impossible for the results to surprise you.

2. A second kind of bias is not the values that inform your choice of subject but biases
in the research design itselfthat corrupt your results and make them unreliable
and invalid. One must be sure to be as conscientious as possible in the integrity
of the research design to avoid excluding specific groups from your sample.

For example, if you are vehemently antichoice, you might decide to research the
moral and religious status of women who have abortions. You might hypothesize that
abortion is morally wrong and those women who had an abortion were not informed
by morality or committed to any religion. That research question is informed by your
biases, which is fine. But if you do a survey of women who have had abortions and
find out that about a quarter of them did so even though they claimed that it was
morally wrong or that nearly one-fifth of them were born-again or evangelical Chris-
tians, you are obligated by your commitment to science to report those findings hon-
estly. (Incidentally, that is what you would find were you to study the question [Alan
Guttmacher Institute, 1996; Henshaw and Kost, 1996; Henshaw and Martire, 1982;
Medical World News, 1987].)

If you find that most women don•t regret their decision, and then readminister
the survey this time only to women who identify as evangelicals and exclude any
women who voted Democratic in the last election, you might find the results you were
hoping for. But now your survey would be biased, because you systematically excluded
some particular group, which skews the results.

Objectivity doesn•t mean not having any values; it means being aware of them
so that we are not blinded by them.
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Avoid Overstating Results
Overstating one•s findings is one of the biggest temptations to any sociological
researcher. Findings are often not •newsworthyŽ unless you find something really
significant, and funding sources, such as governmental research institutes and private
foundations, often link continuing funding to such glamorous and newsworthy find-
ings. Even when you do your first research project, you•ll likely be tempted to over-
state your results, if for no other reason than to impress your professor with some
•bigŽ finding and get a better grade.

But there are temptations to overstate within the research methodologies them-
selves. In ethnographic research, for example, one can say a lot about a little„that
is, one•s insights are very deep, but one has only examined a very small phenomenon
or group of people. One cannot pretend that such insights can be generalized to larger
populations without adequate comparisons. In survey research one can say a little
about a whole lot: Through good sampling, one can find out the attitudes or behav-
iors of Americans, but one cannot explain why they hold such beliefs or take such
actions, nor can one explain how they •useŽ their beliefs.

Researchers must be cautious about inferring why something happens from the
fact that it does happen. A correlation, or some relationship between two phenom-
ena, doesn•t necessarily mean that one is the causeof the other. A correlation between
a dependent variable and an independent variable tells you that they are related to
each other, that one varies when the other varies. Finding a relationship between two
variables tells you nothing about the direction of that relationship. And it doesn•t tell
you why they both vary together.

For example, there is a strong correlation between the amount of ice cream sold
in the United States and the number of deaths by drowning. The more ice cream sold,
the higher the number of drowning deaths. Does eating ice cream lead to drowning?

ISSUES IN CONDUCTING RESEARCH131

Major League Baseball
Prevents Divorce?
I recently read in the •relationshipsŽ section of my
Internet server•s webpage that cities with major
league baseball teams have a lower divorce rate than
those that do not. Cities that introduced teams in the
past decade have seen their divorce rates decline up

to 30 percent. This led a University of Denver psychologist to
claim that having a major league baseball team leads to greater
compatibility among couples. •One way to get going is to head
for your nearest ballpark,Ž he said (Snyder, 2006).

A simple correlation between two variables„in this case
rates of divorce and proximity to major league baseball teams„
is often offered as •proofŽ that going to major league baseball
games helps to sustain marriages. (This might prompt some
government agency to give away a lot of tickets to struggling
marriages!) But for what other reasons might there be a corre-
lation between baseball teams and low divorce rates?

Could it be that baseball teams are located in major cities,
which have lower divorce rates than the suburbs or rural areas?
Could those cities also be places where there are a lot of other
things going on (theater, movies, concerts, and the like) that
enrich one•s life? Don•t those cities also have basketball teams
and football teams? Or major symphonies and large libraries?
Could it be that cities with major league teams are also those
with the lowest rates of marriage? Could it be that those cities
that introduced teams in the past decade are those in the Sun
Belt where many retirees live„that is, people who are unlikely
to get divorced?

It•s also true that cities with major league baseball teams
are in the North, where there are far more Catholics and Jews,
who have lower divorce rates than Protestants who are the over-
whelming majority in the South, where there are fewer teams.

And besides, the divorce rate in the United States has been
declining overallsince 1992, so it•s no surprise that those cities
with new teams would also have a decline in the divorce rate.

Sociologyand ourWorld



Of course not. Both ice cream sales and deaths by drowning happen during the sum-
mer, when the temperature gets hot and people eat more ice cream and go swimming
more often. The temperature causes both, and so it appears that there is a relation-
ship between them.

Here•s another example. Reports of domestic violence apparently increase during
the Super Bowl. Does watching the Super Bowl cause violence? Not really. More peo-
ple are home for a longer period of time on a winter weekend„rates of domestic vio-
lence (violence in the home) go up when more people are home. In addition, people drink
a lot more during the Super Bowl than during a typical football game, since the game,
and the pregame and halftime shows, last several hours longer than typical football
Sunday afternoons. It turns out that on any day that a lot of people are home, drinking
a lot, rates of domestic violence go up. They could be watching SpongeBob SquarePants.

Another potential problem is that events in society are not isolated from other
events. To measure the impact of one variable on another might be possible in a social
vacuum, but in real life, there are so many other things that might get in the way of
accurate measurement. Confounding variables need to be assessed in some fashion„
by trying to measure them, by minimizing their impact, or by assuming that they con-
found everything equally and therefore can be safely ignored.

As a result of all these potential problems, researchers must be careful not to over-
state their information and aware of a variety of possible explanations for the results
they find.

Maintain Professional Ethics
The researcher must also be ethical. As scientists, sociologists are constantly confronted
with ethical issues. For example, what if you were interested in studying the social impact
of oil drilling in the Alaska wilderness on indigenous people who live near the oil wells?
And suppose that the research would be funded by a generous grant from the oil com-
panies who would profit significantly if you were to find that the impact would be either
minimal or beneficial. Even if your research were completely free of corporate influ-
ence, people would still be suspicious of your results. Research must be free of influ-
ence by outside agencies, even those that might provide research grants to fund the
research. And it must be free of the perception of outside influence as well, which means

that much research is funded by large founda-
tions or by government agencies.

The most important ethical issue is that your
research should not actually hurt the people you
are researching. A recent scandal among anthro-
pologists concerned a researcher who introduced
guns into a primitive culture and changed the hier-
archy among the men by enabling a less-success-
ful hunter to suddenly become very successful.
Recall the example of psychologist Stanley Mil-
gram•s experiment on obedience to authority in
which one subject administered •shocksŽ to
another.

The psychological consequences of decep-
tive experiments led to significant changes in
research ethics. An act of Congress in 1970
made •informed consentŽ a requirement of
research. Only after all adult subjects of an
experiment (or the parents of minors) are clearly
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One of the most infamous
research studies in U.S.
history was the Tuskegee
experiment, in which nearly
400 African American men
with late-stage syphilis were
deliberately left untreated to
test what the disease would
do to them. n



informed about the object of the experiment and assured of confidentiality can they
consent to the experiment. And only then can the experiment proceed. Today, all major
research universities have a Committee on Research Involving Human Subjects
(CORIHS) or an Institutional Review Board (IRB) that oversees all research under-
taken at the university.

The Institutional Review Board
When people find out that you are a sociologist, they immediately assume that you•re
using them in some crazy research project, and in a few weeks you•ll be on Oprah,
talking about their childhood bed-wetting (with their picture, name, and phone num-
ber prominently displayed). They don•t realize that every research project that goes
through a university must pass the inspection of an institutional review board (IRB),
which has strict guidelines to protect test subjects. The researcher cannot even begin
the data collection unless he or she can guarantee:

� Informed consent. Test subjects must be informed, in advance, of the nature of
the project, what it•s about, what they will have to do in it, and any potential
risks and benefits they will face. It•s possible to waive informed consent, but only
under extreme circumstances; for instance, if you want to study hired killers who
would kill you if they discovered that they were being studied.

� Continuous consent. Test subjects must be informed that they can back out of
the project at any time for any reason, no questions asked.

� Confidentiality . Any information that would allow the subject to be identified
must be stored separately from the other test data, and it must never be published.

� Anonymity . Test subjects must be anonymous. Pseudonyms must be used instead
of real names, and if there is any question, even the respondents• biographical
data must be modified.

� Freedom from deception. Test subjects must not be deceived unless it is absolutely
necessary, the deception is unlikely to cause major psychological trauma, and they
are debriefed immediately afterwards.

