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Preface

Welcome to Version 3.0 of this introduction to sociology text! Students often take sociology courses
and become sociology majors because they want to make a difference in their society. The founders
of sociology in the United States also wanted to make a difference. A central aim of sociologists
in the early 20th century at universities in Atlanta, Chicago, and elsewhere was to use sociological
knowledge to benefit society. A related aim of sociologists like Jane Addams, W. E. B. Du Bois, Ida
B. Wells-Barnett, and others since was to use sociological knowledge to understand and alleviate
racial, class, and gender inequality.

It is no accident, then, that many sociology instructors and students are first drawn to sociol-
ogy because they want to learn a body of knowledge that can help them make a difference in the
world at large. This introduction to sociology textbook is designed for this audience. As its subtitle
implies, it aims to present not only a sociological understanding of society but also a sociological
perspective on how to improve society. In this regard, the text responds to the enthusiasm that
“public sociology” has generated after serving as the theme of the 2004 annual meeting of the Amer-
ican Sociological Association, and it demonstrates sociology’s relevance for today’s students who
want to make a difference in the world beyond them.

Several pedagogical features of the book convey this theme:

• Almost all chapters begin with a “Social Issues in the News” story taken from recent media cov-
erage that recounts an event related to the chapter’s topic and uses it as a starting point for the
chapter’s discussion. Additional material at the end of the chapter discusses promising strate-
gies for addressing the social issues presented in the news story and in the chapter as a whole.
The inclusion and discussion of “Social Issues in the News” will help students appreciate the
relevance of sociology for newsworthy events and issues.

• Three types of boxes in almost every chapter reflect the U.S. founders’ emphasis on sociology
and social justice. The first box, “Sociology Making a Difference,” discusses a social issue related
to the chapter’s topic and shows how sociological insights and findings have been used, or
could be used, to address the issue. The second box, “Learning From Other Societies,” discusses
the experience in another nation(s) regarding a social issue related to the chapter; this box
helps students appreciate what has worked and not worked in other nations regarding the
issue and thus better understand how social reform might be achieved in the United States.
The third box, “What Sociology Suggests,” summarizes social policies grounded in sociological
theory and research that hold strong potential for addressing issues discussed in the chapter.
In addition, many chapters contain tables called “Theory Snapshots.” These tables provide a
quick reference tool for students to understand the various theoretical approaches to the soci-
ological topic that the chapter is discussing.

• Most chapters end with a “Using Sociology” vignette that presents a hypothetical scenario con-
cerning an issue or topic from the chapter and asks students to use the chapter’s discussion
in a decision-making role involving social change. These vignettes help students connect the
chapter’s discussion with real-life situations and, in turn, better appreciate the relevance of
sociological knowledge for social reform.

• Drawing on these features and other discussions throughout the book, a unique final chapter,
Chapter 22, summarizes what students have learned about the potential of sociology to achieve
social reform and includes further discussion of the relevance of sociological knowledge for
addressing important social issues.

FlatWorld has an exciting model for making affordable textbooks available for students. In this
innovative spirit, Sociology: Understanding and Changing the Social World makes sociology rele-



vant for today’s students by using a fresh approach that, ironically, takes them back to sociology’s
American roots in the use of sociological knowledge to benefit society.

A Note on Language

I have made a concerted effort to use language that is respectful, inclusive, and non-biased in this
text and when evaluating its supplementary materials. I am particularly grateful to peer reviewers
who provided insights into how they and their students might interpret or respond to language
used throughout.

As part of the publishing process, FlatWorld’s copyeditors and proofreaders have reviewed
the manuscript and applied a continuously updated set of publishing guidelines. These guidelines
are meant to question and correct use of terminology or expressions that may negatively impact
individuals or groups. I should note, however, that due to requirements involved in using original
material from other sources, certain terminology used in third-party materials may be inconsistent
with FlatWorld’s guidelines. In those cases, I have decided to use such third-party materials only
when it is central to the specific point being made.

FlatWorld and I are committed to producing an inclusive narrative. If you have any input or
feedback on how to improve this text in this or any other respect, please do not hesitate to let us
know.

What’s New in Version 3.0

This new edition represents a thorough revision and includes many changes. Among these
are more than 200 new and updated references, updated data throughout the book, new timely
“Social Issues in the News” stories that appear in Chapter 2 through Chapter 21, and new discussion
of various current events topics as appropriate. This edition was revised while the COVID-19 pan-
demic was still raging through the United States and many other nations. Accordingly, many of
the new Social Issues in the News stories concern the pandemic to show its relevance for a chap-
ter’s topic and the chapter’s relevance for the pandemic; many chapters include brief discussions
of COVID-19 realities that also show this mutual relevance. At the same time, readers should know
that some examples and photos in the text depict inappropriate situations during the pandemic.
These features are being used not only to enable the book to be published sooner, but also in the
hope that we will soon have a post-pandemic world in which these features will again be consid-
ered perfectly suitable.

Chapter-specific changes include:

• Chapter 1: 2020 polling data to illustrate how social backgrounds affect voting choices; updated
data on gender and suicide rates and on regional suicide rates; discussion of soaring unemploy-
ment during the COVID-19 pandemic to illustrate the sociological imagination

• Chapter 2: two new Social Issues in the News stories on research that can benefit society
(one story on a national survey of pandemic behavior and opinions, and one story on a study
of neighborhood influences on obesity); use of age and COVID-19 to illustrate the difference
between the independent variable and dependent variable

• Chapter 3: new Social Issues in the News story on traditional cattle ritual in India; updated
World Values Survey data; new discussion of American individualism and COVID-19 behaviors;
updated Learning From Other Societies box
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• Chapter 4: new Social Issues in the News story on threats to a Muslim center; updated General
Social Survey data on hours of watching television and on relationship between religiosity and
belief in legal abortion; updated data on children’s well-being

• Chapter 5: new Social Issues in the News story on the first Black woman to play Batwoman;
new discussion of people violating additional role expectations during the pandemic; updated
Sociology Making a Difference box on impression management and job interviewing

• Chapter 6: new Social Issues in the News story on teenagers’ act of racist vandalism; updated
regional incarceration data to illustrate the influence of social backgrounds on the chances of
ending up in coercive organizations; new discussion of groupthink and the refusal of President
Trump supporters to wear face masks; updated Learning from Other Societies box; updated
data on gender, race/ethnicity, and imprisonment; new discussion of Black Lives Matter as an
example of groups working for social change

• Chapter 7: new Social Issues in the News story on a robbery of an older woman; updated data
on fear of crime; updated crime and victimization data throughout; new discussion of popula-
tion density, crime rates, and COVID-19 rates

• Chapter 8: new Social Issues in the News story on the effects of the 2020 pandemic on low-
income Americans; updated income and poverty data throughout

• Chapter 9: new Social Issues in the News story on the effects of the 2020 pandemic on the
world’s poor; updated global poverty and inequality data throughout; new discussion of conse-
quences of the global pandemic for malnutrition

• Chapter 10: two new Social Issues in the News stories on nationwide protests after police
killing of George Floyd and on the severe impact of the 2020 pandemic on people of color; new
racial and ethnic data throughout; updated discussion of mass media portrayal of people of
color; new discussion of racial bias in the treatment of Black people with COVID-19 symptoms;
new section on the hidden toll of racial and ethnic inequality on the health of people of color,
including evidence that the presidency of Donald Trump has impaired their health; new sec-
tion on how structural racism helps explain the higher COVID-19 infection and death rates for
Black and Latinx people; new Learning from Other Societies box

• Chapter 11: new Social Issues in the News story on Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez’s
response to being called a sexist vulgar term by another member of Congress; updated data
on LGBTQ+ population; updated gender data throughout; new figure relating views about
the Bible to belief in women’s traditional gender roles; new discussion of women’s caregiving
responsibilities in regard to the gender pay gap; new section on gender inequality amid the
COVID-19 pandemic

• Chapter 12: new Social Issues in the News story on a senior citizen being honored for volunteer
work; updated age data throughout; new aging data throughout; new discussion of loss of
social networks’ contact with older Americans during the pandemic; new discussion of higher
COVID-19 death rate of older Americans; new discussion of nursing homes’ carelessness during
2020 pandemic; new discussion of food security among older Americans; expanded discussion
of reducing ageism and helping older Americans

• Chapter 13: new Social Issues in the News story on the effects of unemployed workers losing
federal unemployment benefits; updated work and labor data throughout; new discussion of
low-wage workers after the 2020 pandemic began; revised discussion of bloated military spend-
ing

• Chapter 14: new Social Issues in the News story on voting problems created by the pandemic
in the spring 2020 primaries; updated voting and other political data throughout

• Chapter 15: new Social Issues in the News story on increased domestic violence because of the
pandemic; updated family data throughout; new discussion of parenting and child care dur-
ing the pandemic; revised discussion of cohabitation; revised discussion of effects of divorce on
children; revised discussion of same-sex marriage; new discussion of increased intimate part-
ner violence during the pandemic; revised discussion of dating violence in college and high
school; updated discussion of child abuse; new discussion of child abuse during the pandemic
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• Chapter 16: new Social Issues in the News story on ventilation problems in public schools as
they considered reopening in fall 2020 amid the pandemic; updated education data through-
out; new discussion of problems faced by low-income secondary school students during the
2020 pandemic; expanded discussion of the racial/ethnic gap in educational attainment; new
Learning from Other Societies box on education in Finland; revised discussion of school
choice; revised discussion of social class and race in college admissions; new discussion of prob-
lems experienced by low-income college students during the pandemic

• Chapter 17: new Social Issues in the News story on religious Americans’ beliefs about COVID-19;
updated religion and religiosity data throughout

• Chapter 18: new Social Issues in the News story on the disproportionate impact of COVID-19
on low-income people and people of color; updated health and health care data throughout;
new graph on annual household income and self-reported health; new discussion of American
diets and risk for COVID-19; new discussion of racial/ethnic disparities in COVID-19 infections
and deaths; new section on high cost of U.S. health care

• Chapter 19: new Social Issues in the News story on shrinking cities; new population data
throughout; new discussion of the pandemic’s effects on birth and immigration rates; new dis-
cussion of urban life as a risk factor for coronavirus infections; new section immigration; new
Learning from Other Societies box on limiting traffic and pollution in Europe

• Chapter 20: new Social Issues in the News story on climate change’s effects on infectious dis-
ease; updated data on environmental problems; new discussion of air pollution and the impact
of the coronavirus in 2020; expanded discussion of climate change

• Chapter 21: new Social Issues in the News story on Black Lives Matter protests; new discussion
of false rumors related to the COVID-19 pandemic that were spread via social media

Supplements

Sociology: Understanding and Changing the Social World, Comprehensive Edition, v3.0 is accompa-
nied by a robust supplements program that augments and enriches both the teaching and student
learning experiences. All supplements have been reviewed by the author for accuracy and to ensure
they fully align with the book. Faculty should contact their FlatWorld sales representative or
FlatWorld support at support@flatworld.com for more information or to obtain access to the sup-
plements.

Instructor’s Manual

The instructor’s manual (IM) includes a chapter outline and possible responses to the For Your
Review questions that appear at the end of each subsection in the text. The IM also features addi-
tional exercise questions and their possible responses to encourage students to more deeply engage
with course material.

PowerPoint Slides

PowerPoint lecture slides provide a concise but thorough outline for each chapter and include
relevant tables, figures, and images from the text to enliven lectures and stimulate class discus-
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sions. These PowerPoint slides also include a list of Learning Objectives and Key Terms by chapter.
Instructors can use the slides as composed to support lectures or customize and build upon them
to suit their particular teaching needs.

Online Quizzes

Quiz questions for student self-evaluation are available by section and by chapter in the online ver-
sion of this text. Students can use the quizzes to test themselves on their comprehension as they
move through the different sections of the text or once they have completed a chapter.

FlatWorld Homework

Accompanying FlatWorld Homework for this text is provided in an easy-to-use interface. Multiple
choice, fill-in-the-blank, matching, classification, and other question types are available for use and
are all auto-gradable. Students who utilize the homework questions should see their performance
improve on examinations that are given using the Test Item File questions provided to adopters via
Word documents or LMS packages.

Test Item File

Each author-reviewed Test Item File (TIF) includes more than one hundred questions per chapter
made up of multiple-choice, fill-in-the-blank, short answer, and true/false questions. All answers
are provided, including possible responses to the short answer questions. The items have been writ-
ten specifically to align with and reinforce the major topics covered in each chapter. The Test Item
File questions are also available in preformatted form for easy export into popular learning man-
agement systems such as Canvas or Blackboard.

Test Generator—Powered by Cognero

FlatWorld is pleased to provide a computer-generated test program powered by the leading assess-
ment provider Cognero to assist instructors with selecting, randomizing, formatting, loading online,
or printing exams. Please contact your local FlatWorld representative or FlatWorld support (sup-
port@fwk.com) for more information or to request the program.
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PART 1

Introducing Sociology

Source: Robi Jaffrey

Sociology is the scientific study of society. These two chapters introduce the sociological per-
spective and describe how sociologists study society and social life.
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CHAPTER 1

Sociology and the Sociological
Perspective

1.1 The Sociological Perspective

Learning Objectives

1. Define the sociological perspective.

2. Provide examples of how Americans may not be as “free” as they think.

3. Explain what is meant by considering individuals as “social beings.”

Residents of the United States live in a free country. Unlike people living in many other nations in
the world, we generally have the right to think and do what we want, as long as we do not hurt
anyone else. We can choose to go to college or not to go; we can be conservative or liberal; we can
believe in a higher deity or not hold this belief; and we can decide to have a romantic relationship
with whomever will have us or not to have such a relationship. We make up our own minds on such
issues as abortion, affirmative action, the death penalty, gun control, health care, and taxes. We are
individuals, and no one has the right to tell us what to do (as long as our actions are legal) or how
to think. (This sense of independence led many Americans to refuse to wear face masks during the
COVID-19 pandemic that remained as this book went to press, but let’s put that issue aside for now.)

Most Americans probably agree that we enjoy much freedom of thought. And yet perhaps we
have less freedom than we think, because society influences many of our choices in ways we do not
even realize. Perhaps we are not as distinctively individualistic as we believe we are.

For example, take the right to vote. The secret ballot is one of the most cherished principles of
American democracy. We vote in secret so that our choice of a candidate is made freely and without
fear of punishment. That is all true, but it is also possible to guess the candidate for whom any one
individual will vote if enough is known about the individual. This is because our choice of a candi-
date is affected by many aspects of our social backgrounds and, in this sense, is not made as freely
as we might think.

To illustrate this point, consider national polls in the 2020 presidential election between Demo-
crat Joe Biden and Republican Donald Trump. These polls indicated which demographic groups
were more or less likely to support each candidate. A finding in a June 2020 poll was especially strik-
ing: 89% of Black people said they would vote for Biden, while only 7% said they would vote for
Trump (Pew Research Center 2020).[1] Suppose when that poll was taken a large room was filled with
1,000 randomly selected Black people. Nothing is known about them except that they identified
themselves as Black. Because of the polling data just cited, a prediction that each of these 1,000 indi-
viduals would say he or she would vote for Biden instead of Trump would have been correct about
890 times and incorrect only about 70 times. Someone betting $1 on each prediction would come
out around $820 ahead ($890 – $70 = $820), even though the only thing known about the people in
the room was their race.



Black, Latinx, young, and college-educated
people were especially likely to prefer Joe Biden
according to 2020 pre-election polls. These
patterns illustrate the influence of our social
backgrounds on many aspects of our lives.

Source: lev radin/Shutterstock.com

life chances

The degree to which
people succeed in life in
such areas as education,
income, and health.

Now let’s suppose we had a room filled with 1,000 randomly selected Latinx.
We know only one thing about them: their ethnicity. The same poll found that
66% of Latinx would vote for Biden and only 32% for Trump. In view of these
findings, we could have accurately predicted that about two-thirds of Latinx in
our room would vote for Biden. Someone betting $1 that each person in the room
voted for Biden instead of Trump would have been right about 666 times and
wrong only 320 times and would have come out $346 ahead ($666 – $320 = $346).
Even though Latinx had every right and freedom under our democracy to prefer
any candidate they wanted in 2020, they still tended to greatly prefer Biden
because of the influence of their ethnicity.

The poll also found that 68% of people aged 18–29 would vote for Biden, com-
pared to 28% for Trump. If we had bet that each person in a room filled with 1,000
randomly selected people in this age group would vote for Biden instead of
Trump, we would have been correct about 680 times and wrong about 280 times,
winning us $400, even though all we knew about them was their age. Similarly,
because the poll found that 64% of college graduates would vote for Biden and

only 36% for Trump, we would have won $280 by betting that each person in a room filled with col-
lege graduates would vote for Biden instead of Trump, even though all we knew about them was
their level of education.

Yes, Americans have freedom, but our freedom to think and act is constrained at least to some
degree by society’s standards and expectations and by the many aspects of our social backgrounds.
This is true for voting and other important behaviors and beliefs, and it is also true for less impor-
tant examples. For instance, think back to the last class you attended in person. How many of the
women wore evening gowns? How many of the men wore skirts? Students are allowed to dress any
way they want in most colleges and universities, but notice how few students, if any, dress in the
way just mentioned. They do not dress that way because of the strange looks and even negative
reactions they would receive.

Think back to the last time you rode in an elevator. Why did you not face the back? Why did
you not sit on the floor? Why did you not start singing? Children can do these things and “get away
with it,” because they look cute doing so, but adults risk looking odd. Because of that, even though
we are allowed to act strangely in an elevator, we do not.

The basic point is that society shapes our attitudes and behavior even if it does not determine
them altogether. We still have freedom, but society’s expectations limit this freedom. Moreover, our
views and behavior depend to some degree on our social locations in society—our gender, race,
social class, sexual orientation and gender identity, religion, and so forth. Thus, society as a whole
and our own social backgrounds affect our attitudes and behaviors. Our social backgrounds also
affect one other important part of our lives, and that is our life chances—our chances (whether we
have a good chance or little chance) of being healthy, wealthy, and well educated and, more gener-
ally, of living good, happy lives.
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social environment

A general term for social
backgrounds and other
aspects of society.

sociology

The scientific study of
social behavior and social
institutions.

sociological
perspective

The belief that people’s
social backgrounds
influence their attitudes,
behavior, and life chances.

society

A group of people who live
within a defined territory
and who share a culture.

The influence of our social environment in all of these respects is the fundamental under-
standing that sociology—the scientific study of social behavior and social institutions—aims to
present. At the heart of sociology is the sociological perspective, the view that our social back-
grounds influence our attitudes, behavior, and life chances. In this regard, we are not just
individuals but rather social beings deeply enmeshed in society. Although we all differ from one
another in many respects, we share with many other people basic aspects of our social back-
grounds, perhaps especially gender, race and ethnicity, and social class. These shared qualities make
us more similar to each other than we would otherwise be.

Welcome to sociology! This video offers a “crash course” summary of what sociology is and how
it tries to understand the social world and your place in it.

View in the online reader

Does society totally determine our beliefs, behavior, and life chances? No. Individual differ-
ences still matter, and disciplines such as psychology are certainly needed for the most complete
understanding of human action and beliefs. But if individual differences matter, so do society and
the social backgrounds from which we come. Even the most individual attitudes and behaviors,
such as the voting decisions discussed earlier, reflect to some degree our social backgrounds and,
more generally, the society to which we belong.

A Quick Summary of Sociology!
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Although suicide is popularly
considered to be a very
individualistic act, it is also
true that an individuals’
likelihood of committing
suicide depends at least
partly on various aspects of
their social backgrounds.

Source: ChomPoO19/
Shutterstock.com

In this regard, consider what is perhaps the most personal decision one could make: the deci-
sion to commit suicide. What could be more personal and individualistic than this fatal decision?
When individuals commit suicide, we usually assume that they were very unhappy and probably
depressed. They may have been troubled by a crumbling romantic relationship, bleak job prospects,
incurable illness, or chronic pain. But not all people in these circumstances commit suicide; in fact,
few do. Perhaps various aspects of a depressed person’s social background affect the chances
of committing suicide.

To illustrate this point, consider suicide rates—the rate of a particular group of people who
commit suicide, usually taken as, say, 8 suicides for every 100,000 people in that group. Different
groups have different suicide rates. As just one example, men are more likely than women to com-
mit suicide (Figure 1.1). Why is this? Are men more depressed than women? No, the best evidence
indicates that women are more depressed than men (Albert 2015)[2] and that women try to commit
suicide more often than men (American Foundation for Suicide Prevention 2020).[3] If so, there must
be something about being a man that makes it more likely that males’ suicide attempts will result
in death. One of these “somethings” is that males are more likely than females to try to commit sui-
cide with a firearm, a far more lethal method than, say, taking an overdose of sleeping pills (Harvard
Injury Control Research Center 2020).[4] If this is true, then it is fair to say that gender influences
our chances of committing suicide, even if suicide is perhaps the most personal of all acts.

FIGURE 1.1 Gender and Suicide Rate, 2018

Source: Hedegaard, Holly, Sally C. Curtin and Margaret Warner. 2020. Increase in Suicide Mortality in the United States, 1999–2018.
NCHS Data Brief, Number 362. Hyattsville, MD: National Center for Health Statistics.

In the United States, suicide rates are generally higher west of the Mississippi River than east
of it (Figure 1.2). Is that because people out west are more depressed than those back east? No, there
is no evidence of this. Perhaps there is something else about the western states that helps lead to
higher suicide rates (Barkan et al. 2013).[5] For example, many of these states are sparsely populated
compared to their eastern counterparts, with people in the western states living relatively far from
one another. Because we know that social support networks help people deal with personal prob-
lems and deter possible suicides (Kleiman and Liu 2013),[6] perhaps these networks are weaker in the
western states, helping lead to higher suicide rates. Then too, membership in organized religion is
lower out west than back east (Finke and Stark 2005).[7] Because religious beliefs help us deal with
personal problems, perhaps suicide rates are higher out west in part because religious networks are
weaker. Thus, a depressed person out west is, all other things being equal, at least a little more likely
than a depressed person back east to commit suicide.
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FIGURE 1.2 U.S. Suicide Rates, 2018
The number of deaths per 100,000 total population. States are categorized from highest rate to lowest rate.
Although adjusted for differences in age-distribution and population size, rankings by state do not take into account
other state specific population characteristics that may affect the level of mortality. When the number of deaths is
small, rankings by state may be unreliable due to instability in death rates.

Source: http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/pressroom/sosmap/suicide-mortality/suicide.htm.

Key Takeaways

• According to the sociological perspective, social backgrounds influence attitudes, behavior,
and life chances.

• Social backgrounds influence but do not totally determine attitudes and behavior.

• Americans may be less “free” in their thoughts and behavior than they normally think they
are.

For Your Review

1. Do you think that society constrains our thoughts and behaviors as the text argues? Why or
why not?

2. Describe how one aspect of your own social background has affected an important attitude
you hold, a behavior in which you have engaged, or your ability to do well in life (life chances).