� Freedom from harm. Test subjects must not be subjected to any risk of physical
or psychological injury greater than they would experience in real life, unless it is
absolutely necessary„and then they must be warned in advance. •Psychological
injuryŽ extends to embarrassing questions like •Have you ever been pregnant?Ž

� Protected groups. Children and adolescents, college students, prisoners, and other
groups have a protected status, because they cannot really give consent (children are
too young, and college students may believe that they must participate or their grade
will suffer). The IRB requires special procedures for studies involving these groups.

In recent years, IRBs have expanded the scope of their review to include any research
that involves human subjects in any way whatever. Sometimes, this has resulted in over-
sight leading to •overreach.Ž For example, one review board asked a linguist studying
a preliterate culture to •have the subjects read and sign a consent form.Ž Another IRB
forbade a White student studying ethnicity from interviewing African American Ph.D.
students •because it might be traumatic for themŽ (Cohen, 2007, p. 1).

But what if the questions you want to answer are answerable only by deception?
Sociologist Erich Goode undertook several research projects that utilized deceptive
research practices (Goode, 1996a, 1996b, 2002). Refusing to submit his research pro-
posals to his university•s CORIHS guidelines, he took personal ads in a local maga-
zine to see the sorts of responses he would receive. (Though the ads were fictitious,
the people responding to them were real, and honestly thought they were replying to
real ads. They thus revealed personal information about themselves.)
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He took out four ads to determine the relative importance of physical attractive-
ness and financial success in the dating game. One was from a beautiful waitress (high
attractiveness, low financial success); one was from an average-looking female lawyer
(low attractiveness, high success). One was from a handsome male taxicab driver (high
attractiveness, low success), and the final one was from an average-looking male
lawyer (low attractiveness, high success). While about ten times more men than
women replied to the ads at all, the two ads that received the most replies from their
intended audience were for the beautiful waitress and the average-looking male lawyer.
Goode concluded that in the dating marketplace, women and men often rank poten-
tial mates differently, with men seeking beauty and women seeking financial security.

While these were interesting findings, many sociologists question Goode•s research
methods (Saguy, 2002). Goode defended his behavior by saying that the potential
daters didn•t know that they were responding to fake ads, and that therefore, no harm
was done, because people often receive no reply when they respond to ads. But ask
yourself: Did he have to deceive people to find this out? How else might he have
obtained this information? Do you think he crossed a line?

In every research project, you must constantly balance the demands of the research
(and your own curiosity) against the rights of the research subjects. This is a delicate
balance, and different people may draw their lines in different places. But to cause
possible harm to a research subject is not only unethical; it is also illegal.

Social Science Methods in 
the 21st Century: Emergent
Methodologies
New technologies provide opportunities for new research methods. For example, a
new methodology called •field experimentsŽ combines some of the benefits of both
field methods and experimental research. On the one hand, they are experiments,
using matched pairs and random assignment, so that one can infer causality. On the
other hand, they take place •in the field,Ž that is, in real-life situations. You•ve prob-
ably seen field experiments reported on television, because they often reveal hidden
biases in employment, housing markets, or consumer behavior.

Here are some examples of how field methods reveal biases and discrimination
in employment, housing, and consumerism. Matched pairs of prospective •car buy-
ersŽ go to an auto showroom, or prospective •tenantsŽ walk into a real estate office,
or •job seekersŽ answer a •help wantedŽ ad. In each case, the prospects consist of a
White couple and a minority couple, or a man and a woman. They go to the same
showroom, and look at the same cars, and get very different price quotes. Or the White
couple is shown several houses that are listed with the real estate broker, but the Black
couple is told they•ve been rented or sold. And while a male and female applicant
answered the same job ad, the male job applicant is told about a managerial open-
ing and the female applicant is given a typing test. Because the experiment was con-
ducted in real time in real life, the discrimination is readily evident, because the only
variable that was different was race or gender. (When shown on TV, the news reporter
will often go back to the car showroom or real estate office with videotape made by
the participants and confront the dealer or agent with the evidence of their discrim-
ination.) Recently, field experiments have revealed what minorities had long suspected
but could never prove: They are discriminated against by taxi drivers who do not stop
for them (Ayres and Siegelman, 1995; Cross et al., 1990; Yinger, 1995).
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Just as social scientists are finding new methods, they are always trying to refine
older survey techniques to obtain the most accurate data. For example, surveys of sex-
ual behavior always find that people are somewhat self-conscious about revealing their
sexual behaviors to strangers talking to them on the phone„let alone someone sitting
across from them in a face-to-face survey interview. Researchers have developed a new
survey technology„telephone audio computer-assisted self-interviewing„that greatly
reduces the requirement of revealing your sexual behavior to a stranger. And some of
the results indicate that a significantly higher percentage of Americans report same-
sex sexual behavior than previously estimated (Villarroel et al., 2006).

Perhaps the most significant new technology is the proliferation of Internet chat
rooms and listservs that has created virtual online communities of people who are
drawn to particular issues and interests. If you want to study, for example, collectors
of Ming dynasty pottery or buffalo head nickels, you would find several chat groups
of such people online. Imagine how much time and energy you would save trying to
track them down! They•re all in one place, and they all are guaranteed to be exactly
what you are looking for. Or are they?

Here•s a good example. For the past few years, I have been doing research on White
supremacist and Aryan youth in the United States and several European countries. There
are many Internet chat rooms and portals through which one can enter the virtual world
of the extreme right wing. Online, I can enter a place where eight White supremacists,
neo-Nazis, and White power young people are discussing current events. I can listen
in, perhaps even participate and ask them some questions. (Professional ethics require
that whenever you are doing research you must disclose to them that you are doing
research.) I could get some amazing •dataŽ that way. But how can I be sure it•s reliable?

After all, what if several of them aren•t really White supremacists at all, but a
couple of high school kids goofing around, a couple of graduate students in anthro-
pology or sociology doing their •field work,Ž or even a student in an introductory
sociology course doing research for a term paper for my class? Have you ever gone
online and pretended to be someone you weren•t? How many people do you know
who have done that?

Obviously, one cannot rely solely on the information gathered in such chat rooms.
(In my case, I decided I had to interview them in person.) But any new method can
be embraced only with caution and only when accompanied by research using more
traditional methodologies.

In fact, it is often the combination of different methods„secondary analysis of
already existing large-scale survey data coupled with in-depth interviews of a subsam-
ple„that are today providing the most exciting research findings in the social sciences.
You needn•t choose one method over another; all methods allow you to approach social
life in different ways. Combined in creative combinations, research methods can shed
enough light on a topic that many of its characteristics and dynamics can become clear.
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Chapter
Review

1. Why do sociological methods matter? Sociological
methods are the scientific strategies used to collect data
on social happenings. The methodology one chooses has
an effect on the questions one asks and the answers one
gets from research. Sociologists follow the rules of the
scientific method; this means their arguments must be
backed up by data that are systematically collected

and analyzed. Research is also divided between quanti-
tative research, which is statistically based, and qualita-
tive research, which is used to understand the texture of
social life and is text based.

2. How do sociologists do research? Sociological research
follows eight basic steps. First, choose an issue. Then
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define your topic in a meaningful and manageable way.
Next, review the literature to see what has been done on
the subject and what gaps exist in the research, and
if you are engaging in deductive research, develop a
hypothesis. Design your project based on the most suit-
able methodology. Collect data; then analyze the data
using a method appropriate to your data collection strat-
egy. Finally, report your findings.

3. What types of research do sociologists do? Sociologists
use one of two basic types of research methods, one that
involves observation of behavior, and one that involves
analysis of accumulated data. Participant observation
involves observing behavior in real-life situations, where
the researcher relies on himself to interpret what is hap-
pening while trying to see phenomena from the point of
view of those being observed. Sometimes a researcher
will live for a period with the group she is studying; this
is called ethnography. Interviews involve asking a small
group of individuals who are purposively sampled with
open-ended questions. Surveys are characterized by ask-
ing a large number of people closed-ended questions; the
results are used to analyze patterns and to generalize to
the larger population. Content analysis involves looking
at objects such as text, photos, books, and the like.

4. How does social science handle the problem of •truthŽ?
Sociologists try to approach truth by addressing pre-
dictability and causality. Predictability is important to
social scientists because if we can understand how vari-
ables affect behavior, attitudes, and beliefs, then we can
predict how one will act, think, or feel. Predictability is
never completely accurate, so sociologists speak in terms
of probability. Causality refers to one event being the
direct result of another event or variable. In order to
have causality, you must have certain conditions. First,

variable B has to come after variable A in time. Next,
there must be a high correlation between variable A and
variable B. Also, one must account for any possible
extraneous variables that might be having an effect on
variable B. Finally, one must look to see if there is an
observer effect contaminating the data.

5. What are some issues sociologists encounter in conduct-
ing research? If statistical data can be manipulated to
support any point of view, then how do we know what
reports to trust and what not to trust? Sociologists pub-
lish their research results in peer-reviewed journals. In
addition to peer review, sociologists strive to be objec-
tive and to avoid bias. This means making sure your own
prejudices and assumptions do not contaminate your
research. In addition to the possibility of your own bias
contaminating the research, the research design itself
may be biased, which means it may corrupt your results
and make them invalid. To counter this, sociologists
avoid overstating their results, avoid attributing causal-
ity to a correlation, and maintain professional ethics.

6. What methodologies are emerging in sociology? Tech-
nology is constantly advancing, and research methods
keep pace. Telephone sampling has moved from using a
random sampling of names listed in the phone book to
random-digit dialing by computer. Field experiments use
matched pairs and random assignment to infer causal-
ity. This type of study is often used to uncover hidden
biases. In addition to developing new methodologies,
social scientists are using new technology to refine and
improve old methodologies. The Internet probably pro-
vides the best possibilities for new data collection and
research techniques, as it provides unprecedented access
to data and to individuals.
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3 Go to this website to look further at the data. You can run your own statistics and crosstabs
here: http://sda.berkeley.edu/cgi-bin/hsda?harcsda+gss04 

REFERENCES:Davis, James A., Tom W. Smith, and Peter V. Marsden. General Social Surveys 
1972…2004: [Cumulative file] [Computer file]. 2nd ICPSR version. Chicago, IL: National Opinion Research
Center [producer], 2005; Storrs, CT: Roper Center for Public Opinion Research, University of Connecticut; 
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4.1 Happiness
Taken all together, how would you say things are these days? Would you say that
you are very happy, pretty happy, or not too happy?In 1971, 17 percent of respon-
dents said they were not too happy; in 2004 it was much lower at 12 percent. Differ-
ences between Whites and Blacks were significant in 1972, with 32 percent of White
respondents and 19 percent of Black respondents saying they were very happy. Black
respondents were almost twice as likely to say they were not too happy than were
Whites. By 2004, those differences had evened out; 34.8 percent of White respondents
and 34.0 percent of Black respondents said they were very happy. In 2004, 10.5 per-
cent of White respondents and 16.4 percent of Black respondents reported being not
too happy.

CRITICAL THINKING| DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. What do you think the researchers were actually measuring with their survey question? If you were
going to measure happiness in a survey, how would you operationalize the term, •happiness?Ž

2. What social and historical factors contributed to the increase in Black respondents• reported
level of happiness between 1972 and 2004?

4.2 2000 Presidential Election
This is based on actual survey data from the General Social Survey, 2004

If you voted in the 2000 presidential elections, did you vote for Gore, Bush,
Nader, or someone else?While the numbers do not match up exactly with official
vote counts, they are within an appropriate margin of error. The votes were split
nearly half-and-half between Gore and Bush. What is interesting here is the differ-
ences in voting when we look at gender and race. Women were more likely to vote for
Gore, and men were more likely to vote for Bush. The difference was only about 10
percent in each case. Black voters were dramatically more likely to have voted for
Gore than for Bush, and White voters were more likely to have voted for Bush.

CRITICAL THINKING| DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. Why is there such a dramatic difference with regard to race?
2. Do you think if you broke down the results by gender and by race that you would find even

more dramatic differences? What might explain the differences?
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IN MY HIGH SCHOOL YEARBOOK, probably the single most common inscription from friends

and classmates was a variation of, •Stay the same great guy you are now. Don•t ever change.Ž

Yet countless conversations from college on have charted exactly such a trajectory of

change. •Well, when I was younger I felt this way. But nowI see it differently!Ž And how

many relationships pivot on whether or not someone will •changeŽ„either to stop doing

something hurtful or bad or to start doing something better? How many self-help books are

written to help us change? Or maybe the fact that there are so many self-help books to help

us change actually indicates that we really want to change but actually can•t!

On the one hand, we are constantly growing and changing. On the other hand, we

believe we have a core self, something constant and unchanging, a place deep down that is

who we •really are.Ž

Sociologists are interested in •bothŽ of you„the part that feels eternal and

constant and the part that is constantly changing. In fact, sociologists may believe

that you•re not schizophrenic but

that these two parts are actually the

same person.

Most of the time, we think of our •self,Ž our identity, as a thing that we possess, like a

car. I might decide to hide my •true self,Ž •who I really am,Ž in some situations and reveal it

in others. But is there really a single, permanent true self, buried deep inside our minds or

our souls? Is there really a •who I really amŽ?

The sociological perspec-

tive sees identity not as a pos-

session but as a process, not a

thing that you have, but a

collection of ideas, desires,

beliefs, and behaviors that is

constantly changing as we

grow, experience new situa-

tions, and interact with other people. We are different today than we were ten years ago, or

even last month, and we will be different tomorrow. We are different at home and at school,

when talking to our boss and when talking to our grandmother: not just a different front on a

Socialization
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The sociological perspective sees
identity not as a possession but as a
process, not a thing that you have, but a
collection of ideas, desires, beliefs, and
behaviors that is constantly changing



Socialization and Biology
Our identity is based on the interplay of nature and nurture. Nature means our phys-
ical makeup: our anatomy and physiology, our genes and chromosomes. Nurture
means how we grow up: what we learn from our physical environment and our
encounters with other people. Nature and nurture both play a role in who we are,
but scientists and philosophers have debated for centuries over how much each con-
tributes and how they interrelate.

Before the Enlightenment of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, nature was
supreme: Our identity was created by God along with the natural world and could
not be changed by mere circumstances. Nurture played virtually no part at all: As
many fairy tales assure us, a princess raised in poverty was still a princess. Theolo-
gian John Calvin taught that we were predestined to be good or evil, and there was
nothing we could do about it. But in the seventeenth century, British philosophers
like John Locke rejected the idea that nature is solely responsible for our identity, that
biology or God places strict limits on what we can become. They went in the other
direction, arguing that we are born as tabula rasa„blank slates„and our environ-
ment in early childhood determines what we become.

The French philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau proposed a compromise. He argued
that human beings do inherit identities: All children, and adults in their natural state,
are •noble savages,Ž naturally warm, sociable, and peace loving. However, their envi-
ronment can also change them. Cold industrial civilization teaches children to become
competitive, belligerent, and warlike. Thomas Jefferson based his ideas for the Amer-
ican experiment on Locke and Rousseau: •All men are created equal,Ž that is, they
derive some basic qualities from nature. However, some are more civilized than others.

In the nineteenth century, the nature side of the debate got a boost when Charles
Darwin observed that animal species evolve, or change over time. He was not aware
of genetic evolution, so he theorized that they develop new traits to adapt to chang-
ing food supplies, climates, or the presence of predators. Because human beings, too,
are the result of millions of years of adaptation to the physical changes in their world,
identity is a product of biological inheritance, unchangeable (at least during any one
individual•s lifetime).

But growing up in different environments changes our ideas about who we are and
where we belong without having to wait millions of years. For example, a person
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•true self,Ž but a different self, a different person. Our identity is a process, in constant

motion.

The sociological perspective may make us feel more creative because we are constantly

revising our identity to meet new challenges, but it may also make us feel more insecure and

unstable because it argues that there is nothing permanent or inevitable about the self.

Change means creative potential, but it also means instability and the potential for chaos.



who grows up on an Artic tundra, with rough
weather and scarce food, will think and act dif-
ferently from a person who grows up in a trop-
ical paradise, where the weather is mild and
food is abundant. The former might consider
the world harsh, a struggle for survival, and
human nature communal and cooperative. The
latter might think life is easy, and it is human
nature to compete with everyone else to see
who can gather the most coconuts. Or, it could
go the opposite direction: The tundra dweller
might think life is so harsh that you need to
compete with everyone else to even have a
chance at survival, and the tropical paradise
resident might think life is so easy that one can
lie back on a hammock, with a pina colada in
hand, and wait for the coconuts to drop.

The type of environment doesn•t determine what sort of •human natureŽ you
will think you have, but the environment definitely plays a part in calculating it. Even
identical twins, separated at birth and raised in these two different areas, would think
and act differently (Farber, 1982; Loehlin and Nichols, 1976; Wright, 1997).