Chapter 1 Sociology and the Sociological Perspective 17



debunking motif

From Peter L. Berger, a
theme of sociology in
which the aim is to go
beyond superficial
understandings of social
reality.

1.2 Understanding Society

Learning Objectives

1. Explain the debunking motif.

2. Define the sociological imagination.

3. Explain what is meant by the blaming-the-victim ideology.

We have just seen that sociology regards individuals as social beings who are influenced in many
ways by their social environment and perhaps less free to behave and think than Americans ordi-
narily assume. If this insight suggests to you that sociology might have some other surprising
things to say about the social world, you are certainly correct. Max Weber (1864–1920), a founder of
sociology, wrote long ago that a major goal of sociology was to reveal and explain “inconvenient
facts” (Gerth and Mills 1946:147).[8] These facts include the profound influence of society on the indi-
vidual and also, as we shall see throughout this book, the existence and extent of social inequality.

In line with Weber’s observation, as sociologists use the sociological perspective in their theory
and research, they often challenge conventional understandings of how society works and of con-
troversial social issues. This emphasis is referred to as the debunking motif, to which we now turn.

The Debunking Motif

As Peter L. Berger (1963:23–24)[9] noted in his classic book Invitation to Sociology, “The first wisdom of
sociology is this—things are not what they seem.” Social reality, he said, has “many layers of mean-
ing,” and a goal of sociology is to help us discover these multiple meanings. He continued, “People
who like to avoid shocking discoveries . . . should stay away from sociology.”

As Berger was emphasizing, sociology helps us see through conventional understandings of
how society works. He referred to this theme of sociology as the debunking motif. By “looking for
levels of reality other than those given in the official interpretations of society” (p. 38), Berger said,
sociology looks beyond on-the-surface understandings of social reality and helps us recognize the
value of alternative understandings. In this manner, sociology often challenges conventional
understandings about social reality and social institutions.

For example, suppose two people meet at a college dance and are interested in getting to know
each other. What would be an on-the-surface understanding and description of their interaction
over the next few minutes? What do they say? If they are like a typical couple who just met, they
will ask questions like, What’s your name? Where are you from? What dorm do you live in? What’s
your major? Now, such a description of their interaction is adequate as far as it goes, but what is
really going on here? Does either person really care that much about the other person’s answers to
these questions? Isn’t each one more concerned about how the other person is responding, both
verbally and nonverbally, during this brief interaction? For example, is the other person paying
attention and smiling? Isn’t this kind of understanding a more complete analysis of these few min-
utes of interaction than an understanding based solely on the answers to questions like, What’s
your major? For the most complete understanding of this brief encounter, then, we must look
beyond the rather superficial things the two people are telling each other to uncover the true
meaning of what is going on.

As another example, consider the power structure in a city or state. To know who has the
power to make decisions, we would probably consult a city or state charter or constitution that
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social structure

The social patterns
through which society is
organized.

horizontal social
structure

The social relationships
and social and physical
characteristics of
communities to which
individuals belong.

vertical social
structure

A term used
interchangeably with social
inequality.

social inequality

The unequal distribution of
resources, such as wealth,
that a society values.

personal troubles

C. Wright Mills’s term for
the personal problems that
many individuals
experience.

public issues

C. Wright Mills’s term for
problems in society that
underlie personal troubles.

sociological
imagination

From C. Wright Mills, the
realization that personal
troubles are rooted in
public issues.

spells out the powers of the branches of government. This document would indicate who makes
decisions and has power, but what would it not talk about? To put it another way, who or what else
has power to influence the decisions elected officials make? Big corporations? Labor unions? The
media? Lobbying groups representing all sorts of interests? The city or state charter or constitution
may indicate who has the power to make decisions, but this understanding would be limited unless
one looks beyond these documents to get a deeper, more complete understanding of how power
really operates in the setting being studied.

Social Structure and the Sociological
Imagination

One way sociology achieves a more complete understanding of social reality is through its focus on
the importance of the social forces affecting our behavior, attitudes, and life chances. This focus
involves an emphasis on social structure, the social patterns through which a society is organized.
Social structure can be both horizontal or vertical. Horizontal social structure refers to the social
relationships and the social and physical characteristics of communities to which individuals
belong. Some people belong to many networks of social relationships, including groups like the PTA
and the Boy or Girl Scouts, while other people have fewer such networks. Some people grew up on
streets where the houses were crowded together, while other people grew up in areas where the
houses were much farther apart. These are examples of the sorts of factors constituting the hori-
zontal social structure that forms such an important part of our social environment and
backgrounds.

The other dimension of social structure is vertical. Vertical social structure, more commonly
called social inequality, refers to ways in which a society or group ranks people in a hierarchy, with
some more “equal” than others. In the United States and most other industrial societies, such things
as wealth, power, race and ethnicity, and gender help determine one’s social ranking, or position, in
the vertical social structure. Some people are at the top of society, while many more are in the mid-
dle or at the bottom. People’s positions in society’s hierarchy in turn often have profound
consequences for their attitudes, behaviors, and life chances, both for themselves and for their chil-
dren.

In recognizing the importance of social structure, sociology stresses that individual problems
are often rooted in problems stemming from the horizontal and vertical social structures of society.
This key insight informed C. Wright Mills’s (1959)[10] classic distinction between personal troubles
and public issues. Personal troubles refer to a problem affecting individuals that the affected indi-
vidual, as well as other members of society, typically blame on the individual’s own failings.
Examples include such different problems as eating disorders, divorce, and unemployment. Public
issues, whose source lies in the social structure and culture of a society, refer to social problems
affecting many individuals. Thus problems in society help account for problems that individuals
experience. Mills felt that many problems ordinarily considered private troubles are best under-
stood as public issues, and he coined the term sociological imagination to refer to the ability to
appreciate the structural basis for individual problems.
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C. Wright Mills’s concept of the sociological imagination stressed that many private troubles are
in fact public issues that can be addressed only by fundamental changes in society itself. This
video reviews the basics of this very important concept.

View in the online reader

To illustrate Mills’s viewpoint, let’s use our sociological imaginations to understand some
important contemporary social problems. We will start with unemployment, which Mills himself
discussed. If only a few people were unemployed, Mills wrote, we could reasonably explain their
unemployment by saying they were lazy, lacked good work habits, and so forth. If so, their unem-
ployment would be their own personal trouble. But when millions of people are out of work,
unemployment is best understood as a public issue because, as Mills (1959:9)[11] put it, “the very struc-
ture of opportunities has collapsed. Both the correct statement of the problem and the range of
possible solutions require us to consider the economic and political institutions of the society, and
not merely the personal situation and character of a scatter of individuals.”

The rising unemployment rate that stemmed from the 2020 pandemic provided a telling exam-
ple of the point Mills was making. When our society and economy shut down in March and April of
2020, millions of people lost their jobs through no fault of their own. While some people may have
still lost their jobs only because they lacked good work habits, a more structural explanation focus-
ing on “macro” problems in the nation is needed to explain why so many people lost their jobs in
spring 2020. In this case, unemployment is best understood as a public issue, not just a personal
trouble.

Another contemporary problem is crime, which we explore further in Chapter 7. If crime were
only a personal trouble, then we could blame crime on the moral failings of individuals. But this
explanation ignores the fact that crime is a public issue, because structural factors such as inequal-
ity and the physical characteristics of communities contribute to high crime rates among certain
groups in American society. As an illustration, consider identical twins separated at birth. One twin
grows up in a wealthy suburb or rural area, while the other twin grows up in a blighted neighbor-
hood in a poor, urban area. Twenty years later, which twin will be more likely to have a criminal
record? You probably answered the twin growing up in the poor, rundown urban neighborhood.
If so, you recognize that there is something about growing up in that type of neighborhood that
increases the chances of a person becoming prone to crime. That “something” is the structural fac-
tors just mentioned. Criminal behavior is a public issue, not just a personal trouble.

The Sociological Imagination Explained
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Although eating disorders often stem from
personal problems, they also may reflect a
cultural emphasis for women to have slender
bodies.

Source: Photographee.eu/Shutterstock.com

blaming the victim

The belief that people
experiencing difficulties are
to blame for these
problems.

blaming the system

The belief that personal
difficulties stem from
problems in society.

A third problem is eating disorders. We usually consider a person’s eating dis-
order to be a personal trouble that stems from a lack of control, low self-esteem,
or another personal problem. However valuable, this understanding still neglects
the larger social and cultural forces that help explain such disorders. For exam-
ple, most Americans with eating disorders are women, not men. This gender
difference forces us to ask what it is about being a woman in American society
that makes eating disorders so much more common for women. To begin to
answer this question, we need to look to the standard of beauty for women that
emphasizes a slender body (Chou 2018).[12] If this cultural standard did not exist,
far fewer American women would suffer from eating disorders than do now.
Even if every girl and woman with an eating disorder were cured, others would
take their places unless we could somehow change the cultural standard of
female slenderness. To the extent this explanation makes sense, eating disorders
are best understood as a public issue, not just as personal trouble.

Applying the sociological imagination, the cultural emphasis on female slenderness helps explain
why so many girls and women experience eating disorders.

View in the online reader

Picking up on Mills’s insights, William Ryan (1976)[13] pointed out that Americans typically think
that social problems such as poverty and unemployment stem from personal failings of the people
experiencing these problems, not from structural problems in the larger society. Contemporary
observers make the same point (Kristof 2020).[14] Using Mills’s terms, Americans tend to think of
social problems as personal troubles rather than public issues. As Ryan put it, they tend to believe
in blaming the victim rather than blaming the system.

To help us understand a blaming-the-victim ideology, let’s consider why poor children in urban
areas often learn very little in their schools. A blaming-the-victim approach, according to Ryan,
would say that the children’s parents do not care about their learning, fail to teach them good study
habits, and do not encourage them to take school seriously. According to Ryan, this explanation
may apply to some parents, but it ignores a much more important situation: the sad shape of Amer-
ica’s urban schools, which are decrepit structures housing old textbooks and out-of-date
equipment. To improve the schooling of children in urban areas, he wrote, we must improve the
schools themselves, and not just try to “improve” the parents.

As this example suggests, a blaming-the-victim approach points to solutions to social problems
such as poverty and illiteracy that are very different from those suggested by a more structural
approach that “blames the system.” If we blame the victim, we would spend our limited dollars
addressing the personal failings of individuals who suffer from poverty, illiteracy, poor health, eat-
ing disorders, and other difficulties. If instead we blame the system, we would focus our attention

Using the Sociological Imagination to Understand Eating Disorders
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on the various social conditions (run-down schools, harmful cultural standards of female beauty,
and the like) that account for these difficulties, as many contemporary observers urge (Kristof
2020).[15] A sociological perspective suggests that the latter approach is ultimately needed to help us
deal successfully with the social problems facing us today.

Sociology and Social Reform: Public
Sociology

This book’s subtitle is “understanding and changing the social world.” The last several pages were
devoted to the subtitle’s first part, understanding. Our discussion of Mills’s and Ryan’s perspectives
in turn points to the implications of a sociological understanding for changing the social world.
This understanding suggests the need to focus on the various aspects of the social environment
that help explain both social issues and private troubles, to recall Mills’s terms.

The use of sociological knowledge to achieve social reform was a key theme of sociology as
it developed in the United States after emerging at the University of Chicago in the 1890s (Cal-
houn 2007).[16] The early Chicago sociologists aimed to use their research to achieve social reform
and, in particular, to reduce poverty and its related effects. They worked closely with Jane Addams
(1860–1935), a renowned social worker who founded Hull House (a home for the those living in
poverty in Chicago) in 1899 and won the Nobel Peace Prize in 1931. Addams gained much attention
for her analyses of poverty and other social problems of the time, and her book Twenty Years at
Hull House remains a moving account of her work with those who were ill and living in poverty in
Chicago.

About the same time, W. E. B. Du Bois (1868–1963), a sociologist and the first African American to
obtain a PhD from Harvard University, wrote groundbreaking books and articles on race in Amer-
ican society and, more specifically, on the problems facing African Americans (Morris 2015).[17] One
of these works was his 1899 book The Philadelphia Negro: A Social Study, which attributed the
problems facing Black people in Philadelphia to racial prejudice among white people. Du Bois also
helped found the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). A con-
temporary of Du Bois was Ida B. Wells-Barnett (1862–1931), a formerly enslaved person who became
an activist for women’s rights and worked tirelessly to improve the conditions of African Ameri-
cans. She wrote several studies on lynching and joined Du Bois in helping to found the NAACP (Bay
2009).[18]

American sociology has never fully lost its early calling, but by the 1940s and 1950s many soci-
ologists had developed a more scientific, professional orientation that disregarded social reform
(Calhoun 2007).[19] In 1951, some sociologists who wanted sociology to turn to its early social reform
orientation formed a new national association, the Society for the Study of Social Problems (SSSP),
whose primary aim today remains the use of sociological knowledge to achieve social justice (http:/
/sssp1.org). During the 1960s, a new wave of young sociologists, influenced by the political events
and social movements of that tumultuous period, took up the mantle of social reform and clashed
with their older colleagues. A healthy tension has existed since then between sociologists who see
social reform as a major goal of their work and those who favor sociological knowledge for its own
sake.

In 2004, the president of the American Sociological Association, Michael Burawoy, called for
public sociology, or the use of sociological insights and findings to address social issues and achieve
social change (Burawoy 2005).[20] His call ignited much excitement and debate, and public sociology
became the theme or prime topic of several national and regional sociology conferences and of spe-
cial issues or sections of major sociological journals. Several sociology departments began degree
programs or concentrations in public sociology, and a Google search of “public sociology” in July
2020 yielded 190,000 results. In the spirit of public sociology, the chapters that follow aim to show
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the relevance of sociological knowledge for social reform and for understanding national and
global problems like the pandemic.

W. E. B. Du Bois was a founder of American sociology, with his work emphasizing the nature,
sources, and impact of racial inequality in the United States.

View in the online reader

Key Takeaways

• The debunking motif involves seeing beyond taken-for-granted assumptions of social reality.

• According to C. Wright Mills, the sociological imagination involves the ability to recognize that
private troubles are rooted in public issues and structural problems.

• Early U.S. sociologists emphasized the use of sociological research to achieve social reform,
and today’s public sociology reflects the historical roots of sociology in this regard.

For Your Review

1. Select an example of a “private trouble” and explain how and why it may reflect a structural
problem in society.

2. Do you think it is important to emphasize the potential use of sociological research to achieve
social reform? Why or why not?

A Short Biography of W. E. B. Du Bois
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macrosociology

That part of sociology that
deals with issues involving
large-scale social change
and social institutions.

microsociology

That part of sociology that
deals with social
interaction in small
settings.

Microsociologists examine the interaction of
small groups of people, such as the two women
talking here. These sociologists examine how
and why individuals interact and interpret the
meanings of their interaction.

Source: All kind of people/Shutterstock.com

1.3 Theoretical Perspectives in
Sociology

Learning Objectives

1. Distinguish macro approaches in sociology from micro approaches.

2. Summarize the most important beliefs and assumptions of functionalism and conflict theory.

3. Summarize the most important beliefs and assumptions of symbolic interactionism and
exchange theory.

We have talked repeatedly about “a” sociological perspective, as if all sociologists share the same
beliefs on how society works. This implication is misleading. Although all sociologists would prob-
ably accept the basic premise that social backgrounds affect people’s attitudes, behavior, and life
chances, their views as sociologists differ in many other ways.

Macro and Micro Approaches

Although this may be overly simplistic, sociologists’ views basically fall into two camps:
macrosociology and microsociology. Macrosociologists focus on the big picture, which usually
means such things as social structure, social institutions, and social, political, and economic change.
They look at the large-scale social forces that affect human society and the lives of individuals.
Microsociologists, on the other hand, study social interaction. They look at how families, coworkers,
and other small groups of people interact; why they interact the way they do; and how they inter-
pret the meanings of their own interactions and of the social settings in which they find
themselves. Often macro- and microsociologists look at the same phenomena but do so in different
ways. Their views taken together offer a fuller understanding of the phenomena than either
approach can offer alone.

The different but complementary nature of these two approaches can be
seen in the case of armed robbery. Macrosociologists would discuss such things
as why robbery rates are higher in poorer communities and whether these rates
change with fluctuations in the national economy. Microsociologists would
instead focus on such things as why individual robbers decide to commit a rob-
bery and how they select their targets. Both types of approaches give us a
valuable understanding of robbery, but together they offer an even richer under-
standing.

Within the broad macro camp, two perspectives dominate: functionalism
and conflict theory. Within the micro camp, two other perspectives exist: sym-
bolic interactionism and utilitarianism (also called rational choice theory or
exchange theory) (Collins 1994).[21] We now turn to these four theoretical perspec-
tives, which are summarized in Table 1.1.
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functionalism

The view that social
institutions are important
for their contributions to
social stability.

TABLE 1.1 Theory Snapshot

Theoretical
Perspective

Major Assumptions

Functionalism Social stability is necessary to have a strong society, and adequate socialization and
social integration are necessary to achieve social stability. Society’s social institutions
perform important functions to help ensure social stability. Slow social change is
desirable, but rapid social change threatens social order. Functionalism is a macro
theory.

Conflict
theory

Society is characterized by pervasive inequality based on social class, gender, and
other factors. Far-reaching social change is needed to reduce or eliminate social
inequality and to create an egalitarian society. Conflict theory is a macro theory.

Symbolic
interactionism

People construct their roles as they interact; they do not merely learn the roles that
society has set out for them. As this interaction occurs, individuals negotiate their
definitions of the situations in which they find themselves and socially construct the
reality of these situations. In so doing, they rely heavily on symbols such as words
and gestures to reach a shared understanding of their interaction. Symbolic
interactionism is a micro theory.

Utilitarianism
(rational
choice theory
or exchange
theory)

People act to maximize their advantages in a given situation and to reduce their
disadvantages. If they decide that benefits outweigh disadvantages, they will initiate
the interaction or continue it if it is already under way. If they instead decide that
disadvantages outweigh benefits, they will decline to begin interacting or stop the
interaction if already begun. Social order is possible because people realize it will be
in their best interests to cooperate and to make compromises when necessary.
Utilitarianism is a micro theory.

Functionalism

Functionalism, also known as the functionalist perspective, arose out of two great revolutions of
the 18th and 19th centuries. The first was the French Revolution of 1789, whose intense violence and
bloody terror shook Europe to its core. The aristocracy throughout Europe feared that revolution
would spread to their own lands, and intellectuals feared that social order was crumbling.

The Industrial Revolution of the 19th century reinforced these concerns. Starting first in
Europe and then in the United States, the Industrial Revolution led to many changes, including the
rise and growth of cities as people left their farms to live near factories. As the cities grew, people
lived in increasingly poor, crowded, and decrepit conditions. One result of these conditions was
mass violence, as mobs of poor people roamed the streets of European and American cities. They
attacked bystanders, destroyed property, and generally wreaked havoc. Here was additional evi-
dence, if European intellectuals needed it, of the breakdown of social order.

In response, the intellectuals began to write that a strong society, as exemplified by strong
social bonds and rules and effective socialization, was needed to prevent social order from disinte-
grating (Collins 1994).[22] In this regard, their view was similar to that of the 20th-century novel Lord
of the Flies by William Golding (1954),[23] which many had read in high school. Some British boys are
stranded on an island after a plane crash. No longer supervised by adults and no longer in a society
as they once knew it, they are not sure how to proceed and come up with new rules for their behav-
ior. These rules prove ineffective, and the boys slowly become savages, as the book calls them, and
commit murder. However bleak, Golding’s view echoes that of the conservative intellectuals writing
in the aftermath of the French and Industrial Revolutions. Without a strong society and effective
socialization, they warned, social order breaks down, and violence and other signs of social disorder
result.

This general framework reached fruition in the writings of Émile Durkheim (1858–1917), a
French scholar largely responsible for the sociological perspective as we now know it. Adopting the
conservative intellectuals’ view of the need for a strong society, Durkheim felt that human beings
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collective conscience

From Émile Durkheim, the
combined norms of
society.

Émile Durkheim was a
founder of sociology and
largely responsible for the
sociological perspective as
we now know it.

Source: Photo courtesy of
Marxists Internet Archive. https://
www.marxists.org/glossary/
people/d/pics/durkheim.jpg.

anomie

Normlessness, a state in
which social norms are
unclear.

have desires that result in chaos unless society limits them. He wrote, “To achieve any other result,
the passions first must be limited . . . . But since the individual has no way of limiting them, this
must be done by some force exterior to him” (Durkheim [1897] 1952:274).[24] This force, Durkheim con-
tinued, is the moral authority of society.

How does society limit individual aspirations? Durkheim emphasized two related social mech-
anisms: socialization and social integration. Socialization helps us learn society’s rules and the need
to cooperate, as people end up generally agreeing on important norms and values, while social inte-
gration, or our ties to other people and to social institutions such as religion and the family, helps
socialize us and integrate us into society and reinforce our respect for its rules. In general,
Durkheim added, society comprises many types of social facts, or forces external to the individual,
that affect and constrain individual attitudes and behavior. The result is that socialization and
social integration help establish a strong set of social rules—or, as Durkheim called it, a strong
collective conscience—that is needed for a stable society. By so doing, society “creates a kind of
cocoon around the individual, making him or her less individualistic, more a member of the group”
(Collins 1994:181).[25] Weak rules or social ties weaken this “moral cocoon” and lead to social disorder.
In all of these respects, says Randall Collins (1994:181),[26] Durkheim’s view represents the “core tradi-
tion” of sociology that lies at the heart of the sociological perspective.

Durkheim used suicide to illustrate how social disorder can result from a weakening of soci-
ety’s moral cocoon. Focusing on group rates of suicide, he felt they could not be explained simply in
terms of individual unhappiness and instead resulted from external forces. One such force is
anomie, or normlessness, which results from situations, such as periods of rapid social change,
when social norms have broken down and are weak and unclear, or when social ties are weak.
When anomie sets in, people become more uncertain about how to deal with problems in their life.
Their aspirations are no longer limited by society’s constraints and thus cannot be fulfilled. The
frustration stemming from anomie leads some people to commit suicide (Durkheim [1897] 1952).[27]

To test his theory, Durkheim gathered suicide rate data and found that Protestants had higher
suicide rates than Catholics. To explain this difference, he rejected the idea that Protestants were
less happy than Catholics and instead hypothesized that Catholic doctrine provides many more
rules for behavior and thinking than does Protestant doctrine. Protestants’ aspirations were thus
less constrained than Catholics’ desires. In times of trouble, Protestants also have fewer norms on
which to rely for comfort and support than do Catholics. He also thought that Protestants’ ties to
each other were weaker than those among Catholics, providing Protestants fewer social support
networks to turn to when troubled. In addition, Protestant belief is ambivalent about suicide, while
Catholic doctrine condemns it. All of these properties of religious group membership combine to
produce higher suicide rates among Protestants than among Catholics.