The choice is not either nature or nurture, but both; our biological inheritance,
physical surroundings, history, civilization, culture, and personal life experiences all
interact to create our identity. Sociologists tend to stress nurture, not because we think
nature unimportant but because the ongoing interaction with people and objects in
the real world throughout our life course has a profound impact on the creation of
individual identity. Biology and the physical world give us the raw materials from
which to create an identity, but it is only through human interactions that identity
coheres and makes sense to us.

Socialization is the process by which we become aware of ourselves as part of a
group, learn how to communicate with others in the group, and learn the behavior
expected of us: spoken and unspoken rules of social interaction, how to think, how
to feel. Socialization imbues us with a set of norms, values, beliefs, desires, interests,
and tastes to be used in specific social situations.

Socialization can take place through formal instruction, but usually we are social-
ized informally by observing other people•s behaviors and reactions. If you are
rewarded for a behavior (or see someone else rewarded for it), you will tend to imi-
tate it. If you are punished for a behavior (or see someone else being punished for it),
you will tend to avoid it.

Socialization is at its busiest during childhood, but it also happens throughout
our lives. Every time we join a new group, make new friends, change residences or
jobs, we are being socialized, learning new expectations of the group and modifying
our behavior, thoughts, and beliefs accordingly. And others are being socialized by
watching us.

Socialization in Action
Most animals are born with all of the information they need to survive already
imprinted in their brains. But some, especially the mammals, are born helpless and
must spend some time •growing up,Ž learning how to find food and shelter, elude
predators, and get along with others. The period of learning and growth usually lasts
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J Socialization varies signifi-
cantly by race, class, or gen-
der. When White middle-class
people see a police officer,
they are likely to feel safer;
when Black people see a
police officer, they often feel
more vulnerable„as these
California high school boys
express (even when con-
fronted by a Hispanic police
officer and a Black probation
officer).



for just a few months, or in the case of the higher primates,
a few years. But human beings need an extraordinary
amount of time, over a third of our lives.

Compare a horse and a human. If you have ever
watched a pony being born, in real life or on film, you will
recall that it will try to stand up on its wobbly legs shortly
after birth. It can walk and run on its own by the next day.
After a few weeks, the pony can forage for its own food
without depending on its mother•s milk. It still has some
growing to do, but it is basically as capable as an adult
horse.

Human babies do not begin to crawl until about eight
months after birth, and they do not take their first hesitant steps for about a year.
They can walk and run on their own by the time they are 2 or 3 years old, but they
are still virtually helpless, dependent on their parents for food, shelter, and protec-
tion from predators (or other dangers) for at least another ten years. If suddenly aban-
doned in a big city without any adult supervision, they would be unable to survive.
Even after puberty, when they have reached physical adulthood, they are often unpre-
pared to buy their own groceries or live by themselves until they have graduated from
high school, college, or even graduate school! By that time, about a quarter of their
life is over.

Why do human beings require so many years of dependency? What are they learn-
ing during all those years? Of course they are developing physically, from childhood
to full-grown adulthood, but they are also learning the skills necessary to survive in
their community. Some of the instruction is formal, but most of it is informal, through
daily interactions with the people and objects around them and learning an ever-
changing array of roles and expectations. Socialization works with the basic founda-
tion of our biology to unleash (or stifle) our individual identity.

Feral Children
In Edgar Rice Burroughs•s novel Tarzan of the Apes (1912), the infant Lord
Greystoke is orphaned on the coast of Africa and raised by apes. A childhood with-
out human contact does not affect him at all; the adult Tarzan is fluent in English,
French, and many African languages and fully comfortable in human society. But
real •feral children,Ž who spend their toddler years in the wilderness, are not so lucky.

Other than Romulus and Remus, who were raised by wolves, accord-
ing to the folktale, and grew up to found the city of Rome, the most
famous feral child was the •Wild Boy of Aveyron,Ž probably 12 years old
when he was discovered in the woods of southern France in 1800. No
one knew where he came from or how long he had been alone. He was
unable to speak or communicate, except by growling like an animal. He
refused to wear clothes. A long, systematic attempt at •civilizingŽ him
was only partially successful. He was toilet trained, and he learned to wear
clothes. He exhibited some reasoning ability. But he was not interested
in ordinary childhood pastimes like toys and games, and he never learned
to speak more than a few words (Lane, 1979; Shattuck, 1980).

Other so-called feral children have been discovered from time to time,
but some scientists dispute their authenticity. Infants and toddlers would
surely die in the wilderness, they argue. Many of the cases misidentified
as feral children were probably children with mental deficiencies aban-
doned much later at the age of 10 or 11 (Newton, 2003).
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In December 1971, kangaroo hunters on the
Nullabor Plain in Australia saw a half-naked
woman living in the wild with kangaroos.
Rupert Murdoch•s newspaper The News
immediately dispatched a photographer, and 
for weeks, virtually every English-language
newspaper in the world ran stories about 
this feral creature. It turned out she was a 
17-year-old model performing in a hoax
thought up by hotel managers to draw 
tourists to the area.

Did you know ?

J Socialization extends long
after early childhood. In college,
students learn group norms and
adopt new identities„in this
case, as Florida Gators. 



Isolated Children
Though feral children may be largely a myth, some children have been isolated from
almost all human contact by abusive caregivers. They can also be studied to deter-
mine the impact of little or no early childhood socialization.

One of the best-documented cases of an isolated child was •Isabelle,Ž who was
born to an unmarried, deaf-mute teenager. The girl•s parents were so afraid of scan-
dal that they kept both mother and daughter locked away in a darkened room, where
they had no contact with the outside world. In 1938, when she was 6 years old,
Isabelle escaped from her confinement. She was unable to speak except to make croak-
ing sounds, she was extremely fearful of strangers, and she reacted to stimuli with
the instinct of a wild animal. Gradually she became used to being around people, but
she expressed no curiosity about them; it was as if she did not see herself as one of
them. But doctors and social scientists began a long period of systematic training.
Within a year she was able to speak in complete sentences, and soon she was able to
attend school with other children. By the age of 14, she was in the sixth grade, happy
and well-adjusted. She managed to overcome her lack of early childhood socializa-
tion, but only through exceptional effort.

Studies of other isolated children reveal that some can recover, with effort and
specialized care, but others suffer permanent damage. It is unclear exactly why, but
no doubt some contributing factors are the duration of the isolation, the child•s age
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When a mother
sees her new-
born baby for
the first time,

we expect her to feel a special bond
of love and devotion: The maternal
•instinctŽ has kicked in. If she had
planned to give the baby up for adop-
tion, she might suddenly change her
mind. Even after the child grows up and
moves away, she may feel a pang when-
ever the child is lonely or upset. Sud-
denly her career, her other relationships,
and her other interests dim into insignif-
icance against a life fully and completely
devoted to caring for the child. The
Romantic poet William Wordsworth said
that •maternal sympathyŽ is a •joyless
tie of naked instinct, wound about the
heart.Ž But how instinctive is it?

In Mother Nature: A History of
Mothers, Infants, and Natural Selection

(1999), Sarah Hrdy points out that little
actual research has been done on moth-
ers and children. Scientists assume that
they have an instinct bond based on
millions of years of evolution and leave
it at that. But even in the animal king-
dom, many mothers neglect or abandon
their offspring. Rhesus monkeys who
have been raised in isolation, without
seeing other monkeys mothering their
offspring, refuse to nurse or interact
with their own. Among humans, women
raised by abusive parents tend to be
abusive to their own children, and
women raised by indifferent parents
tend to be indifferent.

Social expectations also play a role in
how mothers respond to their children.
In some human cultures, mothers are
supposed to be cool and unfriendly to
their children. In others, they are not
supposed to know them at all. Children

Maternal •InstinctŽ

How do we know 
what we know

are raised by uncles and aunts, or by
strangers, and the biological mother
ignores them. In Death Without Weeping:
The Violence of Everyday Life in Brazil
(1992) Nancy Scheper-Hughes examines
a culture of such grinding poverty that
children often die at an early age, and
she wonders why their mothers seem
indifferent. She concludes that maternal
devotion is a luxury that only the afflu-
ent can afford. Every now and then the
newspapers in India report of parents
who deliberately disfigure their children
to make them more hideous looking and
thus more pitifully •attractiveŽ beggars.

Mothers are certainly capable of
profound love and devotion to their chil-
dren, but so are fathers, grandparents,
uncles, aunts, brothers, sisters, and
adults who have no biological connec-
tion at all. And not every mother is
capable of such devotion. Biological
instinct may play a part in the bond
between mother and child, but early
training at home and social expectations
later in life make all the difference.



when the isolation began, the presence of some human contacts (like Isabelle•s
mother), other abuse accompanying the isolation, and the child•s intelligence (Bird-
song, 1999; Candland, 1993; Newton, 2003). But lack of socialization has serious
consequences; it is socialization that makes human beings human.