Today’s functionalist perspective arises out of Durkheim’s work and that of other conservative
intellectuals of the 19th century. It uses the human body as a model for understanding society. In
the human body, our various organs and other body parts serve important functions for the ongo-
ing health and stability of our body. Our eyes help us see, our ears help us hear, our heart circulates
our blood, and so forth. Just as we can understand the body by describing and understanding the
functions that its parts serve for its health and stability, so can we understand society by describing
and understanding the functions that its “parts”—or, more accurately, its social institutions—serve
for the ongoing health and stability of society. Thus, functionalism emphasizes the importance of
social institutions such as the family, religion, and education for producing a stable society. We look
at these institutions in later chapters.

Similar to the view of the conservative intellectuals from which it grew, functionalism is skep-
tical of rapid social change and other major social upheaval. The analogy to the human body helps
us understand this skepticism. In our bodies, any sudden, rapid change is a sign of danger to our
health. If we break a bone in one of our legs, we have trouble walking; if we lose sight in both our
eyes, we can no longer see. Slow changes, such as the growth of our hair and our nails, are fine
and even normal, but sudden changes like those just described are obviously troublesome. By anal-
ogy, sudden and rapid changes in society and its social institutions are troublesome according to
the functionalist perspective. If the human body evolved to its present form and functions because
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conflict theory

The view that society is
composed of groups with
different interests arising
from their placement in the
social structure, and that
social change is necessary
to reduce inequality.

Karl Marx and his
collaborator Friedrich Engels
were intense critics of
capitalism. Their work
inspired the later
development of conflict
theory in sociology.

Source: Nicku/Shutterstock.com

bourgeoisie

The ruling class.

proletariat

The working class.

class consciousness

Awareness of one’s
placement in the social
structure and the interests
arising from this
placement.

these made sense from an evolutionary perspective, so did society evolve to its present form and
functions because these made sense. Any sudden change in society thus threatens its stability and
future. By taking a skeptical approach to social change, functionalism supports the status quo and
is thus often regarded as a conservative perspective.

Conflict Theory

In many ways, conflict theory is the opposite of functionalism but ironically also grew out of the
Industrial Revolution, thanks largely to Karl Marx (1818–1883) and his collaborator, Friedrich Engels
(1820–1895). Whereas conservative intellectuals feared the mass violence resulting from industrial-
ization, Marx and Engels deplored the conditions they felt were responsible for the mass violence
and the capitalist society they felt was responsible for these conditions. Instead of fearing the
breakdown of social order that mass violence represented, they felt that revolutionary violence was
needed to eliminate capitalism and the poverty and misery they saw as its inevitable result (Marx
[1867] 1906; Marx & Engels [1848] 1962).[28]

According to Marx and Engels, every society is divided into two classes based on the ownership
of the means of production (tools, factories, and the like). In a capitalist society, the bourgeoisie, or
ruling class, owns the means of production, while the proletariat, or working class, does not own
the means of production and instead is oppressed and exploited by the bourgeoisie. This difference
creates an automatic conflict of interests between the two groups. Simply put, the bourgeoisie is
interested in maintaining its position at the top of society, while the proletariat’s interest lies in ris-
ing up from the bottom and overthrowing the bourgeoisie to create an egalitarian society.

In a capitalist society, Marx and Engels wrote, revolution is inevitable because of structural
contradictions arising from the very nature of capitalism. Because profit is the main goal of capi-
talism, the bourgeoisie’s interest lies in maximizing profit. To do so, capitalists try to keep wages as
low as possible and to spend as little money as possible on working conditions. This central fact of
capitalism, said Marx and Engels, eventually prompts the rise among workers of class
consciousness, or an awareness of the reasons for their oppression. Their class consciousness in
turn leads them to revolt against the bourgeoisie to eliminate the oppression and exploitation they
suffer.

Over the years, Marx and Engels’s views on the nature of capitalism and class relations have
greatly influenced social, political, and economic theory and also inspired revolutionaries in
nations around the world. However, history has not supported their prediction that capitalism will
inevitably result in a revolution of the proletariat. For example, no such revolution has occurred in
the United States, where workers never developed the degree of class consciousness envisioned by
Marx and Engels. Because the United States is thought to be a free society where everyone has the
opportunity to succeed, even poor Americans feel that the system is basically just. Thus, various
aspects of American society and ideology have helped minimize the development of class con-
sciousness and prevent the revolution that Marx and Engels foresaw.

Despite this shortcoming, their basic view of conflict arising from unequal positions held by
members of society lies at the heart of today’s conflict theory. This theory emphasizes that differ-
ent groups in society have different interests stemming from their different social positions. These
different interests in turn lead to different views on important social issues. Some versions of the
theory root conflict in divisions based on race and ethnicity, gender, and other such differences,
while other versions follow Marx and Engels in seeing conflict arising out of different positions in
the economic structure. In general, however, conflict theory emphasizes that the various parts of
society contribute to ongoing inequality, whereas functionalist theory, as we have seen, stresses
that they contribute to the ongoing stability of society. Thus, while functionalist theory empha-
sizes the benefits of the various parts of society for ongoing social stability, conflict theory favors
social change to reduce inequality. In this regard, conflict theory may be considered a progressive
perspective.
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feminist theory

The view that society is
filled with gender inequality
characterized by women
being the subordinate sex
in the social, political, and
economic dimensions of
society.

symbolic
interactionism

A micro perspective in
sociology that focuses on
the meanings people gain
from social interaction.

Feminist theory has developed in sociology and other disciplines since the 1970s and for our
purposes will be considered a specific application of conflict theory. In this case, the conflict con-
cerns gender inequality rather than the class inequality emphasized by Marx and Engels. Although
many variations of feminist theory exist, they all emphasize that society is filled with gender
inequality such that women are treated as the subordinate sex in many dimensions of social, polit-
ical, and economic life (Tong 2018).[29] Liberal feminists view gender inequality as arising out of
gender differences in socialization, while Marxist feminists say that this inequality is a result of the
rise of capitalism, which made women dependent on men for economic support. On the other
hand, radical feminists view gender inequality as present in all societies, not just capitalist ones.
Chapter 11 examines some of the arguments of feminist theory at great length.

Symbolic Interactionism

Whereas the functionalist and conflict perspectives are macro approaches, symbolic
interactionism is a micro approach that focuses on the interaction of individuals and on how they
interpret their interaction. Its roots lie in the work in the early 1900s of American sociologists, social
psychologists, and philosophers who were interested in human consciousness and action. Herbert
Blumer (1969),[30] a sociologist at the University of Chicago, built on their writings to develop sym-
bolic interactionism, a term he coined. This view remains popular today, in part because many
sociologists object to what they perceive as the overly deterministic view of human thought and
action and passive view of the individual inherent in the sociological perspective derived from
Durkheim.

Drawing on Blumer’s work, symbolic interactionists say that people do not merely learn the
roles that society has set out for them; instead they construct these roles as they interact. As
they interact, they “negotiate” their definitions of the situations in which they find themselves and
socially construct the reality of these situations. In so doing, they rely heavily on symbols such as
words and gestures to reach a shared understanding of their interaction.

An example is the familiar symbol of shaking hands. Before the pandemic, shaking hands in
the United States and many other socieities was a symbol of greeting and friendship that suggests
you are a polite person with whom someone should feel comfortable. To reinforce this symbol’s
importance for understanding a bit of interaction, consider a situation where someone refused to
shake hands before the pandemic. This action was usually intended as a sign of dislike or as an
insult, and the other person interpreted it as such. Their understanding of the situation and subse-
quent interaction would have been very different from those arising from the more typical shaking
of hands.

Now let’s say that someone did not shake hands before the pandemic, but this time the reason
was that the person’s right arm was broken. Because the other person realized this, no snub or
insult would have been inferred, and the two people could then proceed to have a comfortable
encounter. Their definition of the situation depended not only on whether they shook hands but
also, if they did not shake hands, on why they did not. As the term symbolic interactionism implies,
their understanding of this encounter arose from what they did when they interacted and their
use and interpretation of the various symbols included in their interaction. (After the pandemic
began, of course, shaking hands was seen in a very different light because it could help transmit the
coronavirus, and most people simply stopped this form of greeting.) According to symbolic inter-
actionists, social order is possible because people learn what various symbols or gestures (such as
shaking hands) mean and apply these meanings to different kinds of situations. If you visited a
society where sticking your right hand out to greet someone was interpreted as a threatening ges-
ture, you would quickly learn the value of common understandings of symbols.
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utilitarianism

The view that people
interact so as to maximize
their benefits and minimize
their disadvantages.

exchange theory

See definition for
utilitarianism.

rational choice
theory

See definition
for utilitarianism.

Symbolic interactionism focuses on how people interpret their social interaction. This video pro-
vides some further information and helpful examples.

View in the online reader

Utilitarianism

Utilitarianism is a general view of human behavior that says people act to maximize their pleasure
and to reduce their pain. It originated in the work of such 18th-century thinkers as the Italian econ-
omist Cesare Beccaria (1738–1794) and the English philosopher Jeremy Bentham (1748–1832). Both
men thought that people act rationally and make decisions before they act based on whether their
behavior will cause them more pleasure or pain. Applying their views to crime, they felt the crimi-
nal justice system in Europe at the time was far harsher than it needed to be to deter criminal
behavior. Another 18th-century utilitarian thinker was Adam Smith, whose book The Wealth of
Nations ([1776] 1910)[31] laid the foundation for modern economic thought. Indeed, at the heart of eco-
nomics is the view that sellers and buyers of goods and services act rationally to reduce their costs
and in this and other ways to maximize their profits.

In sociology, utilitarianism is commonly called exchange theory or rational choice theory
(Coleman, 1990; Homans, 1961).[32] Regardless of the name, this view emphasizes that when people
interact, they seek to maximize the benefits gained from the interaction and to reduce the disad-
vantages. If they decide that the benefits outweigh the disadvantages, they will initiate the
interaction or continue it if it is already under way. If they instead decide that the disadvantages
outweigh the benefits, they will decline to begin interacting or stop the interaction if already begun.
Social order is possible because people realize it will be in their best interests to cooperate and to
make compromises when necessary.

A familiar application of exchange theory would be a dating relationship. Each partner in a
dating relationship gives up a bit of autonomy in return for the love and other benefits of being
close to someone. Yet every relationship has its good and bad moments, and both partners make
frequent compromises to ensure the relationship will endure. As long as the couple feels the good
moments outweigh the bad moments, the relationship will continue. But once one or both partners
decide the reverse is true, the relationship may end.

Explaining Symbolic Interactionism
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To explain armed robbery, symbolic
interactionists focus on how armed robbers
decide when and where to rob a victim and on
how their interactions with other criminals
reinforce their own criminal tendencies.

Source: Marius Pirvu/Shutterstock.com

Comparing Macro and Micro Perspectives

This brief presentation of the four major theoretical perspectives in sociology has outlined their
basic points. Each perspective has its proponents, and each has its detractors. All four offer a lot of
truth, and all four oversimplify and make other mistakes. We will return to them in many of the
chapters ahead, but a brief critique is in order here.

A major problem with functionalist theory is that it tends to support the status quo and thus
seems to favor existing inequalities based on race and ethnicity, social class, gender, and other
dimensions. By emphasizing the contributions of social institutions such as the family and educa-
tion to social stability, functionalist theory minimizes how these institutions contribute to social
inequality.

Conflict theory also has its problems. By emphasizing inequality and dissensus in society, con-
flict theory overlooks the large degree of consensus on many important issues. And by emphasiz-
ing the ways in which social institutions contribute to social inequality, conflict theory minimizes
the ways in which these institutions also contribute to society’s stability.

Neither of these two macro perspectives has very much to say about social interaction, one
of the most important building blocks of society. In this regard, the two micro perspectives, sym-
bolic interactionism and utilitarianism, offer significant advantages over their macro cousins. Yet
their very micro focus leads them to pay relatively little attention to such broad and fundamentally
important macro issues as economic inequality and the loss of manufacturing jobs in the informa-
tion era. In addition, one of the micro perspectives, rational choice theory, has also been criticized
for ignoring the importance of emotions and values such as altruism for guiding human interac-
tion (Verweij et al. 2015).[33]

These criticisms aside, all four perspectives taken together offer a more com-
prehensive understanding of social phenomena than any one perspective can
offer alone. To illustrate this, let’s return to our armed robbery example. A func-
tionalist approach might suggest that armed robbery and other crimes actually
serve positive functions for society. As one function, fear of crime ironically
strengthens social bonds by uniting the law-abiding public against the criminal
elements in society. As a second function, armed robbery and other crimes create
many jobs for police officers, judges, lawyers, prison guards, the construction
companies that build prisons, and the various businesses that provide products
the public buys to help protect against crime.

Conflict theory would take a very different but no less helpful approach to
understanding armed robbery. It might note that most street criminals are poor
and thus emphasize that armed robbery and other crimes are the result of the
despair and frustration of living in poverty and facing a lack of jobs and other
opportunities for economic and social success. The roots of street crime, from the

perspective of conflict theory, thus lie in society at least as much as they lie in the individuals com-
mitting such crime.

In explaining armed robbery, symbolic interactionism would focus on how armed robbers
make such decisions as when and where to rob someone and on how their interactions with
other criminals reinforce their own criminal tendencies. Exchange or rational choice theory would
emphasize that armed robbers and other criminals are rational actors who carefully plan their
crimes and who would be deterred by a strong threat of swift and severe punishment.

Now that you have some understanding of the major theoretical perspectives in sociology, we
will discuss in Chapter 2 how sociologists conduct their research.
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Key Takeaways

• Sociological theories may be broadly divided into macro approaches and micro approaches.

• Functionalism emphasizes the importance of social institutions for social stability and implies
that far-reaching social change will be socially harmful.

• Conflict theory emphasizes social inequality and suggests that far-reaching social change is
needed to achieve a just society.

• Symbolic interactionism emphasizes the social meanings and understandings that individuals
derive from their social interactions.

• Utilitarianism emphasizes that people act in their own self-interest by calculating whether
potential behaviors will be more advantageous than disadvantageous.

For Your Review

1. In thinking about how you view society and individuals, do you consider yourself more of a
macro thinker or a micro thinker?

2. At this point in your study of sociology, which one of the four sociological traditions sounds
most appealing to you? Why?

1.4 End-of-Chapter Material

Summary

1. Although Americans enjoy much freedom of thought and action, society constrains their
views and behaviors.

2. The sociological perspective emphasizes that our social backgrounds influence our atti-
tudes, behavior, and life chances. The chances of committing even an individual act such
as suicide depend to some degree on the group backgrounds from which we come.

3. Because sociology deals in generalizations and not laws, people don’t always behave and
think in the patterns sociologists predict. For every sociological generalization, there are
many exceptions.

4. Personal experience, common sense, and the media are all valuable sources of knowledge
about various aspects of society, but they often present a limited or distorted view of these
aspects.

5. A theme of sociology is the debunking motif. This means that sociological knowledge aims
to look beyond on-the-surface understandings of social reality.

6. According to C. Wright Mills, the sociological imagination involves the ability to realize that
personal troubles are rooted in problems within the larger social structure. The sociologi-
cal imagination thus supports a blaming-the-system view over a blaming-the-victim view.

7. Theoretical perspectives in sociology generally divide into macro and micro views. Func-
tionalism emphasizes the functions that social institutions serve to ensure the ongoing
stability of society, while conflict theory focuses on the conflict among different racial, eth-
nic, social class, and other groups and emphasizes how social institutions help ensure
inequality. Two micro perspectives, symbolic interactionism and utilitarianism, focus on
interaction among individuals. Symbolic interactionism focuses on how individuals inter-
pret the meanings of the situations in which they find themselves, while utilitarianism
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emphasizes that people are guided in their actions by a desire to maximize their benefits
and to minimize their disadvantages.
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CHAPTER 2

Eye on Society: Doing
Sociological Research

2.1 Social Issues in the News

“Sociologist Leads National Survey on Impact of COVID-19,” the headline said. After the pan-
demic began in early 2020, sociologist Beth Redbird and a team of other social scientists
at Northwestern University initiated a daily national survey of people’s behaviors and opinions
related to the pandemic. Several early findings were illuminating: (1) Black and Latinx people were
more likely to know someone who had COVID-19 or who had died from it; (2) couples under
stay at home orders reported increased stress and conflict; and (3) women were more likely than
men to practice social distancing. Redbird noted the significance of these and other findings for
dealing with the pandemic. “This information is important for policy,” she said. “How people are
behaving, how they feel and what they think is just as important as whether people are filing
for unemployment. How we support people through isolation and social change matters to their
long-term well-being” (Anyaso 2020).[1]

“Kids from Tough Neighborhoods More Likely to Become Obese as Adults,” another headline
said. Cornell University sociologist Steven Alvardo found in a national study that children who
grow up in disadvantaged neighborhoods are more likely to be obese when they reach adulthood.
Commenting on his findings, Alvarado said his study points to the need to address neighborhood
conditions in order to reduce obesity. For example, policymakers could create more places in
these neighborhoods for young children and teenagers to exercise and play, and they could
establish healthy food outlets. By showing that neighborhood conditions during childhood pro-
duce obesity that lasts into adulthood, Alvardo said his study provides “an extended understand-
ing of how neighborhoods get under the skin and stay under the skin for a long period of time
throughout one’s lifetime” (Dean 2019).[2]

Some sociologists do research for its own sake, while some sociologists, such as Beth Redbird
and Steven Alvarado, do research that can also benefit society. Whatever the goals of their research,
sociologists follow the scientific method as they gather information that they then analyze. This
chapter examines the research process in sociology. It first discusses sociology as a social science
and the different ways that people ordinarily try to understand social reality. It then examines the
primary methods that sociologists use in their research and the practical and ethical issues they
sometimes encounter.



generalizations

A conclusion drawn from
sociological research that
is meant to apply to broad
categories of people but
for which many exceptions
will always exist.

A generalization regarding the 2020 election is
that Black people were more likely to support
Joe Biden than Donald Trump in pre-election
polls. This generalization does not mean that
every Black person supported Biden and no
Black people supported Trump; it means only
that they were more likely than not to support
Biden.

Source: Evan El-Amin/Shutterstock.com

2.2 Sociology as a Social Science

Learning Objectives

1. Explain what is meant by saying that sociology is a social science.

2. Describe the difference between a generalization and a law in scientific research.

3. List the sources of knowledge on which people rely for their understanding of social reality
and explain why the knowledge gained from these sources may sometimes be faulty.

4. List the basic steps of the scientific method.

Like anthropology, economics, political science, and psychology, sociology is a social science. All
these disciplines use research to try to understand various aspects of human thought and behavior.
Although this chapter naturally focuses on sociological research methods, much of the discussion
is also relevant for research in the other social and behavioral sciences.

When we say that sociology is a social science, we mean that it uses the scientific method to
try to understand the many aspects of society that sociologists study. An important goal is to yield
generalizations—general statements regarding trends among various dimensions of social life. We
discussed many such generalizations in Chapter 1 such as men are more likely than women to com-
mit suicide, Black people were more likely to support Biden than Trump in 2020 election polls, and
so forth. A generalization is just that: a statement of a tendency, rather than a hard-and-fast law.
For example, the statement that men are more likely than women to commit suicide does not mean
that every man commits suicide and no woman commits suicide. It means only that men have a
higher suicide rate, even though most men, of course, do not commit suicide. Similarly, the state-
ment that Black people were more likely to support Biden than Trump in 2020 does not mean that
all Black people supported Biden; it means only that they were more likely than not to do so.

Many people will not fit the pattern of such a generalization, because people
are shaped but not totally determined by their social environment. That is both
the fascination and the frustration of sociology. Sociology is fascinating because
no matter how much sociologists are able to predict people’s behavior, attitudes,
and life chances, many people will not fit the predictions. But sociology is frus-
trating for the same reason. Because people can never be totally explained by
their social environment, sociologists can never completely understand the
sources of their behavior, attitudes, and life chances.

In this sense, sociology as a social science is very different from a discipline
such as physics, in which known laws exist for which no exceptions are possible.
For example, we call the law of gravity a law because it describes a physical force
that exists on the earth at all times and in all places and that always has the same
result. If you were to pick up the book you are now reading—or the computer or
other device on which you are reading it—and then let go, the object you were
holding would obviously fall to the ground. If you did this a second time, it would
fall a second time. If you did this a billion times, it would fall a billion times. In
fact, if there were even one time out of a billion that your book or electronic

device did not fall down, our understanding of the physical world would be totally revolutionized,
the earth could be in danger, and you could go on television and make a lot of money.
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People’s attitudes, behavior, and life chances
are influenced but not totally determined by
many aspects of their social environment.

Source: ThreeRivers11/Shutterstock.com

For better or worse, people are less predictable than this object that keeps
falling. Sociology can help us understand the social forces that affect our behav-
ior, beliefs, and life chances, but it can only go so far. That limitation conceded,
sociological understanding can still go fairly far toward such an understanding,
and it can help us comprehend who we are and what we are by helping us first
understand the profound yet often subtle influence of our social backgrounds on
so many things about us.

Although sociology as a discipline is very different from physics, it is not as
different as one might think from this and the other “hard” sciences. Like these
disciplines, sociology as a social science relies heavily on systematic research that
follows the standard rules of the scientific method. We return to these rules and
the nature of sociological research later in this chapter. Suffice it to say here that
careful research is essential for a sociological understanding of people, social
institutions, and society.

At this point a reader might be saying, “I already know a lot about people. I could have told you
that African Americans preferred Biden. I already had heard that men have a higher suicide rate
than women. Maybe our social backgrounds do influence us in ways I had not realized, but what
beyond that does sociology have to tell me?”

Students often feel this way because sociology deals with matters already familiar to them.
Just about everyone has grown up in a family, so we all know something about it. We read a lot in
the media about topics like divorce and health care, so we all already know something about these,
too. All this leads some students to wonder if they will learn anything in their introduction to soci-
ology course that they do not already know.

How Do We Know What We Think We Know?

Let’s consider this issue a moment: how do we know what we think we know? Our usual knowledge
and understanding of social reality come from at least five sources: (a) personal experience; (b) com-
mon sense; (c) the media (including the Internet); (d) “expert authorities,” such as teachers, parents,
and government officials; and (e) tradition. These are all important sources of our understanding of
how the world “works,” but at the same time their value can often be very limited.

Personal Experience

Let’s look at these sources separately by starting with personal experience. Although personal expe-
riences are very important, not everyone has the same personal experience. This fact casts some
doubt on the degree to which our personal experiences can help us understand everything about a
topic and the degree to which we can draw conclusions from them that necessarily apply to other
people. For example, say you grew up in Maine or Vermont, where more than 94% of the popula-
tion is white. If you relied on your personal experience to calculate how many people of color live
in the country, you would conclude that almost everyone in the United States is also white, which
certainly is not true. As another example, say you grew up in a family where your parents had the
proverbial perfect marriage, as they loved each other deeply and rarely argued. If you relied on your
personal experience to understand the typical American marriage, you would conclude that most
marriages were as good as your parents’ marriage, which, unfortunately, also is not true. To take just
one more example, suppose you tested positive for COVID-19 but never developed any symptoms. If
you relied on this personal experience to conclude that COVID-19 was not a dangerous disease, you
certainly would have drawn a very wrong conclusion. Many other examples could be cited here, but
the basic point should be clear: Although personal experience is better than nothing, it often offers
only a very limited understanding of social reality other than our own.
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During the late 19th century, a common-sense
belief was that women should not go to college
because the stress of higher education would
obviously disrupt their menstrual cycles. This
example shows that common sense is often
incorrect.

Source: michaeljung/Shutterstock.com

The news media often
oversimplify complex topics
and in other respects provide
a misleading picture of social
reality. As one example,
news coverage
sensationalizes violent crime
and thus suggests that such
crime is more common than
it actually is.

Source: Prath/Shutterstock.com

Common Sense

If personal experience does not help that much when it comes to making predic-
tions, what about common sense? Although common sense can be very helpful,
it can also contradict itself. For example, which makes more sense, haste makes
waste or he or she who hesitates is lost? How about birds of a feather flock
together versus opposites attract? Or two heads are better than one versus too
many cooks spoil the broth? Each of these common sayings makes sense, but if
sayings that are opposite of each other both make sense, where does the truth
lie? Can common sense always be counted on to help us understand social life?
Slightly more than five centuries ago, everyone “knew” the earth was flat—it was
just common sense that it had to be that way. Slightly more than a century ago,
some of the leading physicians in the United States believed that women should
not go to college because the stress of higher education would disrupt their men-
strual cycles (Ehrenreich and English 2005).[3] If that bit of common
sense(lessness) were still with us, many of the women reading this book would
not be in college!

Still, perhaps there are some things that make so much sense they just have
to be true; if sociology then tells us that they are true, what have we learned? Here is an example of
such an argument with regard to the abortion issue. Because pregnancy and childbirth affect
women so directly, they should be more likely than men to think that abortion should be legal. If a
sociologist did some research and then reported that women are indeed more likely than men to
favor legal abortions, what have we learned? The sociologist only confirmed the obvious.

The trouble with this confirmation of the obvious is that the “obvious” turns out not to be
true after all. In the 2018 General Social Survey, which was given to a random sample of Americans,
respondents were asked if they thought an abortion should be legal if a “woman wants it for any
reason.” Almost half (49.6%) of women responded “yes” to this question, but men, at 50.3%, were
very slightly more likely to respond “yes” in what should be regarded as a statistical tie. As these
numbers show, women are, in fact, not more likely than men to favor legal abortion! What we all
“knew” was obvious from common sense turns out not to have been so obvious after all.

The Media

If personal experience and common sense do not always help that much, how about the media? We
learn a lot about current events and social and political issues from the Internet, television news,
newspapers and magazines, and other media sources. It is certainly important to keep up with the
news, but media coverage may oversimplify complex topics or even distort what the best evidence
from systematic research seems to be telling us. A good example here is crime. Many studies show
that the media sensationalize crime and suggest there is much more violent crime than there really
is. For example, most crime stories feature violent crime, even though violent crime is much, much
less common than property crime (Robinson 2018).[4]
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The media are an important source of information about crime, but they sometimes distort the
actual reality of crime. One way this happens is that they exaggerate the involvement of Black
people in violent crime.

View in the online reader

Expert Authorities

Expert authorities, such as teachers, parents, and government officials, are a fourth source that
influences our understanding of social reality. We learn much from our teachers and parents and
perhaps from government officials, but, for better or worse, not all of what we learn from these
sources about social reality is completely accurate. Teachers and parents do not always have the
latest research evidence at their fingertips, and various biases may color their interpretation of any
evidence with which they are familiar. As many examples from U.S. history illustrate, government
officials may simplify or even falsify the facts. We should perhaps always listen to our teachers
and parents and maybe even to government officials, but that does not always mean they give
us a true, complete picture of social reality. Academic researchers’ findings also cannot always be
trusted. Honest errors in the research process may occur, and researchers’ biases may affect their
interpretation of their findings, as the earlier mention of 19th-century physicians’ views on women
in higher education illustrates.

Tradition

A final source that influences our understanding of social reality is tradition, or long-standing
ways of thinking about the workings of society. Tradition is generally valuable, because a society
should always be aware of its roots. However, traditional ways of thinking about social reality often
turn out to be inaccurate and incomplete. For example, traditional ways of thinking in the United
States once assumed that women and people of color were biologically inferior to men and whites.
Although some Americans continue to hold these beliefs, this traditional belief, thankfully, is much
less common today.

If we cannot always trust personal experience, common sense, the media, expert authorities,
and tradition to help us understand social reality, then the need for systematic research gathered
by sociology and the other social sciences becomes apparent.

Why Accurate Coverage of Crime Matters
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scientific method

The classic steps by which
scientific research is
conducted, including the
formulation of a hypothesis
and the gathering and
analysis of data.

The Scientific Method

As noted earlier, because sociology is a social science, sociologists follow the rules of the scientific
method in their research. Most readers probably learned these rules in science classes in high
school, college, or both. The scientific method is followed in the natural, physical, and social sciences
to help yield the most accurate and reliable conclusions possible, especially ones that are free of
bias or methodological errors. An overriding principle of the scientific method is that research
should be conducted as objectively as possible. Researchers are often passionate about their work,
but they must take care not to let the findings they expect and even hope to uncover affect how
they do their research. This in turn means that they must not conduct their research in a manner
that “helps” achieve the results they expect to find. Such bias can happen unconsciously, but the
scientific method helps reduce the potential for this bias as much as possible.

This potential is arguably greater in the social sciences than in the natural and physical sci-
ences. The political views of chemists and physicists typically do not affect how an experiment is
performed nor how the outcome of the experiment is interpreted. In contrast, researchers in the
social sciences, and perhaps particularly in sociology, often have strong feelings about the topics
they are studying. Their social and political beliefs may thus influence how they perform their
research on these topics and how they interpret the results of this research. Following the scientific
method helps reduce this possible influence.

FIGURE 2.1 The Scientific Method

As you probably learned in a science class, the scientific method involves these basic steps: (a)
formulating a hypothesis, (b) measuring and gathering data to test the hypothesis, (c) analyzing
these data, and (d) drawing appropriate conclusions (see Figure 2.1). In following the scientific
method, sociologists are no different from their colleagues in the natural and physical sciences or
the other social sciences, even though their research is very different in other respects. The next
section discusses the stages of the sociological research process in more detail.
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The scientific method lies at the heart of sociology and the other social sciences, as well as the
natural and physical sciences. It helps to ensure that the gathering and interpretation of scientific
evidence will be as objective and accurate as possible.

View in the online reader

Key Takeaways

• As a social science, sociology presents generalizations, or general statements, regarding
trends among various dimensions of social life. There are always many exceptions to any
generalization, because people are not totally determined by their social environment.

• Our knowledge and understanding of social reality usually comes from five sources: (a) per-
sonal experience, (b) common sense, (c) the media, (d) expert authorities, and (e) tradition.
Sometimes and perhaps often, the knowledge gained from these sources is faulty.

• Like research in other social sciences, sociological research follows the scientific method
to ensure the most accurate and reliable results possible. The basic steps of the scientific
method include (a) formulating a hypothesis, (b) measuring and gathering data to test the
hypothesis, (c) analyzing these data, and (d) drawing appropriate conclusions.

For Your Review

1. Think of a personal experience you have had that might have some sociological relevance.
Write a short essay in which you explain how this experience helped you understand some
aspect of society. Your essay should also consider whether the understanding gained from
your personal experience is generalizable to other people and situations.

2. Why do you think the media sometimes provide a false picture of social reality? Does this
problem result from honest mistakes, or is the media’s desire to attract more viewers, listen-
ers, and readers to blame?

The Scientific Method in Sociology
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Many sociologists have a theoretical interest in
gender that leads them to investigate the
importance of gender on many aspects of the
social world, including experiences in medical
settings and other workplaces.

Source: Rocketclips, Inc./Shutterstock.com

2.3 Stages in the Sociological
Research Process

Learning Objectives

1. List the major stages of the sociological research process.

2. Describe the different types of units of analysis in sociology.

3. Explain the difference between an independent variable and a dependent variable.

Sociological research consists of several stages. The researcher must first choose a topic to investi-
gate and then become familiar with prior research on the topic. Once appropriate data are gathered
and analyzed, the researcher can then draw relevant conclusions. This section discusses these vari-
ous stages of the research process.

Choosing a Research Topic

The first step in the research process is choosing a topic. There are countless top-
ics from which to choose, so how does a researcher go about choosing one? Many
sociologists choose a topic based on a theoretical interest they may have. For
example, Émile Durkheim’s interest in the importance of social integration moti-
vated his monumental study of suicide that was discussed in Chapter 1. Many
sociologists since the 1970s have had a theoretical interest in gender, and this
interest has motivated a huge volume of research on the difference that gender
makes on behavior, attitudes, and life chances. The link between theory and
research lies at the heart of the sociological research process, as it does for other
social, natural, and physical sciences. Accordingly, this book discusses many
examples of studies motivated by sociologists’ varied theoretical interests.

Many sociologists also choose a topic based on a social policy interest they
may have. For example, sociologists concerned about poverty have investigated

its effects on individuals’ health, educational attainment, and other outcomes during childhood,
adolescence, and adulthood. Sociologists concerned about racial prejudice and discrimination have
carried out many studies documenting their negative consequences for people of color. As Chapter
1 discussed and as this book emphasizes, the roots of sociology in the United States lie in the use of
sociological knowledge to achieve social reform, and many sociologists today continue to engage in
numerous research projects because of their social policy interests. The news story that began this
chapter discussed an important example of this type of research. The “Sociology Making a Differ-
ence” box further discusses research of this type.
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The first step in the research process is to choose a topic to study. This video provides light-
hearted guidance on how to do this.

View in the online reader

Sociology Making a Difference

Survey Research to Help those Living in PovertySurvey Research to Help those Living in Poverty

The Community Service Society (CSS) of New York City is a nonprofit organization that engages
in research and advocacy to help low-income New Yorkers (http://www.cssny.org). It was estab-
lished in 1939 and has made many notable accomplishments over the years, including helping to
initiate the free school lunch program that is now found around the United States and establish-
ing perhaps the largest senior volunteer program in the nation.

A key component of the CSS’s efforts today involves gathering much information about the lives
of poor New Yorkers through a regular survey of random samples of these residents. Because
the needs of those living in poverty are so often neglected and their voices so often unheard,
the CSS calls this effort the Unheard Third survey, as poor people represent about one-third of
the New York City population. The Unheard Third survey asks respondents their opinions about
many issues affecting their lives and also asks them many questions about such matters as their
health and health care needs, employment status and job satisfaction, debt, and housing.

The CSS then uses all this information in reports about the needs of those living in poverty and
near-poor in New York that it prepares for city and state officials, the news media, and key indi-
viduals in the private sector. According to the CSS, this survey’s findings have bolstered the
organization’s efforts to achieve “better wages; on-the-job benefits such as paid sick days; and
workforce programs such as GED preparation and upgrading career and technical education; as
well as greater investment in affordable housing, among many other issues” (Community Service
Society 2020). In these ways, the CSS uses survey research in the service of society.

A third source of inspiration for research topics is personal experience. Like other social sci-
entists (and probably also natural and physical scientists), many sociologists have had various
experiences during childhood, adolescence, or adulthood that led them to study a topic from a soci-
ological standpoint. For example, a sociologist whose parents divorced while the sociologist was in
high school may become interested in studying the effects of divorce on children. A sociologist who
was arrested during college for a political protest may become interested in studying how effective
protest might be for achieving the aims of a social movement. A sociologist who acted on stage in
high school plays may choose a dissertation during graduate school that focuses on a topic involv-
ing social interaction. Although the exact number will never be known, many research studies in
sociology are undoubtedly first conceived because personal experience led the author to become
interested in the theory or social policy addressed by the study.

Choosing a Research Topic
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hypothesis

A statement of the
relationship between two
variables concerning the
units of analysis the
researcher is studying.

unit of analysis

The focus of sociological
research, usually a person,
organization, or
geographical region.

variable

Any characteristic that
varies among units of
analysis.

Conducting a Literature Review

Whatever topic is chosen, the next stage in the research process is a review of the literature. A
researcher who begins a new project typically reads a good number of studies that have already
been published on the topic that the researcher wants to investigate. In sociology, most of these
studies are published in journals, but many are also published as books. The government and
private research organizations also publish reports that researchers consult for their literature
reviews.

Regardless of the type of published study, a literature review has several goals. First, the
researcher needs to determine that the study she or he has in mind has not already been done. Sec-
ond, the researcher needs to determine how the proposed study will add to what is known about
the topic of the study. How will the study add to theoretical knowledge of the topic? How will the
study improve on the methodology of earlier studies? How will the study aid social policy related to
the topic? Typically, a research project must answer at least one of these questions satisfactorily for
it to have a chance of publication in a scholarly journal, and a thorough literature review is neces-
sary to determine the new study’s possible contribution. A third goal of a literature review is to see
how prior studies were conducted. What research design did they use? From where did their data
come? How did they measure key concepts and variables? A thorough literature review enhances
the methodology of the researcher’s new study and enables the researcher to correct any possible
deficiencies in the methodology of prior studies.

Formulating a Hypothesis

After the literature review has been completed, it is time to formulate the hypothesis that will guide
the study. As you might remember from a science class, a hypothesis is a statement of the relation-
ship between two variables concerning the units of analysis the researcher is studying. To
understand this definition, we must next define variable and unit of analysis. Let’s start with unit
of analysis, which refers to the type of entity a researcher is studying. As we discuss further in a
moment, the most common unit of analysis in sociology is a person, but other units of analysis
include organizations and geographical locations. A variable is any feature or factor that may differ
among the units of analysis that a researcher is studying. Key variables in sociological studies of
people as the units of analysis include gender, race and ethnicity, social class, age, and any number
of attitudes and behaviors. Whatever unit of analysis is being studied, sociological research aims to
test relationships between variables or, more precisely, to test whether one variable affects another
variable, and a hypothesis outlines the nature of the relationship that is to be tested.

42 Sociology



independent variable

A variable that affects the
dependent variable.

dependent variable

A variable that is
influenced by an
independent variable.

The scientific method involves the testing of a hypothesis regarding whether an independent vari-
able is related to a dependent variable.

View in the online reader

Suppose we want to test the hypothesis that older people are more likely than younger people
to worry about COVID-19. The first variable in this hypothesis is age, while the second variable is
worry about COVID-19. In this example, age is the independent variable and worry about
COVID-19 is the dependent variable. An independent variable is a variable we think can affect
another variable. This other variable is the dependent variable, or the variable we think is affected
by the independent variable (see Figure 2.2). When sociological research tests relationships between
variables, it normally is testing whether an independent variable affects a dependent variable.

FIGURE 2.2 Causal Path for the Independent and Dependent Variable

Many hypotheses in sociology involve variables concerning people, but many also involve vari-
ables concerning organizations and geographical locations. As this statement is meant to suggest,
sociological research is conducted at different levels, depending on the unit of analysis chosen. As
noted earlier, the most common unit of analysis in sociology is the person; this is probably the type
of research with which you are most familiar. If we conduct a national poll to see how gender influ-
ences voting decisions or how race influences views on the state of the economy, we are studying
characteristics, or variables, involving people, and the person is the unit of analysis.

Another common unit of analysis in sociology is the organization. Suppose we conduct a study
of hospitals to see whether the patient-to-nurse ratio (the number of patients divided by the num-
ber of nurses) is related to the average number of days that patients stay in the hospital. In this
example, the patient-to-nurse ratio and the average number of days patients stay are both charac-
teristics of the hospital, and the hospital is the unit of analysis.

Hypothesis and Variables
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A third unit of analysis in sociology is the geographical location, whether it is cities, states,
regions of a country, or whole societies. In the United States, for example, large cities generally have
higher violent crime rates than small cities. In this example, the city is the unit of analysis.

Measuring Variables and Gathering Data

After the hypothesis has been formulated, the sociologist is now ready to begin the actual research.
Data must be gathered via one or more of the research designs examined later in this chapter, and
variables must be measured. Data can either be quantitative (numerical) or qualitative (nonnumer-
ical). Data gathered through a questionnaire are usually quantitative. The answers a respondent
gives to a questionnaire are coded for computer analysis. For example, if a question asks whether
respondents consider themselves to be politically conservative, moderate, or liberal, those who
answer “conservative” might receive a “1” for computer analysis; those who choose “moderate” might
receive a “2”; and those who say “liberal” might receive a “3.”

Data gathered through observation and/or intensive interviewing, research designs discussed
later in this chapter, are usually qualitative. If a researcher interviews college students at length
to see what they think about dating violence and how seriously they regard it, the researcher
may make simple comparisons, such as “most” of the interviewed students take dating violence
very seriously, but without really statistically analyzing the in-depth responses from such a study.
Instead, the goal is to make sense of what the researcher observes or of the in-depth statements
that people provide to an interviewer and then to relate the major findings to the hypothesis or
topic the researcher is investigating.

The measurement of variables is a complex topic and lies far beyond the scope of this discus-
sion. Suffice it to say that accurate measurement of variables is essential in any research project. In
a questionnaire, for example, a question should be worded clearly and unambiguously. Take the fol-
lowing question, which has appeared in national surveys: “Do you ever drink more than you think
you should?” This question is probably meant to measure whether the respondent has an alcohol
problem. But some respondents might answer yes to this question even if they only have a few
drinks per year. This could occur, for example, among respondents from a religious background
that frowns on alcohol use. Conversely, some respondents who drink far too much might answer
no because they do not think they drink too much. A researcher who interpreted a yes response
from the former respondents as an indicator of an alcohol problem or a no response from the latter
respondents as an indicator of no alcohol problem would be in error.

As another example, suppose a researcher hypothesizes that younger couples are happier
than older couples. Instead of asking couples how happy they are through a questionnaire, the
researcher decides to observe couples as they walk through a shopping mall. Some interesting
questions of measurement arise in this study. First, how does the researcher know who is a couple?
Second, how sure can the researcher be of the approximate age of each person in the couple? The
researcher might be able to distinguish people in their 20s or early 30s from those in their 50s and
60s, but age measurement beyond this gross comparison might often be in error. Third, how sure
can the researcher be of the couple’s degree of happiness? Is it really possible to determine how
happy a couple is by watching them for a few moments in the mall? What exactly does being happy
look like, and do all people look this way when they are happy? These and other measurement
problems in this particular study might be so severe that the study should not be done, at least if
the researcher hopes to publish it.
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sample

A subset of a population.

random sample

A subset drawn from the
larger population in which
every unit in the population
has the same chance of
being included in the
subset.

Sampling

After any measurement issues have been resolved, it is time to gather the data. For the sake of sim-
plicity, let’s assume the unit of analysis is the person. A researcher who is doing a study “from
scratch” must decide which people to study. Because it is certainly impossible to study everybody,
the researcher only studies a sample, or subset of the population of people in whom the researcher
is interested. Depending on the purpose of the study, the population of interest varies widely: it can
be the adult population of the United States, the adult population of a particular state or city, all
young women aged 13–18 in the nation, or countless other variations.

Many researchers who do survey research (discussed in a later section) study people selected
for a random sample of the population of interest. In a random sample, everyone in the population
(whether it be the whole U.S. population or just the population of a state or city, all the college stu-
dents in a state or city or all the students at just one college, and so forth) has the same chance of
being included in the survey. The ways in which random samples are chosen are too complex to
fully discuss here, but suffice it to say the methods used to determine who is in the sample are
equivalent to flipping a coin or rolling some dice. The beauty of a random sample is that it allows
us to generalize the results of the sample to the population from which the sample comes. This
means that we can be fairly sure of the attitudes of the whole U.S. population by knowing the atti-
tudes of just 400 people randomly chosen from that population.

Random samples allow us to generalize the results from analysis of the sample to the population
from which the random sample was drawn. The use of random samples in survey research saves
much time, energy, and money.

View in the online reader

Random Sampling: Letting You Know About the Population
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High school and college classes are often used
as convenience samples in sociological and
other social science research.

Source: AimPix/Shutterstock.com

convenience sample

A nonrandom sample that
is used because it is
relatively quick and
inexpensive to obtain.

quota sample

A nonrandom sample in
which units in the sample
are chosen according to
one or more
characteristics so that the
sample resembles these
characteristics of the
population as closely as
possible.

Other researchers use nonrandom samples, in which members of the popu-
lation do not have the same chance of being included in the study. If you ever
filled out a questionnaire after being approached in a shopping mall or campus
student center, it is very likely that you were part of a nonrandom sample. While
the results of the study (marketing research or social science research) for which
you were interviewed might have been interesting, they could not necessarily be
generalized to all students or all people in a state or in the nation because the
sample for the study was not random.

A specific type of nonrandom sample is the convenience sample, which
refers to a nonrandom sample that is used because it is relatively quick and inex-
pensive to obtain. If you ever filled out a questionnaire during a high school or
college class, you were very likely part of a convenience sample: A researcher can
simply go into class, hand out a survey, and have the data available within a few
minutes for coding and analysis. Convenience samples often include students,

but they also include other kinds of people. When prisoners are studied, they constitute a conve-
nience sample, because they are definitely not going anywhere. Partly because of this fact,
convenience samples are also sometimes called captive-audience samples.

Another specific type of nonrandom sample is the quota sample. In this type of sample, a
researcher tries to ensure that the makeup of the sample resembles one or more characteristics of
the population as closely as possible. For example, on a campus of 10,000 students where 60% of the
students are women and 40% are men, a researcher might decide to study 100 students by handing
out a questionnaire to those who happen to be in the student center building on a particular day. If
the researcher decides to have a quota sample based on gender, the researcher will select 60 female
students and 40 male students to receive the questionnaire. This procedure might make the sample
of 100 students more representative of all the students on campus than if it were not used, but it
still does not make the sample entirely representative of all students. The students who happen to
be in the student center on a particular day might be very different in many respects from most
other students on the campus.

As we shall see later when research design is discussed, the choice of a design is very much
related to the type of sample that is used. Surveys lend themselves to random samples, for example,
while observation studies and experiments lend themselves to nonrandom samples.

Analyzing Data

After all data have been gathered, the next stage is to analyze the data. If the data are quantitative,
the analysis will almost certainly use highly sophisticated statistical techniques beyond the scope
of this discussion. Many statistical analysis software packages exist for this purpose, and sociolo-
gists learn to use one or more of these packages during graduate school. If the data are qualitative,
researchers analyze their data (what they have observed and/or what people have told them in
interviews) in ways again beyond our scope. Many researchers now use qualitative analysis soft-
ware that helps them uncover important themes and patterns in the qualitative data they gather.
However qualitative or quantitative data are analyzed, it is essential that the analysis be as accurate
as possible. To go back to a point just made, this means that variable measurement must also be as
accurate as possible, because even expert analysis of inaccurate data will yield inaccurate results.
As a phrase from the field of computer science summarizes this problem, “garbage in, garbage out.”
Data analysis can be accurate only if the data are accurate to begin with.
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spurious relationship

A relationship between an
independent variable and a
dependent variable that
exists only because the
effects of a third variable
have not been taken into
account.