Primates
Obviously children can•t be deliberately raised in isolation for the sake of scientific
research, but we can study primates, who require the longest period of socializa-
tion other than humans. Psychologists Harry Harlow and Margaret Harlow stud-
ied rhesus monkeys raised apart from others of their species and found severe
physical and emotional problems. The monkeys• growth was stunted, even when
they received adequate nutrition. They were fearful of others in their group and
refused to mate or associate with them socially. Those returned after three months
managed to reintegrate with the group, but after six months the damage was
irreparable. The females who gave birth (through artificial insemination) neglected
their offspring, suggesting that •maternal instinctsŽ must be learned through the
experience of being nurtured as a child. (Harlow, Dodsworth, and Harlow, 1965;
Griffin and Harlow, 1966; Harlow, Harlow, Dodsworth, and Arling, 1966; Harlow
and Suomi, 1971).

Stages in Socialization
Socialization doesn•t happen all at once but proceeds in stages. Similarly, the construc-
tion of our identities also develops through definable stages. Sociologists have iden-
tified these stages of socialization.

Mead and Taking the Role of Others
George Herbert Mead, whose notions of the difference between the •IŽ and the •meŽ
we discussed in Chapter 3, developed a stage theory of socialization, stages through
which children pass as they become better integrated into society. As young children,
we picture ourselves as the focus of everything and are virtually incapable of consid-

ering the perspectives of others. As the self develops, we still have
a tendency to place ourselves at the center of the universe, but
we are increasingly able to understand the reactions of others.

Children develop this ability gradually. Before the age of 8,
they may imitate the behavior of others, playing with toy cars
to pretend they are driving or dolls to pretend that they are car-
ing for babies, but they are not yet able to •take on the role of
the others,Ž to try to understand what it is really like to drive a
car or care for a baby. As their play becomes more complex, they
can take on the roles of significant others, people they know
well, such as parents and siblings. Later, they can •internalizeŽ
the expectations of more and more people, until eventually they
can take on the role of their group as a whole„the generalized
other of their neighborhood, their school, their religion, their
country, or all of humanity.
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Imitation is not only •the
sincerest form of flattery,Ž it
is also a crucial element of
socialization, according to
George Herbert Mead. Children
imitate the behaviors, and
adopt the prejudices, of their
parents. n



Mead argued that there are three stages in the development of the perspective of
the other:

1. Imitation . Children under the age of 3 can imitate others, but they cannot usu-
ally put themselves into the role of others.

2. Play. Children aged 3 to 6 pretend to be specific people or kinds of people that
they think are important (their parents, doctors, firefighters, Batman). They say
and pretend to do things that these people might say and do. But they are learn-
ing more than a repertoire of behaviors. Mead saw children•s play as crucial to
the development of their ability to take the perspective of others. They must antic-
ipate how the people they are pretending to be would think, feel, and behave in
various situations, often playing multiple roles: As •parents,Ž for instance, they
may play at disciplining their •children,Ž first playing a parent who believes that
a misdeed was deliberate, and then a child who insists that it was an accident.

3. Games. In early school years, children learn to play games and team sports. Now
they must interpret and anticipate how other players will act, who will do what
when the ball is hit, kicked, passed, or thrown. Complex games like chess and
checkers require strategy, the ability to anticipate the thoughts of others. And,
perhaps most important, the children are learning to place value on actions, to
locate behavior within a sense of generalized morality (Mead, 1934).

Piaget and the Cognitive Theory of Development
Swiss psychologist Jean Piaget (1896…1980) studied children of different ages to see
how they solve problems, how they make sense of the world. (Piaget, 1928, 1932,
1953, 1955). He argued that their reasoning ability develops in four stages, each build-
ing on the last (Table 5.1).

In the sensorimotor stage(birth to age 2), children experience the world only
through their senses. They do not recognize themselves as beings distinct from their
environment; they will not realize that the hand they see is part of their body. They
are not usually able to draw abstract conclusions from their observations; they are
initially not afraid of heights, for instance, because they do not correlate the objects
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TABLE 5.1

Piaget•s Cognitive Stages of Development

STAGE AGE RANGE CHARACTERISTICS

Sensorimotor stage Birth…2 years Still in the sensory phase; can
understand only what they see, hear,
or touch

Preoperational stage 2…7 years Capable of understanding and
articulating speech and symbols, but
can•t understand common concepts
like weight

Concrete operational stage 7…12 years Causal relationships are understood,
and they understand common
concepts, but they can•t reach
conclusions through general principles

Formal operational stage 12 years and up Capable of abstract thought and
reasoning



they have seen falling with the possibility that they might fall. Eventually they learn
to differentiate people from objects and to classify some as important (perhaps the
faces of their parents) and to minimize or ignore others (the faces of strangers). And
they develop depth perception.

In the preoperational stage(about ages 2 through 7), children can draw a square
to symbolize a house or a stick with a blob at the end to symbolize a tree. Perhaps they
even learn the more complex symbols necessary for reading and writing. But they are
not yet able to understand common concepts like size, speed, or weight. In one of his
most famous experiments, Piaget poured water from a short, fat glass into a tall, skinny
glass. Children at the ages of 5 and 6 were unable to determine that the glasses con-
tained the same amount of water; when they saw higher, they thought •more.Ž In this
stage they are egocentric, seeing the world only from their position in it.

In the concrete operational stage(about ages 7 through 12), children•s reasoning
is more developed; they can understand size, speed, and weight; they can use num-
bers. They can perceive causal connections. But their reasoning is still concrete; they
can tell you if a specific statement is true or false, such as, •This is a picture of a dog,Ž
when it is really a picture of a cat, but they can•t explain why it is true or false. They
can learn specific rules, but they are not able to reach conclusions based on general
principles.

In the formal operational stage (after about age 12), children are capable of
abstract and critical thinking. They can talk about general concepts like •truth.Ž
They can reach conclusions based on general principles, and they can solve abstract
problems.

Piaget believed, along with other social scientists, that social interaction is the
key to cognitive development. Children learn critical and abstract thinking by pay-
ing careful attention to other people behaving in certain ways in specific situations.
Therefore, they need many opportunities to interact with others.

Kohlberg and Moral Development
According to Piaget, morality is an essential part of the development of cognitive rea-
soning. Children under 8 have a black-and-white view of morality: Something is either
good or bad, right or wrong. They can•t see •extenuating circumstances,Ž acts that
could be partially right, partially wrong, or right under some circumstances, wrong
under others. As they mature, they begin to experience moral dilemmas of their own,
and they develop more complex reasoning.

Lawrence Kohlberg built upon the ideas of Piaget to argue that we develop moral
reasoning in three stages:

1. Preconventional (birth to age 9). In this stage, morality
means avoiding punishment and gaining rewards. A child
who gets away with a misdeed will not perceive it as bad„
the wrongness lies in the punishment, not in the deed itself.

2. Conventional (ages 9 to 20). Conventional morality
depends on children or teenagers• ability to move beyond
their immediate desires to a larger social context. They still
want to avoid punishment and gain rewards, but they view
some acts as essentially good or bad. It is their •dutyŽ to per-
form good acts, whether or not there are any immediate
rewards, and when they perform bad acts, they feel
•guilt,Žwhether or not there is any immediate punishment.
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In his studies of the develop-
ment of moral reasoning, psy-
chologist Lawrence Kohlberg
argued that an abstract •ethic
of justice,Ž as in this symbol
of American jurisprudence,
was the highest form of ethi-
cal thought. His student, Carol
Gilligan, disagreed, arguing
that just as important, though
not as recognized, was an
•ethic of care,Ž in which peo-
ple's moral decision making is
based on how it will actually
affect people. n



3. Postconventional (older than 20). In this stage, we are able to see relative moral-
ity, viewing acts as good in some situations but not others, or acts that are not
all good or all bad, but somewhere in between. Kohlberg•s famous test of
postconventional moral reasoning set up this scenario: Your wife is sick, and
you cannot afford the necessary medication. Should you break into the phar-
macy and steal it? Stealing is wrong, but does the situation merit it anyway?
(Kohlberg, 1971).