Criteria of Causality

As researchers analyze their data, they naturally try to determine whether their analysis supports
their hypothesis. As noted above, when we test a hypothesis, we want to be able to conclude that
an independent variable affects a dependent variable. Four criteria must be satisfied before we can
conclude this (see Table 2.1).

TABLE 2.1 Criteria of Causality

1. The independent variable and dependent variable must be statistically related.

2. The independent variable must precede the dependent variable in time and/or in logic.

3. The relationship between the independent variable and dependent variable must not be spurious.

4. No better explanation exists for the relationship between the independent variable and the
dependent variable.

First, the independent variable and the dependent variable must be statistically related. That
means that the independent variable makes a statistical difference regarding where one ranks on
the dependent variable. Suppose we hypothesize that age is related to beliefs about traditional gen-
der roles. Here, age is clearly the independent variable and beliefs about traditional gender roles is
the dependent variable. (It is possible for age to affect beliefs about traditional gender roles, but it
is not possible for these beliefs to affect age.) In the 2018 General Social Survey, 38.1% of people 65
and older agreed that “it is much better for everyone involved if the man is the achiever outside
the home and the woman takes care of the home and family,” compared to only 21.7% of people
in the 18–29 age range.[5] In this example, the independent and dependent variables are statistically
related, as older people are more likely than younger people to believe in traditional gender roles.

The second criterion for causality is called the causal order (or chicken-and-egg problem) and
reflects the familiar saying that “correlation does not mean causation.” Just because an indepen-
dent and a dependent variable are related does not automatically mean that the independent
variable affects the dependent variable. It might well be that the dependent variable is affecting
the independent variable. To satisfy this criterion, the researcher must be sure that the indepen-
dent variable precedes the dependent variable in time or in logic. In the example just discussed,
age might affect belief about traditional gender roles, but this belief definitely cannot affect age.
However, causal order is not as clear in other hypotheses. For example, suppose we find a statistical
relationship between marital happiness and job satisfaction: the more happy people are in their
marriages, the more satisfied they are with their jobs. Which makes more sense, that having a
happy marriage leads you to like your job more, or that being satisfied with your work leads you to
have a happier marriage? In this example, causal order is not very clear, and thus the second crite-
rion is difficult to satisfy.

The third criterion involves spurious relationships. A relationship between an independent
variable and dependent variable is spurious if a third variable accounts for the relationship because
it affects both the independent and dependent variables. Although this sounds a bit complicated,
an example or two should make it clear. If you did a survey of Americans 18 and older, you would
find that people who attend college have worse acne than people who do not attend college. Does
this mean that attending college causes worse acne? Certainly not. You would find this statistical
relationship only because a third variable, age, affects both the likelihood of attending college and
the likelihood of having acne: young people are more likely than older people to attend college, and
also more likely—for very different reasons—to have acne. Controlling for age makes it clear that
the original relationship between attending college and having acne was spurious. Figure 2.3 pre-
sents this particular spurious relationship; notice that there is no causal arrow between the
attending college and having acne variables.

Chapter 2 Eye on Society: Doing Sociological Research 47



FIGURE 2.3 Diagram of a Spurious Relationship

In another example, the more fire trucks at a fire, the more damage the fire causes. Does that
mean that fire trucks somehow make fires worse, as the familiar saying “too many cooks spoil the
broth” might suggest? Of course not! The third variable here is the intensity of the fire: the more
intense the fire, the more fire trucks respond to fight it, and the more intense the fire, the more
damage it causes. The relationship between number of fire trucks and damage the fire causes is
spurious.

These were both silly examples of spuriousness, but here is a more serious one. Surveys of ado-
lescents typically find that teens with worse relationships with their parents are more likely to be
delinquent. Although this relationship sounds very plausible, it is also possible that it is spurious to
at least some degree because of the effects of one or more other variables. One such variable might
be family income. Teens from low-income families might have worse relationships with their par-
ents because of the stress of living in poverty, and they might also be more likely to be delinquent
because of this same stress and other aspects of living in poverty. If so, the association between
parent-teen relationships and delinquency might be at least partly spurious.

The final criterion of causality is that our explanation for the relationship between the inde-
pendent and dependent variables is the best explanation. Even if the first three criteria are satisfied,
that does not necessarily mean the two variables are in fact related. For example, the U.S. crime rate
dropped in the early 1980s, and in 1984 the reelection campaign of President Ronald Reagan took
credit for this drop. This relationship satisfied the first three criteria: the crime rate fell after Presi-
dent Reagan took office in 1981, the drop in the crime rate could not have affected the election of this
president, and there was no apparent third variable that influenced both why Reagan was elected
and why the crime rate fell. However, social scientists pointed to another reason that accounted
for the crime rate decrease during the early 1980s: a drop in the birth rate some 15–20 years earlier,
which led to a decrease during the early 1980s of the number of U.S. residents in the high-crime ages
of 15–30 (Steffensmeier and Harer 1991).[6] The relationship between the election of Ronald Reagan
and the crime rate drop was thus only a coincidence.
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A correlation between the independent variable and dependent variable does not necessarily
mean the independent variable is causing the dependent variable. Depending on the nature of
the variables, the reverse might be true, or the relationship might be spurious due to the effects
of a third variable.

View in the online reader

Drawing a Conclusion

Once the data are analyzed, the researcher finally determines whether the data analysis supports
the hypothesis that has been tested, taking into account the criteria of causality just discussed.
Whether or not the hypothesis is supported, the researcher (if writing for publication) typically also
discusses what the results of the present research imply for both prior and future studies on the
topic. If the primary purpose of the project has been to test or refine a particular theory, the con-
clusion will discuss the implications of the results for this theory. If the primary purpose has been
to test or advance social policy, the conclusion will discuss the implications of the results for policy
making relevant to the project’s subject matter.

Key Takeaways

• Several stages compose the sociological research process. These stages include: (a) choos-
ing a research topic, (b) conducting a literature review, (c) measuring variables and gathering
data, (d) analyzing data, and (e) drawing a conclusion.

• Sociologists commonly base their choices of research topics on one or more of the following:
(a) a theoretical interest, (b) a social policy interest, and (c) one or more personal experiences.

• An accurate measurement of variables is essential for sound sociological research. At a min-
imum, measures should be as clear and unambiguous as possible.

Correlation Does Not Mean Causation
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For Your Review

1. Consider the following question from a survey: “Generally speaking, are you very happy,
somewhat happy, or not too happy?” Write a brief essay in which you evaluate how well this
question measures happiness.

2. Think of a personal experience you have had that lends itself to a possible research project.
Write a brief essay in which you describe the experience and discuss the hypothesis that the
research project based on the experience would address.

2.4 Research Design in Sociology

Learning Objective

1. List the major advantages and disadvantages of surveys, experiments, and observational
studies.

We now turn to the major methods that sociologists use to gather the information they analyze in
their research. Table 2.2 summarizes the advantages and disadvantages of each method.

TABLE 2.2 Major Sociological Research Methods

Method Advantages Disadvantages

Survey Many people can be included. If
given to a random sample of the
population, a survey’s results can
be generalized to the population.

Large surveys are expensive and time consuming.
Although much information is gathered, this
information is relatively superficial.

Experiments If random assignment is used,
experiments provide fairly
convincing data on cause and
effect.

Because experiments do not involve random
samples of the population and most often involve
college students, their results cannot readily be
generalized to the population.

Observation
(field
research)

Observational studies may
provide rich, detailed information
about the people who are
observed.

Because observation studies do not involve
random samples of the population, their results
cannot readily be generalized to the population.

Existing
data

Because existing data have
already been gathered, the
researcher does not have to
spend the time and money to
gather data.

The data set that is being analyzed may not contain
data on all the variables in which a sociologist is
interested or may contain data on variables that are
not measured in ways the sociologist prefers.
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The survey is the most common research
design in sociological research. Respondents
either fill out questionnaires themselves or
provide verbal answers to interviewers asking
them the questions.

Source: © Thinkstock

response rate

The percentage of a
sample that agrees to be
included in a study, usually
a survey.

experimental group

In an experiment, the
group that experiences the
experimental condition.

control group

In an experiment, the
group that does not
experience the
experimental condition.

Types of Sociological Research

Surveys

The survey is the most common method by which sociologists gather their data.
The Gallup Poll is perhaps the best-known example of a survey and, like all sur-
veys, gathers its data with the help of a questionnaire that is given to a group of
respondents. The Gallup Poll is an example of a survey conducted by a private
organization, but it typically includes only a small range of variables. It thus pro-
vides a good starting point for research but usually does not include enough
variables for a full-fledged sociological study. Sociologists often do their own sur-
veys, as the COVID-19 news story that began this chapter illustrated, as does the
government and many organizations in addition to Gallup.

The General Social Survey, described earlier, is an example of a face-to-face
survey, in which interviewers meet with respondents to ask them questions. This
type of survey can yield a lot of information, because interviewers typically will
spend at least an hour asking their questions, and a high response rate (the per-
centage of all people in the sample who agree to be interviewed), is important to
be able to generalize the survey’s results to the entire population. On the down-
side, this type of survey can be very expensive and time-consuming to conduct.

Because of these drawbacks, sociologists, other researchers, and public opinion organizations
such as Gallup have turned to telephone surveys and online surveys. In telephone surveys, com-
puters do random-digit dialing, which results in a random sample of all telephone numbers being
selected. Although the response rate and the number of questions asked are both lower than in
face-to-face surveys (people can just hang up the phone at the outset or let their answering
machine take the call), the ease and low expense of telephone surveys has made them very popular.
Online surveys have become increasingly popular in recent years as most people now have access
to the Internet. These surveys also feature relatively low response rates and a limited number of
questions, but their similar ease and low expense have contributed to their increasing popularity.

Mailed surveys, done by mailing questionnaires to respondents, are still used, but not nearly as
often as before. Compared with face-to-face surveys, mailed questionnaires are less expensive and
time consuming but have lower response rates, because many people simply throw out the ques-
tionnaire along with other junk mail.

Experiments

Experiments are the primary form of research in the natural and physical sciences, but in the social
sciences they are, for the most part, found only in psychology. Some sociologists still use experi-
ments, however, and they are a powerful tool of social research.

The major advantage of experiments is that the researcher can be fairly sure of a cause-and-
effect relationship because of the way the experiment is set up. Although many different
experimental designs exist, the typical experiment consists of an experimental group and a
control group, with subjects randomly assigned to either group. The researcher makes a change to
the experimental group that is not made to the control group. If the two groups differ later in some
variable, then it is safe to say that the condition to which the experimental group was subjected
was responsible for the difference that resulted.
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Experiments are very
common in the natural and
physical sciences and in
sociology. A major advantage
of experiments is that they
are very useful for
establishing cause-and-effect
relationships.

Source: © Thinkstock

participant
observation

Field research in which the
researcher is an active
member of the group or
setting being observed.

nonparticipant
observation

Field research in which the
researcher merely
observes a group or
setting.

Most experiments take place in a laboratory, which for psychologists may be a room with a
one-way mirror, but some experiments occur in “the field,” or in a natural setting. An example of
one of the most well-known such studies comes from Minneapolis, Minnesota. In the early 1980s,
sociologists were involved in a field experiment there that was sponsored by the federal govern-
ment. The researchers wanted to see whether arresting men for domestic violence made it less
likely that they would commit such violence again. To test this hypothesis, the researchers had
police do one of the following after arriving at the scene of a domestic dispute: they either arrested
the suspect, separated him from his wife or partner for several hours, or warned him to stop but
did not arrest or separate him. The researchers then determined the percentage of men in each
group who committed repeated domestic violence during the next 6 months and found that those
who were arrested had the lowest rate of recidivism, or repeat offending (Sherman and Berk 1984).[7]

This finding led many jurisdictions across the United States to adopt a policy of mandatory
arrest for domestic violence suspects. However, replications of the Minneapolis experiment in
other cities found that arrest sometimes reduced recidivism for domestic violence but also some-
times increased it, depending on which city was being studied and on certain characteristics of the
suspects, including whether they were employed at the time of their arrest (Sherman 1992).[8] Still, a
later reanalysis of all these studies concluded that arrest did have a significant deterrent effect
overall on repeat offending for domestic violence (Maxwell et al. 2002). [9]

As the Minneapolis study suggests, perhaps the most important problem with experiments is
that their results may not be generalizable beyond the specific subjects studied. The subjects in
most psychology experiments, for example, are college students, who are not typical of average
Americans: they are younger, more educated, and more likely to be middle class. Despite this prob-
lem, experiments in psychology and other social sciences have given us very valuable insights into
the sources of attitudes and behavior.

Observational Studies and Intensive Interviewing

Observational research, also called field research, is a staple of sociology. Sociologists have long
gone into the field to observe people and social settings, and the result has been many rich descrip-
tions and analyses of behavior in juvenile gangs, bars, urban street corners, and even whole com-
munities.

Observational studies consist of both participant observation and nonparticipant
observation. Their names describe how they differ. In participant observation, the researcher is
part of the group that she or he is studying. The researcher thus spends time with the group and
might even live with them for a while. Several classical sociological studies of this type exist, many
of them involving people in urban neighborhoods (Liebow 1967, 1993; Whyte 1943).[10] Participant
researchers must try not to let their presence influence the attitudes or behavior of the people they
are observing. In nonparticipant observation, the researcher observes a group of people but does
not otherwise interact with them. If you went to your local shopping mall to try to observe, say,
whether people alone looked happier than people walking with someone, you would be engaging
in nonparticipant observation.

A related type of research design is intensive interviewing. Here a researcher does not necessar-
ily observe a group of people in their natural setting but rather sits down with them individually
and interviews them at great length, often for 1 or 2 hours or even longer. The researcher typically
records the interview and later transcribes it for analysis. The advantages and disadvantages of
intensive interviewing are similar to those for observational studies: Intensive interviewing pro-
vides much information about the subjects being interviewed, but the results of such interviewing
cannot necessarily be generalized beyond the subjects.
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Intensive interviewing can yield in-depth
information about the subjects who are
interviewed, but the results of this research
design cannot necessarily be generalized
beyond these subjects.

Source: V_Lisovoy/Shutterstock.com

secondary data
analysis

The analysis of data from
existing records.

A classic example of field research is Kai T. Erikson’s Everything in Its Path
(1976),[11] a study of the loss of community bonds in the aftermath of a flood in a
West Virginia mining community, Buffalo Creek. The flood occurred when an
artificial dam composed of mine waste gave way after days of torrential rain. The
local mining company had allowed the dam to build up in violation of federal law.
When it broke, 132 million gallons of water broke through and destroyed several
thousand homes in seconds while killing 125 people. Some 2,500 other people
were rendered instantly unhoused. Erikson was called in by the lawyers repre-
senting the survivors to document the sociological effects of their loss of
community, and the book he wrote remains a moving account of how the
destruction of the Buffalo Creek way of life profoundly affected the daily lives of
its residents.

Similar to experiments, observational studies cannot automatically be gen-
eralized to other settings or members of the population. But in many ways they
provide a richer account of people’s lives than surveys do, and they remain an
important method of sociological research.

Existing Data

Sometimes sociologists do not gather their own data but instead analyze existing data that some-
one else has gathered. The U.S. Census Bureau, for example, gathers data on all kinds of areas
relevant to the lives of Americans, and many sociologists analyze census data on such topics as
poverty, employment, and illness. Sociologists interested in crime and the legal system may analyze
data from court records, while medical sociologists may analyze data from patient records at hos-
pitals. Analysis of existing data such as these is called secondary data analysis. Its advantage to
sociologists is that someone else has already spent the time and money to gather the data. A disad-
vantage is that the data set being analyzed may not contain data on all the variables in which a
sociologist may be interested or may contain data on variables that are not measured in ways the
sociologist might prefer.

Nonprofit organizations often analyze existing data, usually gathered by government agencies,
to get a better understanding of the social issue with which an organization is most concerned.
They then use their analysis to help devise effective social policies and strategies for dealing with
the issue. The “Learning from Other Societies” box discusses a nonprofit organization in Canada
that analyzes existing data for this purpose.

Learning from Other Societies

Social Research and Social Policy in CanadaSocial Research and Social Policy in Canada

In several nations beyond the United States, nonprofit organizations and universities often use
social science research, including sociological research, to develop and evaluate various social
reform strategies and social policies. Canada is one of these nations.

The Canadian Research Institute for Social Policy (CRISP) at Canada’s University of New
Brunswick provides an excellent example of social research for the public good. According to its
website (http://www.unb.ca/crisp/index.php), CRISP conducts research to improve the lives of
Canadian children and also of children in low-income nations. To do this, CRISP analyzes data
from large data sets, such as the Canadian National Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth,
and it also evaluates policy efforts at the local, national, and international levels.

A major concern of CRISP has been developmental problems in children and teens from low-
income families. These problems are the focus of a CRISP project called Raising and Leveling
the Bar: A Collaborative Research Initiative on Children’s Learning, Behavioural, and Health Out-
comes. This project has involved a team of several senior researchers and almost two dozen
younger scholars. CRISP notes that Canada may have the most complete data on child develop-
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ment in the world but that much more research with these data needs to be performed to help
inform public policy in the area of child development. CRISP’s project aims to use these data to
help achieve the following goals, as listed on its website: (a) safeguard the healthy development
of infants, (b) strengthen early childhood education, (c) improve schools and local communities,
(d) reduce segregation and the effects of poverty, and (e) create a family-enabling society (https:/
/www.unb.ca/research/institutes/crisp/). This project has produced many policy briefs, journal
articles, and popular press articles to educate varied audiences about what the data on children’s
development suggest for child policy in Canada.

Key Takeaways

• The major types of sociological research include surveys, experiments, observational studies,
and the use of existing data.

• Surveys are very common and allow for the gathering of much information on respondents
that is relatively undetailed. The results of a survey that uses a random sample can be gen-
eralized to the population that the sample represents.

• Observational studies are also very common and enable in-depth knowledge of a small
group of people. Because the samples of these studies are not random, the results cannot
necessarily be generalized to a population.

• Experiments are much less common in sociology than in psychology. When field experiments
are conducted in sociology, they can yield valuable information because of their experimental
design.

For Your Review

1. Write a brief essay in which you outline the various kinds of surveys and discuss the advan-
tages and disadvantages of each type.

2. Suppose you wanted to study whether gender affects happiness. Write a brief essay that
describes how you would do this either with a survey or with an observational study.

2.5 Ethical Issues in Sociological
Research

Learning Objective

1. Describe two kinds of ethical issues and/or guidelines that characterize sociological
research.
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In a study that began in 1932 of syphilis among
African American men in Tuskegee, Alabama,
government physicians decided not to give
penicillin to the men even after it was found that
this drug would cure syphilis.

Source: Photo courtesy of Department of Health,
Education, and Welfare, Center for Disease
Control, http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/
File:Tuskegee-syphilis-experiment-test-subjects.gif.

Research involving human subjects must follow certain ethical standards to
make sure the subjects are not harmed. Such harm can be quite severe in medical
research unless certain precautions are taken. For example, in 1932 the U.S. Public
Health Service began studying several hundred poor, illiterate African American
men in Tuskegee, Alabama. The men had syphilis, for which no cure then existed,
and were studied to determine its effects. After scientists found, a decade later,
that penicillin could cure this disease, the government scientists decided not to
give penicillin to the Tuskegee men because doing so would end their research.
As a result, several of the men died from their disease, and some of their wives
and children came down with it. The study did not end until the early 1970s, when
the press finally disclosed the experiment. Many critics likened it to experiments
conducted by Nazi scientists. If the subjects had been white and middle class,
they said, the government would have ended the study once it learned that peni-
cillin could cure syphilis (Jones 1981).[12]

Fortunately, sociological research does not have this potential for causing
death or serious illness, but it still can cause other kinds of harm and thus must
follow ethical standards. The federal government has an extensive set of stan-
dards for research on human subjects, and the major sociology professional society, the American
Sociological Association, has a code of ethics for sociological research.

The notorious Tuskegee syphilis study was was a shocking ethical violation of research ethics.

View in the online reader

One of the most important ethical guidelines in sociological and other human-subject research
concerns privacy and confidentiality. When they do research, sociologists should protect the pri-
vacy and confidentiality of their subjects. When a survey is used, the data must be coded (prepared
for computer analysis) anonymously, and in no way should it be possible for any answers to be con-
nected with the respondent who gave them. In field research, anonymity must also be maintained,
and aliases (fake names) should normally be used when the researcher reports what she or he has
been observing.

Some sociologists consider the privacy and confidentiality of subjects so important that they
have risked imprisonment when they have refused to violate confidentiality. In one example, a
graduate student named Mario Brajuha had been doing participant observation as a restaurant
waiter on Long Island, New York, when the restaurant burned down. When the police suspected
arson, they asked Brajuha to turn over his field notes. When Brajuha refused, he was threatened
with imprisonment. Meanwhile, two suspects in the case also demanded his field notes for their
legal defense, but again Brajuha refused. The controversy ended 2 years later when the suspects

The Tuskegee Syphilis Study
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The requirement of informed consent becomes
an ethical issue when prisoners are studied
because prisoners may feel pressured to
participate in the study.

Source: Motortion Films/Shutterstock.com

died and the prosecutor’s office abandoned its effort to obtain the notes (Brajuha and Hallowell
1986).[13]

In another case, a graduate student named Rik Scarce refused to turn over his field notes on
radical environmentalists after one of the groups he was studying vandalized a university labora-
tory. Scarce was jailed for contempt of court when he also refused to tell a grand jury what he had
learned about the group and spent several months behind bars (Monaghan 1993).[14]

Studies that do not preserve privacy and confidentiality raise troubling ethical issues. An oft-
cited example here involved a study by Laud Humphreys of male gay sex in public bathrooms.
Humphreys conducted his research by acting as the lookout in several encounters where two men
had sex in these venues; the men did not know Humphreys was a researcher. He also wrote down
their license plates and obtained their addresses, and a year later he disguised himself and inter-
viewed the men at their homes. Many sociologists and other observers later criticized Humphreys
for acting so secretly and for violating his subjects’ privacy. Humphreys responded that he pro-
tected the men’s names and that their behavior was not private, as it was conducted in a public
setting (Humphreys 1975).[15]

Another ethical issue concerns consent. Before a researcher can begin obtaining data, the sub-
jects of the research must normally sign an informed consent form. This form summarizes the aims
of the study and the possible risks of being a subject. If researchers want to study minors (under
age 18), they normally must obtain a signature from a parent or legal guardian. Informed consent
is a requirement for most “real” research these days, but ethical issues arise over the meaning of
“consent.” For consent to have any real meaning, potential research subjects must have the right
to refuse to take part in a research project without any penalties whatsoever. Otherwise, they may
feel pressured to participate in the project without really wanting to do so. This result would vio-
late what “consent” is supposed to mean in the research process. Sometimes subjects are promised
a small reward (often between $5 and $20) for taking part in a research project, but they are still
utterly free to refuse to do so, and this small inducement is not considered to be undue pressure to
participate.

Informed consent becomes a particular problem when a researcher wants to
include certain populations in a study. Perhaps the clearest example of this prob-
lem is when a study involves prisoners. When prisoners are asked to be
interviewed or to fill out questionnaires, they certainly can refuse to do so, but
they may feel pressured to participate. They realize that if they do participate,
they may be more likely to be seen as “model” prisoners, which helps them win
“good time” that reduces their sentences or helps them win release decisions from
parole boards. Conversely, if they refuse to participate, they not only lose these
advantages but also may be seen as troublemakers and earn extra scrutiny from
prison guards. Scholarly societies continue to debate the ethical issues involved
in studies of prisoners and other vulnerable populations (e.g., offenders in juve-
nile institutions, patients in mental institutions), and there are no easy answers
to the ethical questions arising in such studies.

As all these examples of ethical issues demonstrate, it is not always easy to decide whether a
particular research project is ethically justifiable. Partly for this reason, colleges and universities
have committees that review proposed human-subject research to ensure that federal guidelines
are followed.
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Key Takeaways

• Potential ethical issues in sociological research are normally not as serious as those in med-
ical research, but sociologists must still take care to proceed in an ethical manner in their
research.

• The guideline that informed consent must be obtained from potential research subjects is a
special issue for vulnerable populations such as prisoners.

For Your Review

1. Do you think it is appropriate to ask prisoners to take part in a research study? Why or why
not?

2. If you were a researcher and the police demanded to see notes you had taken as part of
your research, would you turn your notes over to the police, or would you refuse to do so at
the risk of being arrested? Explain your answer.

2.6 Sociological Research in the
Service of Society

Should the primary aim of sociological research be to help improve society, or should its primary
aim be to discover social knowledge for its own sake? There is no right or wrong answer to this
question. However, following in the spirit of the early American sociologists, this book hopes
to show the relevance of sociological knowledge and insights, as derived from sound, objective
research, for addressing many of the social issues facing American society and various nations
around the world.

Although sociological research findings may be relevant for many social issues, this certainly
does not guarantee that these findings will actually be marshaled to address these issues. For this
to happen, elected officials and other policymakers must be open to the implications of research
findings, and an informed public must make its desire for addressing these issues known. For many
readers, the introduction to sociology course they are now taking might be the only sociology
course they ever take; other readers will take more sociology courses and may even become a soci-
ology major. Regardless of how many sociology courses you do take, and regardless of whether you
become an elected official or policymaker or you remain a member of the informed public, this
book hopes to help you think like a sociologist as social issues continue and emerge in the many
years ahead.
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2.7 End-of-Chapter Material

Summary

1. Because sociology deals in generalizations and not laws, people don’t always behave and
think in the patterns sociologists predict. For every sociological generalization, there are
many exceptions.

2. Personal experience, common sense, the media, expert opinion, and tradition are all valu-
able sources of knowledge about various aspects of society, but they often present a
limited or erroneous view of these aspects.

3. Sociological research follows the scientific method. A major goal is to test hypotheses
suggesting how an independent variable influences a dependent variable. Hypotheses
can concern several units of analysis: the person, the organization, and the geographical
region.

4. The major stages of sociological research include (a) choosing a topic, (b) conducting a
literature review, (c) formulating a hypothesis, (d) measuring variables and gathering data,
(e) analyzing data, and (f) drawing a conclusion.

5. The major sociological methods for gathering data are surveys, experiments, field
research, and existing data. Surveys are the most common research method in sociology,
but field research provides richer and more detailed information. Experiments are rather
uncommon in sociology, but field experiments may provide very valuable information.
Sociologists also analyze existing data gathered by government agencies and other
sources, and nonprofit organizations often use existing data to shed light on the social
issues with which they are concerned.

6. To be sure that an independent variable affects a dependent variable, we must be certain
that the two variables are statistically related, that the independent variable precedes the
dependent variable in time, and that the relationship between the two variables is not spu-
rious.

7. Several ethical standards guide sociological research. Among the most important of these
are the rights to privacy and confidentiality and to freedom from harm. Some sociologists
have risked imprisonment to protect these rights. Such vulnerable populations as prison-
ers raise special issues in regard to informed consent.

Using Sociology

Imagine that you are the mayor of a city of about 100,000 residents. Similar to many other cities,
yours has a mixture of rich and poor neighborhoods. Because you and one of your key advisers
were sociology majors in college, you both remember that the type of neighborhoods in which
children grow up can influence many aspects of their development. Your adviser suggests that
you seek a large federal grant to conduct a small field experiment to test the effects of neighbor-
hoods in your city. In this experiment, 60 families from poor neighborhoods would be recruited to
volunteer. Half of these families would be randomly selected to move to middle-class neighbor-
hoods with their housing partially subsidized (the experimental group), and the other 30 families
would remain where they are (the control group). A variety of data would then be gathered about
the children in both groups of families over the next decade to determine whether living in mid-
dle-class neighborhoods improved the children’s cognitive and social development.

You recognize the potential value of this experiment, but you also wonder whether it is entirely
ethical, as it would be virtually impossible to maintain the anonymity of the families in the experi-
mental group and perhaps even in the control group. You also worry about the political problems
that might result if the people already in the middle-class neighborhoods object to the new fam-
ilies moving into their midst. Do you decide to apply for the federal grant? Why or why not?
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PART 2

The Basics of Social Life

Source: Prostock-studio/Shutterstock.com

Our society rests on several foundations. Culture, socialization, and groups and organizations
are the foundations of our society and make social life possible, while deviance reminds us that
people do not always obey social norms in their daily lives. These chapters collectively discuss the
basics of social life in the United States and other societies.
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Although kissing certainly seems like a very
normal and natural act, anthropological
evidence indicates that culture affects whether
people kiss and whether they like kissing.

Source: Rawpixel.com/Shutterstock.com

CHAPTER 3

Culture

3.1 Social Issues in the News

“India Villagers Allow Themselves to Be Trampled by Stampeding Cattle,” the headline said. In
late October 2019, dozens of Hindu men in Bhidawad, a village in central India, lay on the ground
to let themselves by trampled by cows and bulls decorated for the occasion. This traditional ritual
is meant to bring the village good luck and reflects India’s great reverence for cows. Any men
who are injured are treated with cow dung or urine, which the villagers believe have curative prop-
erties (Yahoo News 2019).[1]

The idea of being trampled by a herd of cows is certainly not appealing, but
cow worship is an important part of India’s culture. The news story about a tra-
ditional Indian ritual provides a striking example of the importance of culture
for beliefs and behaviors.

Here is another example. When you are in love, what can be more natural
and enjoyable than kissing? This simple act is the highlight of countless movies
and television shows where two people meet each other, often not liking each
other at first, but then slowly but surely fall madly in love and have their first
magical kiss. What people see on the screen reflects their own interest in kissing.
When teens reach puberty, many of them yearn for their first kiss. That kiss is as
much a part of growing up as almost anything else, and many people can remem-
ber when, where, and with whom their first kiss occurred.

Kissing certainly seems a natural, enjoyable act to most people, but evidence
from some societies indicates kissing might not be so natural after all. In several
traditional societies studied by anthropologists, kissing is uncommon, as the people there think it
is unhealthy and disgusting. When the Thonga of Africa first saw Europeans kissing, they retorted,
“Look at them—they eat each other’s saliva and dirt” (Ford and Beach [1951] 1972:49).[2] Even in indus-
trial societies, kissing is not always considered desirable. Until fairly recently, the Japanese
abhorred kissing and did not even have a word for it until they created kissu from the English kiss,
and some older Japanese still frown on kissing in public. Reflecting the traditional Japanese view,
when Rodin’s famous statue The Kiss arrived in Japan in the 1920s as part of a European art show,
the Japanese hid it behind a curtain. In other societies, people do kiss, but their type of kissing dif-
fers greatly from what Americans are used to. In one of these societies, people kiss the mouth and
the nose simultaneously, while people in a few other societies kiss only by sucking the lips of their
partners (Nyan 2017; Tanikawa 1995; Tiefer 1995).[3]



culture

The artifacts and ways of
thinking, feeling, and
acting that are part of any
society.

The meaning and experience of kissing differs across cultures around the world.

View in the online reader

3.2 Culture and the Sociological
Perspective

Learning Objectives

1. Describe examples of how culture influences behavior.

2. Explain why sociologists might favor cultural explanations of behavior over biological expla-
nations.

As this evidence on kissing suggests, what seems to us a very natural, even instinctual act turns out
not to be so natural and biological after all. Instead, kissing seems best understood as something
we learn to enjoy from our culture, or the symbols, language, beliefs, values, and artifacts (material
objects) that are part of a society. Because society, as defined in Chapter 1, refers to a group of people
who live in a defined territory and who share a culture, it is obvious that culture is a critical compo-
nent of any society.

If the culture we learn influences our beliefs and behaviors, then culture is a key concept to the
sociological perspective. Someone who grows up in the United States differs in many ways, some
of them obvious and some of them not so obvious, from someone growing up in China, Sweden,
South Korea, Peru, or Nigeria. Culture influences not only language but the gestures we use when
we interact, how far apart we stand from each other when we talk, and the values we consider most
important for our children to learn, to name just a few. Without culture, we could not have a soci-
ety.

The profound impact of culture becomes most evident when we examine behaviors or con-
ditions that, like kissing, are normally considered biological in nature. Consider morning sickness
and labor pains, both very familiar to pregnant women before and during childbirth, respectively.
These two types of discomfort have known biological causes, and we are not surprised that so
many pregnant women experience them. But we would be surprised if the husbands of pregnant
women woke up sick in the morning or experienced severe abdominal pain while their wives gave

Kissing Across Cultures
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Culture affects how people respond when they
drink alcohol. Americans often become louder
and lose their sexual inhibitions when they
drink, but people in some societies studied by
anthropologists often respond very differently,
with many never getting loud or not even
enjoying themselves.

Source: Jacob Lund/Shutterstock.com

sociobiology

The view that genes and
other aspects of human
biology influence human
behavior and values.

birth. These men are neither carrying nor delivering a baby, and there is no logical—that is, biologi-
cal—reason for them to suffer either type of discomfort.

And yet scholars have discovered several traditional societies in which men about to become
fathers experience precisely these symptoms. They are nauseous during their wives’ pregnancies,
and they experience labor pains while their wives give birth. The term couvade refers to these
symptoms, which do not have any known biological origin. Yet the men feel them nonetheless,
because they have learned from their culture that they should feel these types of discomfort (Doja
2005).[4] And because they should feel these symptoms, they actually do so. Perhaps their minds are
playing tricks on them, but that is often the point of culture. As sociologists William I. and Dorothy
Swaine Thomas (1928)[5] once pointed out, if things are perceived as real, then they are real in their
consequences. These men learn how they should feel as budding fathers, and thus they feel this
way. Unfortunately for them, the perceptions they learn from their culture are real in their conse-
quences.

The example of drunkenness further illustrates how cultural expectations
influence a behavior commonly thought to have biological causes. In the United
States, when people drink too much alcohol, they become intoxicated and their
behavior changes. Most typically, their inhibitions lower and they become loud,
boisterous, and even rowdy. We attribute these changes to alcohol’s biological
effect as a drug on the central nervous system, and scientists have documented
how alcohol breaks down in the body to achieve this effect.

This explanation of alcohol’s effect is OK as far as it goes, but it turns out
that how alcohol affects our behavior depends on our culture. In some small, tra-
ditional societies, people drink alcohol until they pass out, but they never get
loud or boisterous; they might not even appear to be enjoying themselves. In
other societies, they drink lots of alcohol and get loud but not rowdy. In some
societies, including our own, people lose sexual inhibitions as they drink, but in
other societies they do not become more aroused. The cross-cultural evidence is
very clear: Alcohol as a drug does affect human behavior, but culture influences
the types of effects that occur. We learn from our culture how to behave when
drunk just as we learn how to behave when sober (McCaghy et al. 2008).[6]

Culture and Biology

These examples suggest that human behavior is more the result of culture than it is of biology. This
is not to say that biology is entirely unimportant. As just one example, humans have a biological
need to eat, and so they do. But humans are much less under the control of biology than any other
animal species, including other primates such as monkeys and chimpanzees. These and other ani-
mals are governed largely by biological instincts that control them totally. A dog chases any squirrel
it sees because of instinct, and a cat chases a mouse for the same reason. Different breeds of dogs
do have different personalities, but even these stem from the biological differences among breeds
passed down from one generation to another. Instinct prompts many dogs to turn around before
they lie down, and it prompts most dogs to defend their territory. When the doorbell rings and a
dog begins barking, it is responding to ancient biological instinct.

Because humans have such a large, complex central nervous system, we are less controlled by
biology. The critical question then becomes, how much does biology influence our behavior? Pre-
dictably, scholars in different disciplines answer this question in different ways. Most sociologists
and anthropologists would probably say that culture affects behavior much more than biology
does. In contrast, many biologists and psychologists would give much more weight to biology. Advo-
cating a view called sociobiology, some scholars say that several important human behaviors and
emotions, such as competition, aggression, and altruism, stem from our biological makeup and
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eugenics

The view, popular in the
early 20th century, that
certain categories of
people were biologically
inferior and hence should
be sterilized.

from evolutionary needs. Sociobiology has been roundly criticized and just as staunchly defended,
and respected scholars continue to debate its premises (Martschenko 2017).[7]

Why do sociologists generally favor culture over biology? Two reasons stand out. First, and as
we have seen, many behaviors differ dramatically among societies in ways that show the strong
impact of culture. Second, biology cannot easily account for why groups and locations differ in
their rates of committing certain behaviors. For example, what biological reason could explain why
suicide rates west of the Mississippi River are higher than those east of it, to take a difference dis-
cussed in Chapter 2, or why the U.S. homicide rate is so much higher than Canada’s? Various aspects
of culture and social structure seem much better able than biology to explain these differences.

Many sociologists also warn of certain implications of biological explanations. First, they say,
these explanations implicitly support the status quo. Because it is difficult to change biology, any
problem with biological causes cannot be easily fixed. A second warning harkens back to a century
ago, when perceived biological differences were used to justify forced sterilization and mass vio-
lence, including genocide, against certain groups. As just one example, some 70,000 people, most of
them poor and many of them immigrants or African Americans, were involuntarily sterilized in the
United States in the early 1900s as part of the eugenics movement, which said that certain kinds of
people were biologically inferior and must not be allowed to reproduce (Lombardo 2008).[8] The
Nazis a few decades later used a similar eugenics argument to justify their genocide against mil-
lions of Jews, Catholics, gypsies, and gay people. With this history in mind, some scholars fear that
biological explanations of human behavior might still be used to support views of biological inferi-
ority (Klatz 2013).[9]

Many sociologists fear that biological explanations of human behavior may bolster views of bio-
logical inferiority of certain groups and mistreatment of these groups.

View in the online reader

Key Takeaways

• Culture refers to the symbols, language, beliefs, values, and artifacts that are part of any
society.

• Because culture influences people’s beliefs and behaviors, culture is a key concept of the
sociological perspective.

• Many sociologists are wary of biological explanations of behavior, in part because these
explanations implicitly support the status quo and may be used to justify claims of biological
inferiority.

Implications of Sociobiology
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nonmaterial culture

The symbols, language,
norms, and values that
constitute a major part of a
society’s culture.

material culture

An element of culture
consisting of society’s
material objects, or
artifacts.

symbols

Things that stand for
something else and that
often evoke various
reactions and emotions.

gestures

Movements of the hands,
arms, head, and other
parts of the body that are
meant to convey ideas or
emotions nonverbally.

For Your Review

1. Have you ever traveled outside the United States? If so, describe one cultural difference you
remember in the nation you visited.

2. Have you ever traveled within the United States to a very different region (e.g., urban versus
rural, or another part of the country) from the one in which you grew up? If so, describe one
cultural difference you remember in the region you visited.

3. Do you share the concern of many sociologists over biological explanations of behavior?
Why or why not?

3.3 The Elements of Culture

Learning Objectives

1. Distinguish material culture and nonmaterial culture.

2. List and define the several elements of culture.

3. Describe certain values that distinguish the United States from other nations.

Culture was defined earlier as the symbols, language, beliefs, values, and artifacts that are part of
any society. As this definition suggests, there are two basic components of culture: ideas and sym-
bols on the one hand and artifacts (material objects) on the other. The first type, called nonmaterial
culture, includes the values, beliefs, symbols, and language that define a society. The second type,
called material culture, includes all the society’s physical objects, such as its tools and technology,
clothing, eating utensils, and means of transportation. These elements of culture are discussed
next.

Symbols

Every culture is filled with symbols, or things that stand for something else and that often evoke
various reactions and emotions. Some symbols are actually types of nonverbal communication,
while other symbols are, in fact, material objects. As the symbolic interactionist perspective dis-
cussed in Chapter 1 emphasizes, shared symbols make social interaction possible.

Let’s look at nonverbal symbols first. A common one is shaking hands, which is done in some
societies but not in others. It commonly conveys friendship and is used as a sign of both greeting
and departure. Probably all societies have nonverbal symbols we call gestures—movements of the
hands, arms, or other parts of the body that are meant to convey certain ideas or emotions. How-
ever, the same gesture can mean one thing in one society and something quite different in another
society (Cipolla 2018).[10] In the United States, for example, if we nod our head up and down, we mean
yes, and if we shake it back and forth, we mean no. In Bulgaria, however, nodding means no, while
shaking our head back and forth means yes! In the United States, if we make an “O” by putting our
thumb and forefinger together, we mean “OK,” but the same gesture in certain parts of Europe sig-
nifies an obscenity. “Thumbs up” in the United States means “great” or “wonderful,” but in Australia
it means the same thing as extending the middle finger in the United States. Certain parts of the
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Middle East and Asia would be offended if they saw you using your left hand to eat, because they
use their left hand for bathroom hygiene.

The meaning of a gesture may differ from one society to another. This familiar gesture means “OK” in the United
States, but in certain parts of Europe it signifies an obscenity. An American using this gesture might very well be
greeted with an angry look.

Source: Syda Productions/Shutterstock.com

Some of our most important symbols are objects. Here the U.S. flag is a prime example. For
most Americans, the flag is not just a piece of cloth with red and white stripes and white stars
against a field of blue. Instead, it is a symbol of freedom, democracy, and other American values
and, accordingly, inspires pride and patriotism. During the Vietnam War, however, the flag became
to many Americans a symbol of war and imperialism. Some burned the flag in protest, prompting
angry attacks by bystanders and negative coverage by the news media.

Other objects have symbolic value for religious reasons. Three of the most familiar religious
symbols in many nations are the cross, the Star of David, and the crescent moon, which are widely
understood to represent Christianity, Judaism, and Islam, respectively. Whereas many cultures
attach no religious significance to these shapes, for many people across the world they evoke very
strong feelings of religious faith. Recognizing this, hate groups have often desecrated these sym-
bols.

As these examples indicate, shared symbols, both nonverbal communication and tangible
objects, are an important part of any culture but also can lead to misunderstandings and even hos-
tility. These problems underscore the significance of symbols for social interaction and meaning.

Language

Perhaps our most important set of symbols is language. In English, the word chair means some-
thing we sit on. In Spanish, the word silla means the same thing. As long as we agree on how to
interpret these words, a shared language and thus society are possible. By the same token, differ-
ences in languages can make it quite difficult to communicate. For example, imagine you are in a
foreign country where you do not know the language and the country’s citizens do not know yours.
Worse yet, your smartphone battery has died, so you cannot use Google Translate or a similar app.
You become lost. How will you get help? What will you do? Is there any way to communicate your
plight?
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Language is a key symbol of any culture.
Humans have a capacity for language that no
other animal species has, and children learn the
language of their society just as they learn other
aspects of their culture.

Source: pixelheadphoto digitalskillet/Shutterstock.com

Sapir-Whorf
hypothesis

The view that language
influences the thoughts
and perceptions of people
in a society.

As this scenario suggests, language is crucial to communication and thus to
any society’s culture. Children learn language from their culture just as they
learn about shaking hands, about gestures, and about the significance of the flag
and other symbols. Humans have a capacity for language that no other animal
species possesses. Our capacity for language in turn helps make our complex cul-
ture possible.

Language, of course, can be spoken or written. One of the most important
developments in the evolution of society was the creation of written language.
Some of the preindustrial societies that anthropologists have studied have writ-
ten language, while others do not, and in the remaining societies the “written”
language consists mainly of pictures, not words. Figure 3.1 illustrates this varia-
tion with data from 186 preindustrial societies called the Standard Cross-Cultural
Sample (SCCS), a famous data set compiled several decades ago by anthropologist
George Murdock and colleagues from information that had been gathered on
hundreds of preindustrial societies around the world (Murdock and White
1969).[11] In Figure 3.1, we see that only about one-fourth of the SCCS societies have a written lan-
guage, while about equal proportions have no language at all or only pictures.

FIGURE 3.1 The Presence of Written Language (Percentage of Societies)

Source: Data from Standard Cross-Cultural Sample, retrieved from http://eclectic.ss.uci.edu/~drwhite/SCCS/SCCS7HourCourse.html

To what extent does language influence how we think and how we perceive the social and
physical worlds? The famous but controversial Sapir-Whorf hypothesis, named after two linguis-
tic anthropologists, Edward Sapir and Benjamin Lee Whorf, argues that people cannot easily
understand concepts and objects unless their language contains words for these items (Whorf
1956).[12] Language thus influences how we understand the world around us. For example, people in
a country such as the United States that has many terms for different types of kisses (e.g., buss,
peck, smack, smooch, and soul) are better able to appreciate these different types than people in a
country such as Japan, which, as we saw earlier, only fairly recently developed the word kissu for
kiss.

Another illustration of the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis is seen in sexist language, in which the use
of male nouns and pronouns may shape how we think about the world (Callaham 2019).[13] In older
children’s books, words like fireman and mailman are common, along with pictures of men in these
jobs, and critics say they send a message to children that these are male jobs, not female jobs. If a
teacher tells a second-grade class, “Every student should put his books under his desk,” the teacher
obviously means students of both sexes but may be sending a subtle message that boys matter
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more than girls. For these reasons, many guidebooks promote the use of nonsexist language. Table
3.1 provides examples of sexist language and nonsexist alternatives.

TABLE 3.1 Examples of Sexist Terms and Nonsexist Alternatives

Term Alternative

Businessman Businessperson, executive

Fireman Firefighter

Chairman Chair, chairperson

Policeman Police officer

Mailman Letter carrier, postal worker

Mankind Humankind, people

Man-made Artificial, synthetic

Waitress Server

He (as generic pronoun) He or she; he/she; s/he; they

“A professor should be devoted to his students” “Professors should be devoted to their students”

The use of racist language also illustrates the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis. An old saying goes,
“Sticks and stones may break my bones, but names will never hurt me.” That may be true in theory
but not in reality. Names can hurt, especially names that are racial slurs, which African Americans
growing up before the era of the civil rights movement routinely heard and still do sometimes hear.
The same is true for other people of color. According to the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis, the use of these
words may affect how whites perceive people of color. More generally, the use of racist terms may
reinforce racial prejudice and racial stereotypes.