In her book In a Different Voice (1982), psychologist Carol Gilligan wondered
why women usually scored much lower than men on Kohlberg•s morality scale.
Were they really less moral? As a student of Kohlberg•s, she realized that Kohlberg
assumed a male subject. He interviewed only men, made up a story about a man
breaking into the pharmacy, and assumed that moral reasoning was dictated by
masculine-coded justice, asking •What are the rules?,Ž instead of by feminine-
coded emotion, asking •Who will be hurt?Ž She argued that there is a different
guide to moral reasoning, one more often exhibited by women, called •an ethic of
care,Ž which is based on people sacrificing their own needs and goals for the good
of people around them. While all of us exhibit characteristics of both justice
and care as ethical systems, women tend to gravitate toward care and men toward
ethics. Gilligan•s argument is that by focusing only on justice, we will miss an
equally important ethical system.

Most social scientists do not believe that women and men have completely dif-
ferent forms of moral reasoning. Both women and men develop ethics of care and
ethics of justice. These systems are not gender specific. They are simply different ways
of solving moral dilemmas.

Freud and the Development of Personality
Psychiatrist Sigmund Freud (1856…1939), the founder of psychoanalysis, believed that
the self consisted of three elements. Of course, they are always interrelated:

1. The id. The inborn drive for self-gratification, the id is pure impulse, without
worrying about social rules, consequences, morality, or other people•s reactions;
so if unbridled, it could get you into trouble. If we were pure id, we would go
into a restaurant and grab anything that looks good, even if it was on someone
else•s plate, or proposition sexual favors from anyone we found attractive, regard-
less of the social situation.

2. The superego. The superegois internalized norms and values, the •rulesŽ of our
social group, learned from family, friends, and social institutions. It provokes feel-
ings of shame or guilt when we break the •rules,Ž pride and self-satisfaction when
we follow them. Just as pure id would be disastrous, pure superego would turn
us into robots, unable to think creatively, make our own
decisions, or rebel against unjust rules.

3. The ego. The balancing force between the id and the
superego, or impulses and social rules, the egochannels
impulses into socially acceptable forms. Sometimes it can
go wrong, creating neuroses or psychoses (Figure 5.1).

Since the id can never have everything it wants, the task
of socialization is twofold. First the ego must be strong enough
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FIGURE 5.1 The Human Psyche According 
to Freud



to handle being rebuffed by reality and able to find acceptable substitutes
for what the id originally wanted. (Psychoanalysis is supposed to
strengthen the ego to handle this task.) And second, the superego must
be strong enough to prevent the id from going after what it wants in the
first place. Thus, the superego is the home of guilt, shame, and morality.
In one of his most famous passages, Freud described this process:

The ego, driven by the id, confined by the superego, repulsed by reality, strug-
gles to master its . . . task of bringing about harmony among the forces work-
ing in and upon it, and we can understand how it is that so often we cannot
suppress a cry, •Life is not easy!Ž

Freud believed that each child passes through three stages of develop-
ment to become a healthy adult man or woman. These stages are based on
the strategies that the ego devises to obtain gratification for its bodily urges.

1. The oral stage. At birth, the infant derives gratification from breast-
feeding, which Freud regards as a sensually pleasurable activity.

2. The anal stage.After being weaned, the baby derives gratification
from urination and defecation. These bodily functions are a source of
pleasure, until we are toilet trained (repressed).

These two stages are the same for both boys and girls. In the begin-
ning of the third stage, though, they separate. Both boys and girls con-
tinue to see their mothers as the source of gratification and also as the
object of identification. But their tasks diverge sharply.

3. The Oedipal stage. The boy desires his mother sexually and identifies
with her. Fearing his father•s wrath at this sexual competition, the boy
renounces his identification with her, identifies with his father, and thus
becomes •masculine.Ž He is now capable of maturity as a man and,
simultaneously, will be heterosexual.

The girl•s tasks are different. She must sustain her identification with 
her mother and come to see that her source of gratification is not in
having sex but in making a baby. By remaining identified with her
mother, she becomes •feminineŽ; and by renouncing her •masculineŽ
sexual drives, she will be capable of heterosexuality as well.

The key insight from Freud•s stage theory is that we understand sexual orienta-
tion to be linked to gender. We assume that effeminate men and masculine women
are gay or lesbian. Whether or not that is true (it•s actually not), we owe that stereo-
typic assumption to Freud.

Problems with Stage Theories
Stage theories are extremely popular. Many best-sellers describe the •seasons of a
man•s life,Ž •passages,Ž or •the fountain of age.Ž And we often use stage theory to
describe a problem, preferring to believe that someone will •grow out ofŽ a prob-
lematic behavior than to believe that such a behavior is part of who they •really are.Ž
It is interesting, and often amusing, to try to fit our own experiences into the various
theorists• stages of human development, but the whole idea of stages has some prob-
lems in the real world:

� The stages are rigidly defined, but many of the challenges are lifelong. Erikson
(1959) puts the conflict between being part of a group and having a unique
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Although Freud•s theory stated that
homosexuality was the result of the failure 
of the child to adequately identify with the
same-sex parent and was therefore a prob-
lem of gender identity development, he 
did not believe in either the criminal
persecution or psychiatric treatment of
homosexuals. In fact, when Freud was
contacted by a woman whose son was
homosexual, he explained why he did not
think her son needed to be •curedŽ:

Homosexuality is . . . nothing to be
ashamed of, no vice, no degradation;
it cannot be classified as an illness;
we consider it to be a variation of the
sexual function . . . Many highly
respectable individuals of ancient and
modern times have been homosexuals,
several of the greatest men among
them . . . It is a great injustice to
persecute homosexuality as a crime„
and a cruelty too . . . (1960, p. 419)

It took another 40 years before the
American Psychiatric Association
declassified homosexuality from being
labeled a mental illness.

Source:Sigmund Freud. Letters of Sigmund
Freud,1873…1939. London: Hogarth
Press, 1960, p. 419.

Did you know ?



identity in adolescence, but every time we join a new club, get a new job, move
to a new town, or make new friends, we face the same conflict, even in old age.

� It is not clear that failure to meet the challenges of one stage means permanent
failure. Maybe we can fix it during the next stage?

� The theorists usually maintain that the stages are universal, but do people in all
cultures and all time periods really develop in the same way? In cultures where
there are no schools, is there a preadolescence? In many parts of the world, the
life expectancy is about 40; are middle adulthood and old age the same there as
in the United States, where we can expect to live to about 80? Even within the
same culture, people do not develop in the same way. Piaget argued that the for-
mal operational stage of abstract reasoning begins during adolescence, but
Kohlberg and Gilligan (1971) found that 30 percent of the U.S. population never
develop it at all.

Two other problems with stage theories result from the fact that we assume that
one passes through a stage fully and never returns to that stage. But we are also con-
stantly cross-cutting stages, moving back and forth. Socialization turns out to be a
lifelong and fluid process.

There are two other socialization processes that are important to consider.

Anticipatory Socialization.Even while you occupy one status, you may begin to
anticipate moving to the next stage and begin a future-oriented project of acting as
if you were already there. Anticipatory socialization is when you begin to enact the
behaviors and traits of the status that you expect to occupy. For example, young
adolescents might decide to begin drinking coffee, in anticipation of the onset of
adulthood, when they will drink coffee the same as grownups do. Often people
begin to imitate those who occupy the statuses to which we believe we will
eventually belong. This can result in some confusion and even some anger from
your friends, especially if you start acting like a •snobŽ or •putting on airsŽ
because you are anticipating becoming rich when you win the lottery.

Resocialization.Moving from one stage to another doesn•t happen easily, but we
often have to relearn elementary components of the role when we enter a new
status.Resocializationinvolves learning new sets of values, behaviors, and attitudes
that are different from those you previously held. Resocialization is also something
that happens all through your life, and failure to adequately resocialize into a new
status can have dire consequences. For example, let•s say
you are a happy-go-lucky sort of person, loud and
rambunctious, and you are arrested for speeding and sent
to jail. Failure to resocialize to a docile, obedient, and
silent prisoner can result in serious injury. New parents are
also suddenly resocialized.

One of the more shocking moments in resocialization
happens to college students during their first year in school.
Expectations in college are often quite different from high
school, and one must adjust to these new institutional
norms. Many arrive at a college having already been at the
top of their class, excelling in school, achieving good
grades, and standing out in the crowd. Suddenly, however,
they are in a new group in which virtually everyone else is
at that same level. They must resocialize into being •one of
the pack.Ž
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We also socialize ourselves in
anticipation of the positions
we hope to occupy. This
woman, fresh out of college, is
on her way to a job interview
on Wall Street„and she
already looks the part. n



When resocialization is successful, one moves easily into a new status. When it
is unsuccessful, or only partially realized, you will continue to stick out uneasily. For
example, if you intend to make a lot of money after you graduate from college, don•t
begin to act like you are one of the Fortune 500 wealthiest individuals just yet. You•re
likely to lose most of your friends. Even after you make your fortune, you might con-
sider a more subtle resocialization path. The nouveau riche are usually scorned by
those who inherited their money.