Sociology Making a Difference

Overcoming Cultural and Ethnic Differences
People from many different racial and ethnic backgrounds live in large countries such as the
United States. Because of cultural differences and various prejudices, it can be difficult for indi-
viduals from one background to interact with individuals from another background. Fortunately, a
line of research, grounded in contact theory and conducted by sociologists and social psychol-
ogists, suggests that interaction among individuals from different backgrounds can indeed help
overcome tensions arising from their different cultures and any prejudices they may hold. This
happens because such contact helps disconfirm stereotypes that people may hold of those from
different backgrounds (Dixon 2006; Pettigrew and Tropp, 2006).[14]

Studies of college students provide additional evidence that social contact can help overcome
cultural differences and prejudices. Because many students are randomly assigned to their room-
mates when they enter college, interracial roommates provide a “natural” experiment for studying
the effects of social interaction on racial prejudice. Studies of such roommates find that white
people with Black roommates report lowered racial prejudice and greater numbers of interra-
cial friendships with other students (Chakravarti et al. 2014; Laar et al. 2005; Shook and Fazio
2008).[15]

It is not easy to overcome cultural differences and prejudices, and studies also find that interracial
college roommates often have to face many difficulties in overcoming the cultural differences and
prejudices that existed before they started living together (Shook and Fazio 2008).[16] Yet the body
of work supporting contact theory suggests that efforts that increase social interaction among
people from different cultural and ethnic backgrounds, in the long run, will reduce racial and eth-
nic tensions.
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norms

Socially acceptable ways
of behaving.

formal norms

Norms that are very
important and usually
written down; also called
laws and mores.

informal norms

Relatively unimportant
norms, often unwritten,
that still affect people’s
behavior.

Norms

Cultures differ widely in their norms, or standards and expectations for behaving. We already saw
that the nature of drunken behavior depends on society’s expectations of how people should
behave when drunk. Norms of drunken behavior influence how we behave when we drink too
much.

Norms are often divided into two types, formal norms and informal norms. Formal norms,
also called mores (MOOR-ayz) and laws, refer to the standards of behavior considered the most
important in any society. Examples in the United States include traffic laws, criminal codes, and, in
a college context, student behavior codes addressing such things as cheating and hate speech.
Informal norms, also called folkways and customs, refer to standards of behavior that are consid-
ered less important but still influence how we behave. Table manners are a common example of
informal norms, as are such everyday behaviors as how we interact with a cashier and how we ride
in an elevator.

Many norms differ dramatically from one culture to the next. Some of the best evidence for
cultural variation in norms comes from the study of sexual behavior (Edgerton 1976).[17] Among the
Pokot of East Africa, for example, women are expected to enjoy sex, while among the Gusii a few
hundred miles away, women who enjoy sex are considered deviant. In Inis Beag, a small island off
the coast of Ireland, sex is considered embarrassing and even disgusting; men feel that intercourse
drains their strength, while women consider it a burden. Even nudity is considered terrible, and
people on Inis Beag keep their clothes on while they bathe. The situation is quite different in Man-
gaia, a small island in the South Pacific. Here sex is considered very enjoyable, and it is the major
subject of songs and stories.

Symbols, values, and norms are major elements of culture. As such, they may differ dramatically
from one culture to another.

View in the online reader

While many societies frown on being gay or lesbian, others accept it. Among the Azande of East
Africa, for example, young warriors live with each other and are not allowed to marry. During this
time, they often have sex with younger boys, and this practice is approved by their culture. Among
the Sambia of New Guinea, young males live separately from females and engage in same-sex sex-
ual behavior for at least a decade. It is felt that the boys would be less masculine if they continued
to live with their mothers and that the semen of older males helps young boys become strong and
fierce (Edgerton 1976).[18]

Symbols, Values, and Norms
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Although many societies disapprove of
same-sex sexual relations, other societies
accept it. This difference illustrates the
importance of culture on people’s attitudes.

Source: oneinchpunch/Shutterstock.com

rituals

Established procedures
and ceremonies that often
mark transitions in the life
course.

Other evidence for cultural variation in norms comes from the study of how
men and women are expected to behave in various societies. For example, many
traditional societies are simple hunting-and-gathering societies. In most of these,
men tend to hunt and women tend to gather. Many observers attribute this gen-
der difference to at least two biological differences between the sexes. First, men
tend to be bigger and stronger than women and are thus better suited for hunt-
ing. Second, women become pregnant and bear children and are less able to hunt.
Yet a different pattern emerges in some hunting-and-gathering societies. Among
a group of Australian aborigines called the Tiwi and a tribal society in the Philip-
pines called the Agta, both sexes hunt. After becoming pregnant, Agta women
continue to hunt for most of their pregnancy and resume hunting after their
child is born (Brettell and Sargent 2017).[19]

Some of the most interesting norms that differ by culture govern how peo-
ple stand apart when they talk with each other (Hall and Hall 2007).[20] In the

United States, people who are not intimate usually stand about three to four feet apart when they
talk. If someone stands more closely to us, especially if we are of northern European heritage, we
feel uncomfortable. Yet people in other countries—especially Italy, France, Spain, and many of the
nations of Latin America and the Middle East—would feel uncomfortable if they were standing
three to four feet apart. To them, this distance is too great and indicates that the people talking dis-
like each other. If a U.S. native of British or Scandinavian heritage were talking with a member of
one of these societies, they might well have trouble interacting, because at least one of them will be
uncomfortable with the physical distance separating them.

Rituals

Different cultures also have different rituals, or established procedures and ceremonies that often
mark transitions in the life course. As such, rituals both reflect and transmit a culture’s norms and
other elements from one generation to the next. Graduation ceremonies in colleges and universi-
ties are familiar examples of time-honored rituals. In many societies, rituals help signify one’s
gender identity. For example, girls around the world undergo various types of initiation ceremonies
to mark their transition to adulthood. Among the Bemba of Zambia, girls undergo a month-long
initiation ceremony called the chisungu, in which girls learn songs, dances, and secret terms that
only women know (Maybury-Lewis 1998).[21] In some cultures, special ceremonies also mark a girl’s
first menstrual period. Such ceremonies are largely absent in the United States, where a girl’s first
period is a private matter. But in other cultures the first period is a cause for celebration involving
gifts, music, and food (Hathaway 1997).[22]

Boys have their own initiation ceremonies, some of them involving circumcision. That said, the
ways in which circumcisions are done and the ceremonies accompanying them differ widely. In the
United States, boys who are circumcised usually undergo a quick procedure in the hospital. If their
parents are observant Jews, circumcision will be part of a religious ceremony, and a religious figure
called a moyel will perform the circumcision. In contrast, circumcision among the Maasai of East
Africa is used as a test of manhood. If a boy being circumcised shows signs of fear, he might well be
ridiculed (Maybury-Lewis 1998).[23]

Are rituals more common in traditional societies than in industrial ones such as the United
States? Consider the Nacirema, studied by anthropologist Horace Miner more than 60 years ago
(Miner 1956).[24] In this society, many rituals have been developed to deal with the culture’s funda-
mental belief that the human body is ugly and in danger of suffering many diseases. Reflecting this
belief, every household has at least one shrine in which various rituals are performed to cleanse the
body. Often these shrines contain magic potions acquired from medicine men. The Nacirema are
especially concerned about diseases of the mouth. Miner writes, “Were it not for the rituals of the
mouth, they believe that their teeth would fall out, their gums bleed, their jaws shrink, their friends
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Some norms may change over time within a
given culture. In the early 1960s, the hair of the
four members of the Beatles barely covered
their ears, but many parents of U.S. teenagers
were very critical of the length of their hair.

Source: chrisdorney/Shutterstock.com

desert them, and their lovers reject them” (1956:505).[25] Many Nacirema engage in “mouth-rites” and
see a “holy-mouth-man” once or twice a year.

Spell Nacirema backward and you will see that Miner was describing American culture. As his
satire suggests, rituals are not limited to preindustrial societies. Instead, they function in many
kinds of societies to mark transitions in the life course and to transmit the norms of the culture
from one generation to the next.

Changing Norms and Beliefs

Our examples show that different cultures have different norms, even if they
share other types of practices and beliefs. It is also true that norms change over
time within a given culture. Two obvious examples here are hairstyles and cloth-
ing styles. When the Beatles first became popular in the early 1960s, their hair
barely covered their ears, but parents of teenagers back then were aghast at how
they looked. If anything, clothing styles change even more often than hairstyles.
Hemlines go up, hemlines go down. Lapels become wider, lapels become nar-
rower. This color is in, that color is out. Hold on to your out-of-style clothes long
enough, and eventually they may well end up back in style.

A more important topic on which norms have changed is abortion and birth
control (Bullough and Bullough, 1977).[26] Despite the controversy surrounding
abortion today, it was very common in the ancient world. Much later, medieval
theologians generally felt that abortion was not murder if it occurred within the
first several weeks after conception. This distinction was eliminated in 1869,
when Pope Pius IX declared abortion at any time to be murder. In the United
States, abortion was not illegal until 1828, when New York State banned it to protect women from
unskilled abortionists, and most other states followed suit by the end of the century. However, the
sheer number of unsafe, illegal abortions over the next several decades helped fuel a demand for
repeal of abortion laws that in turn helped lead to the Roe v. Wade Supreme Court decision in 1973
that generally legalized abortion during the first two trimesters.

Contraception was also practiced in ancient times, only to be opposed by early Christianity.
Over the centuries, scientific discoveries of the nature of the reproductive process led to more effec-
tive means of contraception and to greater calls for its use, despite legal bans on the distribution
of information about contraception. In the early 1900s, Margaret Sanger, an American nurse, spear-
headed the growing birth-control movement and helped open a birth-control clinic in Brooklyn in
1916. She and two other women were arrested within 10 days, and Sanger and one other defendant
were sentenced to 30 days in jail. Efforts by Sanger and other activists helped to change views on
contraception over time, and finally, in 1965, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled in Griswold v. Connecti-
cut that contraception information could not be banned. As this brief summary illustrates, norms
about contraception changed dramatically during the last century.

Other types of cultural beliefs also change over time (Figure 3.2 and Figure 3.3). Since the 1960s,
the U.S. public has changed its views about some important racial and gender issues. Figure 3.2,
taken from several years of the General Social Survey (GSS), shows that the percentage of Ameri-
cans who would vote for a qualified Black person as president rose almost 20 points from the early
1970s to the middle of 1996, when the GSS stopped asking the question. If beliefs about voting for
a Black person had not changed, Barack Obama would almost certainly not have been elected in
2008. Figure 3.3, also taken from several years of the GSS, shows that the percentage saying that
women should take care of running their homes and leave running the country to men declined
from almost 36% in the early 1970s to only about 15% in 1998, again, when the GSS stopped asking
the question. These two figures depict declining racial and gender prejudice in the United States
during the past quarter-century.
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FIGURE 3.2 Percentage of People Who Say They Would Vote for a Qualified Black Person for
President

Source: Data from General Social Surveys, 1972–1996. Retrieved from: http://sda.berkeley.edu/sdaweb/analysis/?dataset=gss14.
The General Social Survey (GSS) is a project of the independent research organization NORC at the University of Chicago, with
principal funding from the National Science Foundation.

FIGURE 3.3 Percentage of People Who Agree Women Should Take Care of Running Their
Homes

Source: Data from General Social Surveys, 1974–1998. Retrieved from: http://sda.berkeley.edu/sdaweb/analysis/?dataset=gss14.
The General Social Survey (GSS) is a project of the independent research organization NORC at the University of Chicago, with
principal funding from the National Science Foundation.
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values

Criteria of what is desirable
or undesirable and right or
wrong.

Values

Values are another important element of culture and involve judgments of what is good or bad and
desirable or undesirable. A culture’s values shape its norms. In Japan, for example, a central value is
group harmony. The Japanese place great emphasis on harmonious social relationships and dislike
interpersonal conflict. Individuals are fairly unassertive by American standards, lest they be per-
ceived as trying to force their will on others (Schneider and Silverman 2013).[27] When interpersonal
disputes do arise, Japanese do their best to minimize conflict by trying to resolve the disputes ami-
cably. Lawsuits are thus uncommon; in one case involving disease and death from a mercury-
polluted river, some Japanese who dared to sue the company responsible for the mercury poisoning
were considered bad citizens (Upham 1976).[28]

Individualism in the United States

In the United States, of course, the situation is quite different. The American culture extols the
rights of the individual and promotes competition in the business and sports worlds and in other
areas of life. Lawsuits over the most frivolous of issues are quite common and even expected.
Phrases like “Look out for number one!” abound. If the Japanese value harmony and group feeling,
Americans value competition and individualism. Because the Japanese value harmony, their norms
frown on self-assertion in interpersonal relationships and on lawsuits to correct perceived wrongs.
Because Americans value and even thrive on competition, our norms promote assertion in relation-
ships and certainly promote the use of the law to address all kinds of problems.

American culture promotes competition and an emphasis on winning in the sports and business worlds and in
other spheres of life. Accordingly, lawsuits over frivolous reasons are common and even expected.

Source: wavebreakmedia/Shutterstock.com
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Individualism is an important value in American society. In this video, a philosopher discusses the
meaning of individualism and comments on its merits and costs.

View in the online reader

Figure 3.4 illustrates this difference between the two nations’ cultures with data from the
2010–2014 World Values Survey (WVS), which was administered to random samples of the adult pop-
ulations of more than 50 nations around the world. One question asked in these nations was, “On a
scale of one (‘competition is good; it stimulates people to work hard and develop new ideas’) to ten
(‘competition is harmful; it brings out the worst in people’), please indicate your views on competi-
tion.” Figure 3.4 shows the percentages of Americans and Japanese who responded with a “one” or
“two” to this question, indicating they think competition is very beneficial. Americans are twice as
likely as Japanese to favor competition.

FIGURE 3.4 Percentage of People Who Think Competition Is Very Beneficial

Source: Data from World Values Survey, 2010–2014, retrieved at http://worldvaluessurvey.org/WVSOnline.jsp

Individualism: Good or Bad?
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The Japanese value system is a bit of an anomaly, because Japan is an industrial nation
with very traditional influences. Its emphasis on group harmony and community is more usually
thought of as a value found in traditional societies, while the U.S. emphasis on individualism is
more usually thought of as a value found in industrial cultures. Anthropologist David Maybury-
Lewis (1998:8)[29] describes this difference as follows: “The heart of the difference between the mod-
ern world and the traditional one is that in traditional societies people are a valuable resource and
the interrelations between them are carefully tended; in modern society things are the valuables
and people are all too often treated as disposable.” In industrial societies, continues Maybury-Lewis,
individualism and the rights of the individual are celebrated and any one person’s obligations to
the larger community are weakened. Individual achievement becomes more important than values
such as kindness, compassion, and generosity.

Other scholars take a less bleak view of industrial society, where they say the spirit of commu-
nity still lives even as individualism is extolled (Bellah et al. 1985).[30] In American society, these two
simultaneous values sometimes create tension. In Appalachia, for example, people view themselves
as rugged individuals who want to control their own fate. At the same time, they have strong ties to
families, relatives, and their neighbors. Thus their sense of independence conflicts with their need
for dependence on others (Erikson 1976).[31]

America’s individualism had deadly effects after the COVID-19 pandemic began in 2020. Many
Americans refused to wear face masks even after federal health officials and state governors urged
their use. Many Americans also flooded bars, beaches, and other settings that helped spread the
coronavirus and railed against being told to stay at home. Partly for these reasons, the United States
ended up by mid-2020 with a COVID-19 death rate that was 15 times higher than the rate of Canada
and the European Union (Krugman 2020).[32] Observers attributed the lack of mask wearing and the
risky public behaviors to Americans’ strong sense of individualism, which helps generate a “cult of
selfishness” that places more importance on someone’s desires than on the welfare of others (Krug-
man 2020; Linker 2020).[33]

The Work Ethic

Another important value in the American culture is the work ethic. By the 19th century, Americans
had come to view hard work not just as something that had to be done but as something that was
morally good to do (Gini 2000).[34] The commitment to the work ethic remains strong today: In the
2018 General Social Survey, 72% of respondents said they would continue to work even if they got
enough money to live as comfortably as they would like for the rest of their lives.

Cross-cultural evidence supports the importance of the work ethic in the United States. Using
older WVS data, Figure 3.5 presents the percentage of people in the United States and three other
nations from different parts of the world—Argentina, Poland, and Japan—who take “a great deal of
pride” in their work. Almost 88% of Americans feel this way, compared to much lower proportions
of people in the other three nations.
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FIGURE 3.5 Percentage of People Who Take a Great Deal of Pride in Their Work

Source: Data from World Values Survey, 1990–1994, retrieved at http://worldvaluessurvey.org/WVSOnline.jsp

Closely related to the work ethic is the belief that if people work hard enough, they will be suc-
cessful. Here again, the American culture is especially thought to promote the idea that people can
pull themselves up by their “bootstraps” if they work hard enough. The WVS asked whether suc-
cess results from hard work or from luck and connections. Figure 3.6 presents the percentages of
people in the four nations just examined who most strongly thought that hard work brings suc-
cess. Once again we see evidence of an important aspect of the American culture, as U.S. residents
were especially likely to think that hard work brings success.

FIGURE 3.6 Percentage of People Who Think Hard Work Brings Success

Source: Data from World Values Survey, 2010–2014, retrieved at http://worldvaluessurvey.org/WVSOnline.jsp

If Americans believe hard work brings success, then they should be more likely than people in
most other nations to believe that poverty stems from not working hard enough. True or false, this
belief is an example of the blaming-the-victim ideology introduced in Chapter 1. Figure 3.7 presents
WVS percentages of respondents who said that people in their nation are poor because of “laziness

78 Sociology



and lack of willpower.” As expected, Americans are much more likely to attribute poverty to not
working hard enough.

FIGURE 3.7 Percentage of People Who Attribute Poverty to Laziness and Lack of Willpower

Source: Data from 1995–1999 World Values Survey, retrieved at http://worldvaluessurvey.org/WVSOnline.jsp.

We could discuss many other values, but an important one concerns how much a society val-
ues women’s employment outside the home. The WVS asked respondents whether they agree that
“when jobs are scarce men should have more right to a job than women.”[35] Figure 3.8 shows that
Americans are much less likely than people in nations with more traditional views of women to
agree with this statement.

FIGURE 3.8 Percentage of People Who Agree That Men Have More Right to a Job Than
Women When Jobs Are Scarce

Source: Data from 2010–2014 World Values Survey, retrieved at http://worldvaluessurvey.org/WVSOnline.jsp.
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artifacts

The material objects that
constitute a society’s
material culture.

A smartphone is just one of
the many notable cultural
artifacts in today’s wireless
world. Technological
development created these
artifacts and new language to
describe them and their
functions—for example,
“There’s an app for that!”

Source: Nick Starichenko/
Shutterstock.com

Artifacts

The last element of culture is the artifacts, or material objects, that constitute a society’s material
culture. In the simplest societies, artifacts are largely limited to a few tools, the huts people live in,
and the clothing they wear. One of the most important inventions in the evolution of society was
the wheel. Figure 3.9 shows that very few of the societies in the SCCS use wheels to move heavy
loads over land, while the majority use human power and about one-third use pack animals.

FIGURE 3.9 Primary Means of Moving Heavy Loads

Source: Data from Standard Cross-Cultural Sample, retrieved at http://eclectic.ss.uci.edu/~drwhite/SCCS/SCCS7HourCourse.html

Although the wheel was a great invention, artifacts are much more numerous and complex in
industrial societies. Because of technological advances during the past two decades, many such
societies today may be said to have a wireless culture, as smartphones, tablets, and other devices
now dominate so much of modern life. The artifacts associated with this culture were unknown a
generation ago. Technological development created these artifacts and new language to describe
them and the functions they perform. Today’s wireless artifacts in turn help reinforce our own
commitment to wireless technology as a way of life, if only because children are now growing up
with them, often even before they can read and write.

Sometimes people in one society may find it difficult to understand the artifacts that are an
important part of another society’s culture. If a member of a tribal society who had never seen a
smartphone, or who had never even used batteries or electricity, were somehow to visit the United
States, she or he would obviously have no idea of what a smartphone was or of its importance in
almost everything we do these days. Conversely, if we were to visit that person’s society, we might
not appreciate the importance of some of its artifacts.

80 Sociology



According to anthropologist Marvin Harris,
cows are worshipped in India because they are
such an important part of India’s agricultural
economy.

Source: ppart/Shutterstock.com

In this regard, consider once again India’s cows, discussed in the news story
that began this chapter. Because people in India consider cows holy, they let cows
roam the streets of many cities. In a nation where hunger is so rampant, such
cow worship is difficult to understand, at least to Americans, because a ready
source of meat is being ignored.

Anthropologist Marvin Harris (1974)[36] advanced a practical explanation for
India’s cow worship. Millions of Indians are peasants who rely on their farms for
their food and thus their existence. Oxen and water buffalo, not tractors, are the
way they plow their fields. If their ox falls sick or dies, farmers may lose their
farms. Because, as Harris observes, oxen are made by cows, it thus becomes
essential to preserve cows at all costs. In India, cows also act as an essential
source of fertilizer, to the tune of 700 million tons of manure annually, about half
of which is used for fertilizer and the other half of which is used as fuel for cook-
ing. Cow manure is also mixed with water and used as flooring material over dirt
floors in Indian households. For all of these reasons, cow worship is not so puz-
zling after all, because it helps preserve animals that are very important for
India’s economy and other aspects of its way of life.

A striking component of India’s culture is cow worship. Many people in India consider cows
sacred, as this video explains.

View in the online reader

If Indians exalt cows, many Jews and Muslims feel the opposite about pigs: They refuse to eat
any product made from pigs and so obey an injunction from the Old Testament of the Bible and
from the Koran. Harris thinks this injunction existed because pig farming in ancient times would
have threatened the ecology of the Middle East. Sheep and cattle eat primarily grass, while pigs
eat foods that people eat, such as nuts, fruits, and especially grains. In addition, pigs do not pro-
vide milk and are much more difficult to herd than sheep or cattle. Next, pigs do not thrive well in
the hot, dry climate in which the people of the Old Testament and the Koran lived. Finally, sheep
and cattle were valued back then because beyond their own meat they provided milk, cheese, and
manure, and cattle were also used for plowing. In contrast, pigs would have provided only their own
meat. Because sheep and cattle were more “versatile” in all of these ways, and because of the other
problems pigs would have posed, it made sense for the eating of pork to be prohibited.

In contrast to Jews and Muslims, at least one society, the Maring of the mountains of New
Guinea, is characterized by “pig love.” Here pigs are held in the highest regard. The Maring sleep
next to pigs, give them names and talk to them, feed them table scraps, and once or twice every gen-
eration have a mass pig sacrifice that is intended to ensure the future health and welfare of Maring
society. Harris explains their love of pigs by noting that their climate is ideally suited to raising pigs,
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cultural diversity

Variation in the elements of
culture from one society to
the next.

which are an important source of meat for the Maring. Because too many pigs would overrun the
Maring, their periodic pig sacrifices help keep the pig population to manageable levels. Pig love thus
makes as much sense for the Maring as pig hatred did for people in the time of the Old Testament
and the Koran.