Agents of Socialization
Agents of socialization are people, groups, or social institutions that socialize new
members, either formally (as in lessons about traffic safety in school) or informally
(as in cartoon characters on television behaving according to social expectations).
Primary socialization, which occurs during childhood, gives us basic behavioral pat-
terns, but allows for adaptation and change later on. Secondary socializationoccurs
throughout life, every time we start a new class or a new job, move to a new neigh-
borhood, make new friends, or change social roles, allowing us to abandon old, out-
dated, or unnecessary behavior patterns, giving us new behavioral patterns necessary
for the new situation.

Socialization is not necessarily a positive ideal, helping the child adjust to life in
the best of all possible worlds. Some of the norms we are socialized into are oppres-
sive, shortsighted, and wrong. We can be socialized into believing stereotypes, into
hating out-groups, into violence and abuse. •You•ve got to be taught to hate and fearŽ

is a well-known line from a song in the Broadway musical South
Pacific (1958). Children of different cultures might be curious about
differences they see, even somewhat uneasy, but they aren•t biologi-
cally programmed to commit genocide as adults. That is learned.

For a long time psychologists and sociologists argued that the
major agent of primary socialization was the family, with school
and religion becoming increasingly important as childhood pro-
ceeded. These three institutions„family, school, religion„and the
three primary actors within those institutions„parents, teachers,
clergy„were celebrated as the central institutions and agents of
socialization.

Of course, they are central; no institutions are more important.
But from the point of view of the child, these three institutional
agents„parents, teachers, clergy„are experienced as •grownups,
grownups, and grownups.Ž Asking children today about their social-
ization reveals that two other institutions„mass media and peer
groups„are also vital in the socialization process. These two institu-
tions become increasingly important later in childhood and especially
in adolescence. Later, as adults, government, the workplace, and other
social institutions become important. Agents of socialization tend to
work together, promoting the same norms and values, and they social-
ize each other as well as the developing individual. It is often impos-
sible to tell where the influence of one ends and the influence of
another begins, and even a list seems arbitrary. (Each of these
institutions is so important that we return to each one in a separate
chapter.)
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Socialization is not always
positive. One can be socialized
to hate and fear; indeed, you
can be socialized to be a ruth-
less killer as were many child
soldiers in the ethnic conflict
in Sierra Leone. n



Family
There are many different child rearing systems in cultures around the world. In the
United States, we are most familiar with nuclear families (father, mother, children) and
extended families (parents, children, uncles, aunts, grandparents), but in some cultures
everyone in the tribe lives together in a longhouse; or men, women, and children occupy
separate dormitories. Sometimes the biological parents have little responsibility for rais-
ing their children or are even forbidden from seeing them. But there is always a core
of people, parents, brothers, sisters, and others, who interact with the children con-
stantly as they are growing, giving them their first sense of self and setting down their
first motivations, social norms, values, and beliefs. From our family we receive our
first and most enduring ideas about who we are and where we are going in life.

Our family also gives us our first statuses, our definitions of ourselves as belong-
ing to a certain class, nationality, race, ethnicity, religion, and gender. In traditional
societies, these remain as permanent parts of our self-concept. We live in the same
village as our parents, work at their occupation, and never aspire to an economic suc-
cess greater than they enjoyed. In modern societies, we are more likely to be mobile,
choosing occupations and residences different from those of our parents, having dif-
ferent political and religious affiliations, changing our religions. But even so, the social
statuses from our childhood often affect the rest of our lives. People raised in the
Methodist Church who later join the Roman Catholic Church usually think of them-
selves not as •CatholicŽ but as •ex-Methodist, now Catholic.Ž

Studies show that different sorts of families socialize their children in different
ways. Melvin Kohn (1959, 1963, 1966, 1983, 1986, 1989, 1993) found that work-
ing-class families are primarily interested in teaching the importance of outward
conformity„of neatness, cleanliness, following the rules, and staying out of trouble„
while middle-class families focus on developing children•s curiosity, creativity, and
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For decades,
sociologists
believed that
parents social-

ized their children to grow up like them;
that is, parents saw themselves as
positive role models for their children.
And that was true for middle-class
parents. Middle-class fathers see
themselves as role models for their
children, saying, in effect, •You can
grow up to be like me if you study and
work hard.Ž

But this isn•t true for the working
class. In a landmark study, The Hidden

Injuries of Class(1967), sociologists
Richard Sennett and Jonathan Cobb
interviewed hundreds of working-class
women and men, many of whom were
immigrants or children of immigrants.
They found that these people felt
inadequate, sometimes like frauds or
imposters, ambivalent about their
success. They had worked hard but
hadn•t succeeded, and because they
were fervent believers in the American
Dream„where even a poor boy can grow
up to be the president„they blamed
themselves for their failure. Sennett
and Cobb attributed this to •status

•Be Like Me/Don•t Be Like MeŽ

How do we know 
what we know

incongruityŽ„living in two worlds at
the same time.

And how did they manage to ward off
despair when they were at fault for their
own failures? They deferred success from
their own lives to the lives of their chil-
dren. They worked at difficult, dirty, and
dangerous jobs not because they were
failures, but because they were sacrific-
ing to give their children a better life.
They were noble and honorable.

But they saw themselves not as role
models to be emulated but as cautionary
tales to be avoided. •You could grow up
to be like me if you don•t study and work
hard,Ž they were saying. It turns out
that whether you see yourself as a posi-
tive or a negative role model depends on
what class you belong to (Sennett and
Cobb, 1967).



good judgment. Lower-class families are simi-
lar to working-class families in favoring con-
formity and obedience, and the affluent follow
the middle class in favoring creativity and good
judgment. Kohn (1977) found that these dif-
ferences are determined by the pattern of the
parents• jobs. Blue-collar workers are closely
supervised in their jobs, so they tend to social-
ize their children into the obedience model, but
skilled tradesmen, who have more freedom,
tend to socialize their children into the creativ-
ity model.

Socialization in the family is rarely the
result of intentional training but rather hap-
pens through the kind of environment the
adults create. Whether children see themselves
as smart or stupid, loved or simply tolerated,

whether they see the world as safe or dangerous, depends largely on what happens
at home during the first few years of their lives.

Education
In modern societies, we spend almost a third of our lives in school. Seventy-five per-
cent of the U.S. population graduates from high school after 12 or 13 years of edu-
cation, and 25 percent completes four or five years of college. Graduate school or
professional school can add another five to ten years. During this time, we are learn-
ing facts, concepts, and skills, but education also has a latent function, a •hidden cur-
riculumŽ that instills social norms and values, such as the importance of competition.
Education has an enormous impact on our sense of self, and it is nearly as important
as family in instilling us with our first social statuses. For example, high school cur-
ricula are typically divided into •academicŽ and •practicalŽ subjects. Most students
are channeled into one or the other on the basis of their race or class, thus ensuring
that White middle-class children prepare for college and middle-class careers, while
non-White and working-class children prepare for working-class jobs.

Education socializes us not only into social class, but into race, gender, and sex-
ual identity statuses. Jonathan Kozol (1967) documented the •destruction of the hearts
and mindsŽ of African American children in the Boston public schools in the 1960s,
where teachers and administrators were overtly prejudiced, but even teachers and
administrators who are not prejudiced privilege in-groups and marginalize or ignore
out-groups, often in the interest of •not rocking the boat.Ž

Religion
The United States is the most religious nation in the Western world: 40 percent of
the population attends religious services every week, and nine out of ten have a
weekly conversation with God. (Nearly 60 percent pray every day or several times
a day„higher for Blacks and Latinos (Pew Forum, 2007). But we are socialized into
religious belief in many places besides churches, mosques, and temples. Often we
pray or hear religious stories at home. Nearly two-thirds of Americans with Inter-
net access have used it for religious purposes (Hoover, Clark, and Rachie, 2004). In
school, we recite the Pledge of Allegiance, which since the mid-twentieth century has
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institutions is religion. Here,
a Jewish family celebrates
Passover, which requires the
telling of the story of Exodus
to each generation.



included the phrase •one nation under God,Ž and increasingly school boards are
requiring that biblical creation be taught along with (or instead of) evolution in sci-
ence class as an explanation for the origin of the world. Every political candidate is
expected to profess publicly his or her religious faith; an atheist would have a very
difficult time getting elected to any office. (In fact, a Gallup poll found that more
people say they•d vote for a homosexual for president than would vote for an athe-
ist; [Adler, 2006].)

Religion is an important agent of socialization because it provides a divine moti-
vation for instilling social norms in children and adults. Why do we dress, talk, and
behave in a certain way? Why do we refuse to eat pork, when our neighbors seem to
like it? Why are we not allowed to watch television or go to school dances? Why are
men in charge of making money, and women in charge of child care? Why are most
of the elite jobs occupied by White people? Religion may teach us that these social
phenomena are not arbitrary, based on outdated tradition or on in-groups compet-
ing with out-groups. They are based on God•s law. However, when we are socialized
into believing that our social norms come directly from God, it is easy to believe that
the social norms of other groups come directly from the devil. Sometimes we even
receive formal instruction that members of out-groups are evil monsters.

In traditional societies, religious affiliation is an ascribed status. You are born into
a religion, and you remain in it throughout your life, regardless of how enthusiasti-
cally you practice or how fervently you believe (or if you believe at all). Several of the
religions practiced in modern societies continue to be ascribed. For instance, if you
are born Roman Catholic and later decide that you don•t believe in the Roman
Catholic Church anymore, you are simply a •lapsed Catholic.Ž However, in modern
society religions operate in a •religious marketplace,Ž with hundreds and even thou-
sands of different groups competing for believers and the freedom to select the
religious group that will best fit into our other social roles.
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Belief in an Afterlife
Religious groups are one of the most salient agents of socialization. Most people are born into a
particular religious group and are socialized from birth in the beliefs of that group. Beliefs are
ideas about what is true, so they are very difficult, if not impossible, to argue empirically. What
we can do sociologically is look at how other social factors influence beliefs. In this question,
we will look at how social class and gender are related to belief in life after death. So, what do
you think?

5.1

What
doyou

think

� Yes, definitely
� Yes, probably
� No, probably not
� No, definitely not

Do you believe in life after death?

?

See the back of the chapter to compare your answers to national survey data.



Peers
At school, in the neighborhood, at our clubs, and eventually at work, we develop many
groups of friends, wider groups of acquaintances, and a few enemies. In modern soci-
eties, our peer groups(the friends) are usually age specific„a third grader hardly
deigns to associate with a second grade •babyŽ and would be ostracized by a group
of fourth graders. As adults, we expand the boundaries of age a bit, but still, 50-year-
olds rarely buddy around with 30-year-olds. Peer groups also tend to be homogeneous,

limited to a single neighborhood, race, religion, social class,
gender, or other social status. The smart kids may sit at one
table in the cafeteria, the jocks at another, and the heavy
metal fans at a third.

Peer groups have an enormous socializing influence,
especially during middle and late childhood. Peer groups
provide an enclave where we can learn the skills of social
interaction and the importance of group loyalty, but the
enclaves are not always safe and caring. Peers teach social
interaction through coercion, humiliation, and bullying as
well as through encouragement, and group loyalty often
means being condescending, mean, or even violent to mem-
bers of out-groups (Figure 5.2).

Sometimes peer groups resist the socialization efforts of
family and the schools by requiring different, contradictory
norms and values: rewarding smoking, drinking, and vandal-
ism, for example, or punishing good grades and class partic-
ipation. But more often they merely reinforce the socialization
that children (and adults) receive elsewhere. Barrie Thorne
(1993) looked at gender polarization (separating boys and
girls) among elementary school students and found that peer
groups and teachers worked together. The teachers socialized
gender polarization by rewarding boys for being •mascu-
lineŽ„aggressive, tough, and loud„and girls for being •fem-
inineŽ„shy, quiet, and demure. During masculine-coded
math and science classes, they gave boys a lot of extra help

and were short and impatient with girls, assuming that they wouldn•t know anyway;
but during feminine-coded English and art classes, girls got the extra help, and boys
were ignored. The peer groups merely reinforced gender polarization. Boys• groups
rewarded athletic ability, coolness, and toughness; and girls• groups rewarded physi-
cal appearance, including the ability to use makeup and select fashionable clothing.

We continue to have peer groups throughout adulthood. Often we engage in antic-
ipatory socialization, learning the norms and values of a group that we haven•t joined
yet. For example, we may mimic the clothing style and slang of a popular peer group
in the hope that we will be accepted.

Mass Media
We spend all day, every day, immersed in mass media„popular books and magazines,
radio, television, movies, video games, and the Internet. While media use varies some-
what with race and ethnicity, gender, education and income, overall young people in
the United States spend about six and a half hours every day with one form or another
of mass media (Kaiser Family Foundation, 2004). It is an important agent of social-
ization from childhood right through adulthood.
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My friends

My mother

Television

School

My father

My brother or sister

Books

Magazines

My boyfriend or girlfriend

My religion

Websites

Chat rooms

None of these
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WHERE HAVE YOU LEARNED THE MOST 
ABOUT LOVE AND RELATIONSHIPS?

FIGURE 5.2 Peer Socialization and Love
Relationships

Source: Harris Interactive YouthQuerySM Monthly Omnibus,December 2002
data, published in the Trends & TudesNewsletter, Feb. 2003, •Love and
Romance and America•s Youth,Ž Harris Interactive Inc. All rights reserved.
Reprinted with permission.



Television is probably the dominant form of mass media across the world. View-
ing is dependent on status: Generally, the higher the socioeconomic class, the less tel-
evision viewing. Women watch more than men, African Americans more than White
Americans. But children of all classes, races, and genders watch the most: The Kaiser
Family Foundation says that of the five and a half hours that children aged 2 through
18 spend consuming mass media every day, nearly three hours are spent watching tel-
evision (the rest of the time is devoted to listening to music, reading, playing video
games, and using the computer).

Many scholars and parents are worried about the impact of heavy television
watching, arguing that it makes children passive, less likely to use their imagination
(Christakis, 2004; Healy, 1990), and more likely to have short attention spans. But
other scholars disagree. Television has been around for over 50 years, so
the worried parents watched themselves, when they were children, with
no catastrophic loss of creativity or rise in mass murder; in earlier gener-
ations, similar fears were voiced about radio, movies, comic books, and
dime novels.

Video games are increasingly becoming an important form of mass
media. The vast majority of players are children and teenagers, making
video games nearly the equal of television in popularity. (The genres aren•t
strictly separate; the same characters and situations may appear in tele-
vision, movies, comic books, and video games simultaneously.) Adult
observers have the same sorts of concerns as they have with television:
lack of creativity and decreased attention span, plus rampant sexism.
(Women are usually portrayed as passive victims who must be rescued,
and those who are competent adventurers, such as Lara Croft, Tomb
Raider, are leggy supermodels rather than competent adventurers.) But
some studies show that video games develop logic, reasoning, and motor
reflexes, skills useful in a technological future (Johnson, 2005).

For teenagers, music and magazines play as great a role as television
in socialization. Popular songs, aimed mostly at a teenage audience, social-
ize expectations regarding gender and sexual expression, and magazines aimed mostly
at girls are full of articles expressing gender polarization and compulsory heterosex-
uality: They are mostly about how to select fashions, use makeup, and date boys.
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Race, Gender, and Peer 
Approval
What we do in our leisure time depends in large part
on what we think our peers think of that activity. If
we think they approve, we•re more likely to do it; if
we think they disapprove, we•re less likely to do it.

But our judgment depends a lot on race and gen-
der. Researcher Steven Philipp surveyed 421 eleventh and
twelfth graders in a school district in Florida. He asked them to
evaluate which leisure activities they thought were approved by
their peer groups. Philipp found significant racial differences
for half the items. Blacks showed stronger peer approval for

playing basketball, going to the mall, singing in a choir, and
dancing; White adolescents showed stronger approval for play-
ing soccer, horseback riding, waterskiing, camping, fishing, and
golfing. Blacks and Whites had equally strong approval for
watching television, and the groups had equally strong nega-
tive ratings for bowling, reading, using a computer, collecting
stamps, playing a musical instrument, and going to a museum.

Gender differences were much higher between White girls and
boys than between Black girls and boys. It may be that for White
adolescents, gender is a more important agent of peer social-
ization, while for Black adolescents, race may be more impor-
tant (Philipp, 1998).

Sociologyand ourWorld

The average American home has more
television sets than people„there are 2.73
sets in a typical American home and only 
2.55 people„plus 1.8 VCRs, 3.1 radios, 
2.6 tape players, 2.1 CD players, 1.4 video
game players, and at least one computer.
Fifty-eight percent of families with children
have the TV on during dinner, and 42 per-
cent of families with children are •constant
television householdsŽ„that is, they have 
a TV on virtually all day, whether or not
anyone is actually watching it.

Did you know ?
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