Key Takeaways

• The major elements of culture are symbols, language, norms, values, and artifacts.

• Language makes effective social interaction possible and influences how people conceive of
concepts and objects.

• Major values that distinguish the United States include individualism, competition, and a
commitment to the work ethic.

For Your Review

1. How and why does the development of language illustrate the importance of culture and
provide evidence for the sociological perspective?

2. Some people say the United States is too individualistic and competitive, while other people
say these values are part of what makes America great. What do you think? Why?

3.4 Cultural Diversity

Learning Objectives

1. Define subculture and counterculture and give one example of each.

2. Distinguish cultural relativism and ethnocentrism.

These cow and pig examples remind us that material and nonmaterial cultures often make sense
only in the context of a given society. If that is true, then it is important for outsiders to become
familiar with other societies and to appreciate their cultural differences. These differences are often
referred to as cultural diversity. Cultural diversity also occurs within a single society, where sub-
cultures and countercultures can both exist.

Learning from Other Societies

Saving Dogs in South KoreaSaving Dogs in South Korea

Sometimes citizens and non-profit organizations can make a difference. In South Korea, dog
meat has long been considered a dining delicacy. Although fewer South Koreans eat dog meat
now than in the past, dog meat farms, in which dogs are raised in wretched conditions for even-
tual slaughter, persist. Against this cultural backdrop, Humane Society International (HSI), other
organizations, and South Korean activists are doing their best to save the nation’s dogs. In Sep-
tember 2019, HSI announced that it had saved 90 dogs living on a meat farm and had taken
them to the United States and other nations for adoption. According to an HSI press release,
most of the dogs “were enduring miserable lives in cramped and barren wire frame cages, while
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The Amish in the United States are a subculture
that shuns electricity and many other modern
conveniences.

Source: George Sheldon/Shutterstock.com

subculture

A smaller culture within a
larger culture with
distinctive ways of
thinking, feeling, and
acting.

counterculture

A subculture whose norms
and values directly oppose
those of the larger culture.

others were chained alone.” Earlier that year, HSI rescued some 200 dogs from another farm. An
HSI official summarized their plight: “These dogs have been surviving in appalling conditions, in
barren, filthy cages, with inadequate food and water and almost no veterinary care or human
contact. . . . It is heartbreaking to imagine how much they have suffered in their lives."

The South Korean dog situation raises important issues regarding cultural relativism and eth-
nocentrism. Is it acceptable for people living in one society to condemn the cultural practices
of another society? Or should we take a “live and let live” stance regarding practices we dis-
like? Regardless of this intellectual debate, the efforts by HSI and other organizations and
individuals offer inspiration to Americans and other citizens who also dedicate their lives to various
kinds of social reforms.

Sources: Humane Society International. 2019. “Humane Society International Saves 90 Dogs
from Slaughter in South Korea.” Retrieved from https://www.hsi.org/news-media/sk-dog-meat-
farm-15-closure-us-release/; Kubota, Samantha. 2019. “These Dogs Were Rescued from a “Hor-
rendous” Dog Meat Farm.” WUSA. Retrieved from https://www.wusa9.com/article/news/these-
dogs-were-rescued-from-a-horrendous-south-korean-dog-meat-farm-now-theyre-looking-for-
their-forever-home-in-the-dmv/65-29515826-01d3-4ec2-8680-de8f7ad7c3a0.

A subculture refers to a group that shares the central values and beliefs of
the larger culture but still retains certain values, beliefs, and norms that make it
distinct from the larger culture. A good example of a U.S. subculture is the Amish,
who live primarily in central Pennsylvania and parts of Ohio and shun electricity
and other modern conveniences, including cars, tractors, and telephones. Their
way of life is increasingly threatened by the expansion of non-Amish businesses
and residences into Amish territory and by efforts to have Amish households
comply with building codes for water usage and sewage (because many house-
holds lack indoor plumbing and toilets) (Rifkin 2009; Roelofs 2020).[37] Since the
1970s, development has cost Lancaster County, Pennsylvania—where many
Amish live—thousands of acres of farming land. Some Amish families have
moved to other states or left farming to start small businesses, where some do
use cell phones and computers. Despite these concessions to modern develop-
ment, for the most part the Amish live the way they always have. Most still do
not drive cars or even ride bikes. The case of the Amish dramatically illustrates the persistence of
an old-fashioned subculture and its uneasy fit with the larger, dominant culture.

A counterculture is a group whose values and beliefs directly oppose those of the larger cul-
ture and even reject it. Perhaps the most discussed example of a counterculture is the so-called
youth counterculture of the 1960s, often referred to as the hippies but also comprising many other
young people who did not fit the “tuned-out” image of the hippies and instead were politically
active against U.S. government policy in Vietnam and elsewhere (Roszak 1969).[38] A contemporary
example of a U.S. counterculture is the survivalists, whose extreme antigovernment views and
hoarding of weapons fit them into the counterculture category (Jackson 2018).[39]
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Dowry deaths occur in certain parts of India and
Pakistan. Should we practice cultural relativism
and not disapprove of dowry deaths? Or is it
fair to condemn this practice, even if it is one
that many people in these nations accept?

Source: IVASHStudio/Shutterstock.com

cultural relativism

The belief that no culture’s
norms, values, or practices
are superior or inferior to
those of any other culture.

ethnocentrism

The tendency to judge
another culture by the
standards of our own, and
the belief that our own
culture is superior to
another culture.

Cultural Relativism and Ethnocentrism

The fact of cultural diversity raises some important but difficult questions
of cultural relativism and ethnocentrism. Cultural relativism refers to the belief
that we should not judge any culture as superior or inferior to another culture.
In this view, all cultures have their benefits and disadvantages, and we should not
automatically assume that our own culture is better and “their” culture is worse.
Ethnocentrism, the opposite view, refers to the tendency to judge another cul-
ture by the standards of our own and to the belief that our own culture is indeed
superior to another culture. When we think of cow worship in India, it is easy to
be amused by it and even to make fun of it. That is why anthropologist Marvin
Harris’s analysis was so important, because it suggests that cow worship is in fact
very important for the Indian way of life.

Some scholars think cultural relativism is an absolute, that we should never
judge another culture’s beliefs and practices as inferior to our own. Other schol-
ars think cultural relativism makes sense up to a point, but that there are some
practices that should be condemned, even if they are an important part of

another culture, because they violate the most basic standards of humanity. One example is the
practice in areas of India and Pakistan of dowry deaths, where a husband and his relatives murder
the husband’s wife because her family has not provided the dowry they promised when the couple
got married (Vicente et al. 2020).[40] Often they burn the wife in her kitchen with cooking oil or gaso-
line and make it look like an accident. The number of such dowry deaths is estimated to be at least
several hundred every year and perhaps as many as several thousand. Should we practice cultural
relativism and not disapprove of dowry deaths? Or is it fair to condemn this practice, even if it is
one that many people in those nations accept?

Because dowry death is so horrible, you might be sure we should not practice cultural rela-
tivism for this example. However, other cultural practices such as cow worship might sound odd to
you but are not harmful, and you would probably agree we should accept these practices on their
own terms. Other practices lie between these two extremes. Consider the eating of dog meat, which
was mentioned in the “Learning from Other Societies” box. In China, South Korea, and other parts
of Asia, dog meat is considered a delicacy, and people sometimes kill dogs to eat them (Li et al.
2017).[41] As one observer provocatively asked about eating dog meat, “For a Westerner, eating it can
feel a little strange, but is it morally different from eating, say, pork? The dogs brought to table in
China are not people’s pets, but are raised as food, like pigs. And pigs, of course, are also intelligent
and friendly” (Dunlop 2008).[42] Should we accept the practice of eating dog meat on its own terms?
Is it any worse than eating pork or slaughtering cattle in order to eat beef? If an Asian immigrant
killed and ate a dog in the United States, should that person be arrested for engaging in a practice
the person grew up with? Cultural relativism and ethnocentrism certainly raise difficult issues in
today’s increasingly globalized world.
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Dowry deaths may be common in parts of India and Pakistan, but few Americans would probably
say that standards of cultural relativism mean these deaths should be allowed.

View in the online reader

Key Takeaways

• Subcultures and countercultures are two types of alternative cultures that may exist amid the
dominant culture.

• Cultural relativism and ethnocentrism are often in tension, and it is sometimes difficult to
determine whether it is appropriate to condemn behaviors that one’s own culture finds
repugnant but that another culture considers appropriate.

For Your Review

1. This section discussed the eating of dog meat in some other cultures. Many Americans and
Europeans condemn this practice. Do you think it is appropriate to condemn eating dog
meat, or do you think such criticism violates cultural relativism and is thus inappropriate?
Explain your answer.

3.5 End-of-Chapter Material

Summary

1. Culture involves the symbols, language, norms, values, and artifacts that characterize any
society and that shape the thoughts, behaviors, and attitudes of the members of the soci-
ety.

2. Scholars continue to debate the relative importance of biology and culture for human
behavior. Sociologists favor culture over biology for several reasons, including the cultural
variations existing around the world, the inability of biological explanations to account for

Dowry Deaths
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many differences in groups’ rates of behavior, and the support of biological explanations
of behavior for the status quo.

3. Symbols are an important part of culture and help members of a society interact. They
include both objects and nonverbal means of communication. Failure to understand the
meanings of symbols can make it difficult to interact.

4. Language is another important element of culture and fundamental to communication. If
the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis is correct, language shapes the thoughts and perceptions of
society’s members.

5. A culture’s norms and values influence how people behave. When we look around the
world, we see several dramatic illustrations of cross-cultural variation in norms and values.
In Japan, for example, harmony is a central value, while in the United States individualism
and competition prevail.

6. Artifacts are the final element of culture and may prove puzzling to people outside a given
culture. However, artifacts often make much sense from the perspective of the people liv-
ing amid a given culture.

7. Cultural relativism and ethnocentrism are two sides of the same coin in the issue of cultural
diversity. Many societies have cultural practices that may surprise and even dismay us,
and it’s often difficult to decide whether we should accept or instead condemn these prac-
tices.

Using Sociology

Suppose you meet a young woman from India in one of your classes, and you gradually become
friends with her. One day she tells you that after she receives her degree in sociology, she is
supposed to go back to her native country to marry a man in a marriage arranged by her parents
and the man’s parents. She has only met this man once and is not in love with him, she tells
you, but arranged marriages are part of her country’s culture. Having lived in the United States
for more than a year, she is beginning to dread the prospect of marrying a man she does not
know and does not love. You sympathize with her plight but also remember from your introduc-
tion to sociology course that Americans should not be ethnocentric by condemning out-of-hand
the cultural practices in other nations. What, if anything, do you say to your new friend? Explain
your answer.
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Whites like Sarah Patton Boyle and Lillian
Smith, who grew up in the South before the
1960s civil rights movement, learned to be
racially prejudiced toward African Americans.

Source: Photo courtesy of U.S. Library of
Congress, http://loc.gov/pictures/resource/fsa.
8c10944.

CHAPTER 4

Socialization

4.1 Social Issues in the News

“Osceola Deputies Arrest Man for Making Threats Towards Muslim Center,” the headline said.
In February 2020, a 29-year-old Florida man was arrested for making threatening phone calls to
the American Muslim Leadership Center in Kissimmee, Florida, just southeast of Disney World.
According to the news article, sheriff’s deputies said the man “expressed his hatred and dis-
dain for the Muslim community” during the phone calls. Charges against him included aggravated
stalking and evidencing prejudice while committing an offense (ClickOrlando.com 2020).[1]

Why did this Florida man threaten a Muslim center? We may never know,
but it is possible that he learned to hate Muslims from inflammatory statements
about them in the popular and social media and perhaps also from some of his
friends and acquaintances. This was not the first hate crime against Muslims or
other individuals, nor was it the last, but it nonetheless illustrates one of the ugly
aspects of the many things we learn from our culture and from the people
around us. We learn many good things, all necessary to have a society, but we can
also learn to accept some very harmful beliefs and to practice very harmful
behaviors.

The stories of Sarah Patton Boyle and Lillian Smith illustrate this all too well.
Sarah Patton Boyle was born in 1906 to one of the leading families of Virginia. A
great-grandfather had been a prominent attorney and acting governor of the
state; both her grandfathers led illustrious military careers; her father was a
respected Episcopalian minister. She was raised on the plantation on which her
ancestors had once owned enslaved people, and her family employed several
African American servants.

It was in this setting that little Sarah learned to be racially prejudiced. She
was forbidden to visit the servants’ rooms, which, she was told, were filthy and
ridden with disease. The servants themselves were not allowed to use the fam-
ily’s bathroom or china, lest they spread disease from the germs they were
assumed to harbor. Sarah’s mother loved her servants the same way she loved the
family’s pets, “without the slightest feeling that they were much like herself,” and
taught Sarah that African Americans “belonged to a lower order of man than we”
(Boyle 1962:14).[2] When Sarah turned 12, she was told to stop playing with the ser-
vants’ children because she was now too old to be “familiar” with Black youngsters, and she then
endured a “dreadful training period” in which she was scolded if she forgot her new, standoffish
role. She was socialized during the next few years to treat white people better than Black people.
When Sarah’s adolescence ended, she was “as close to a typical Southern lady as anyone ever is to a
typical anything” (Boyle 1962:14, 29).[3] Her racist views stayed with her for many years.

Lillian Smith learned similar beliefs after her birth, a few years before Sarah’s, to a wealthy
family in Florida. She learned about taboos and manners in race relations just as she learned her



socialization

The process whereby
individuals learn the culture
of their society.

games, prayers, and other childhood practices. A central lesson was that “I was better than a Negro,
that all black folks have their place and must be kept in it . . . that a terrifying disaster would befall
the South if ever I treated a Negro as my social equal” (Smith 1949:17).[4] Her parents played a prime
role in this learning process: “The mother who taught me what I know of tenderness and love and
compassion taught me also the bleak rituals of keeping Negroes in their place. The father who . .
. reminding me that ‘all men are brothers,’ trained me in the steel-rigid decorums I must demand
of every colored male. They . . . taught me also to split my conscience from my acts and Christian-
ity from Southern tradition” (Smith 1949:17–18).[5] These racist views also stayed with her for many
years.

Thanks to the civil rights movement, the South is much different, of course, from when Sarah
Patton Boyle and Lillian Smith were growing up, but their poignant descriptions remind us that
children and adolescents learn all sorts of things, good or bad, without formal instruction. They
learn these things from their parents, their friends, and other parts of their social environment.
The things they learn constitute their culture: norms, values, and symbols. Socialization is the term
sociologists use to describe the process by which people learn their culture. Socialization occurs in
societies big and small, simple and complex, preindustrial and industrial. It happens in the United
States, in Brazil, in Saudi Arabia, and in Indonesia. Without socialization we would not learn our
culture, and, as Chapter 3 indicated, without culture we could not have a society. Socialization, then,
is an essential process for any society to be possible.

This chapter examines several aspects of socialization. In so doing, it continues developing the
sociological perspective addressed by the previous chapters, as we will again see the ways in which
our social environment shapes our thoughts, actions, and life chances.

4.2 The Importance of Socialization

Learning Objective

1. Describe why socialization is important for being fully human.

We have just noted that socialization is how culture is learned, but socialization is also important
for another important reason. To illustrate this importance, let’s pretend we find a 6-year-old child
who has had almost no human contact since birth. After the child was born, her mother changed
her diapers and fed her a minimal diet but otherwise did not interact with her. The child was left
alone all day and night for years and never went outside. We now find her at the age of 6. How
will her behavior and actions differ from those of the average 6-year-old? Take a moment and write
down all the differences you would find.

In no particular order, here is the list you probably wrote. First, the child would not be able to
speak; at most, she could utter a few grunts and other sounds. Second, the child would be afraid of
us and probably cower in a corner. Third, the child would not know how to play games and interact
with us. If we gave her some food and utensils, she would eat with her hands and not know how to
use the utensils. Fourth, the child would be unable to express a full range of emotions. For exam-
ple, she might be able to cry but would not know how to laugh. Fifth, the child would be unfamiliar
with, and probably afraid of, our culture’s material objects, including cell phones and televisions.
In these and many other respects, this child would differ dramatically from the average 6-year-old
youngster in the United States. She would look human, but she would not act human. In fact, in
many ways she would act more like a frightened animal than like a young human being, and she
would be less able than a typical dog to follow orders and obey commands.
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feral

Regarding children, a term
used for those who have
been extremely socially
isolated.

In rare cases, children have
grown up in extreme isolation
and end up lacking several
qualities that make them fully
human. This is a photo of
Victor of Aveyron, who
emerged from the woods in
southern France in 1800 after
apparently being abandoned
by his parents some years
earlier. He could not speak,
and his cognitive and social
skills never advanced beyond
those of a small child before
he died at the age of 40.

Source: http://commons.
wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Victor_of_
Aveyron.jpg.

As this example indicates, socialization makes it possible for us to fully function as human
beings. Without socialization, we could not have our society and culture. And without social inter-
action, we could not have socialization. Our example of a socially isolated child was hypothetical,
but real-life examples of such children, often called feral children, have unfortunately occurred and
provide poignant proof of the importance of social interaction for socialization and of socialization
for our ability to function as humans.

One of the most famous feral children was Victor of Aveyron, who was found wandering in the
woods in southern France in 1797. He then escaped custody but emerged from the woods in 1800.
Victor was thought to be about age 12 and to have been abandoned some years earlier by his par-
ents; he was unable to speak and acted much more like a wild animal than a human child. Victor
first lived in an institution and then in a private home. He never learned to speak, and his cognitive
and social development eventually was no better than a toddler’s when he finally died at about age
40 (Lane 1976).[6]

Another such child, found more than about a half-century ago, was called Anna; she “had been
deprived of normal contact and had received a minimum of human care for almost the whole of
her first six years of life” (Davis 1940:554).[7] After being shuttled from one residence to another for
her first five months, Anna ended up living with her mother in her grandfather’s house and was
kept in a small, airless room on the second floor because the grandfather was so dismayed by her
birth out of wedlock that he hated seeing her. Because her mother worked all day and would go out
at night, Anna was alone almost all the time and lived in filth, often barely alive. Her only food in
all those years was milk.

When Anna was found at the age of 6, she could not talk or walk or “do anything that showed
intelligence” (Davis 1940:554).[8] She was also extremely undernourished and emaciated. Two years
later, she had learned to walk, understand simple commands, feed herself, and remember faces, but
she could not talk, and in these respects resembled a 1-year-old infant more than the 8-year-old
child she really was. By the time she died of jaundice at about age 9, she had acquired the speech of
a 2-year-old.

Shortly after Anna was discovered, another girl, called Isabelle, was found in similar circum-
stances at age 6. She was also born out of wedlock and lived alone with her mother in a dark room
isolated from the rest of the mother’s family. Because her mother was mute, Isabelle did not learn
to speak, although she did communicate with her mother via some simple gestures. When she was
finally found, she acted like a wild animal around strangers, and in other respects she behaved
more like a child of 6 months than one of more than 6 years. When first shown a ball, she stared at
it, held it in her hand, and then rubbed an adult’s face with it. Intense training afterward helped
Isabelle recover, and two years later she had reached a normal speaking level for a child her age
(Davis 1940).[9]

These cases of feral children show that extreme isolation—or, to put it another way, lack of
socialization—deprives children of the obvious and not-so-obvious qualities that make them
human and in other respects retards their social, cognitive, and emotional development. A series of
famous experiments by psychologists Harry and Margaret Harlow (1962)[10] reinforced the latter
point by showing it to be true of monkeys as well. The Harlows studied rhesus monkeys that had
been removed from their mothers at birth; some were raised in complete isolation, while others
were given fake mothers made of cloth and wire with which to cuddle. Neither group developed
normally, although the monkeys cuddling with the fake mothers fared somewhat better than those
that were totally isolated. In general, the monkeys were not able to interact later with other mon-
keys, and female infants abused their young when they became mothers. The longer their isolation,
the more the monkeys’ development suffered. By showing the dire effects of social isolation, the
Harlows’ experiment reinforced the significance of social interaction for normal development.
Combined with the tragic examples of feral children, their experiments remind us of the critical
importance of socialization and social interaction for human society.
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Socialization makes society possible by enabling people to learn their society’s norms and values.

View in the online reader

Key Takeaways

• Socialization is the process through which individuals learn their culture and become fully
human.

• Unfortunate examples of extreme human isolation illustrate the importance of socialization
for children’s social and cognitive development.

For Your Review

1. Do you agree that effective socialization is necessary for an individual to be fully human?
Could this assumption imply that children with severe developmental disabilities, who cannot
undergo effective socialization, are not fully human?

2. Do you know anyone with negative views in regard to race and ethnicity, sexual orientation,
or religious preference? If so, how do you think this person acquired these views?

4.3 Explaining Socialization

Learning Objective

1. Describe the theories of Cooley, Mead, Freud, Piaget, Kohlberg, Gilligan, and Erikson.

Because socialization is so important, scholars in various fields have tried to understand how and
why it occurs, with different scholars looking at different aspects of the process. Their efforts
mostly focus on infancy, childhood, and adolescence, which are the critical years for socialization,

Socialization: A Key Building Block of Society
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self

Self-image, self-identity, or
self-concept.

looking-glass self

Charles Horton Cooley’s
term for one aspect of the
process whereby we gain
an understanding of our
self-image and
self-identity.

but some have also looked at how socialization continues through the life course. Let’s examine
some of the major theories of socialization, which are summarized in Table 4.1.

TABLE 4.1 Theory Snapshot

Theory Major
Figure(s)

Major Assumptions

Looking-glass
self

Charles
Horton
Cooley

Children gain an impression of how people perceive them as the children
interact with them. In effect, children “see” themselves when they interact
with other people, as if they are looking in a mirror. Individuals use the
perceptions that others have of them to develop judgments and feelings
about themselves.

Taking the role
of the other

George
Herbert
Mead

Children pretend to be other people in their play and in so doing learn
what these other people expect of them. Younger children take the role
of significant others, or the people, most typically parents and siblings,
who have the most contact with them; older children, when they play
sports and other games, take on the roles of other people and internalize
the expectations of the generalized other, or society itself.

Psychoanalytic Sigmund
Freud

The personality consists of the id, ego, and superego. If a child does not
develop normally and the superego does not become strong enough to
overcome the id, antisocial behavior may result.

Cognitive
development

Jean
Piaget

Cognitive development occurs through four stages. The final stage is the
formal operational stage, which begins at age 12 as children begin to use
general principles to resolve various problems.

Moral
development

Lawrence
Kohlberg,
Carol
Gilligan

Children develop their ability to think and act morally through several
stages. If they fail to reach the conventional stage, in which adolescents
realize that their parents and society have rules that should be followed
because they are morally right to follow, they might well engage in
harmful behavior. Whereas boys tend to use formal rules to decide what
is right or wrong, girls tend to take personal relationships into account.

Identity
development

Erik
Erikson

Identity development encompasses eight stages across the life course.
The fifth stage occurs in adolescence and is especially critical because
teenagers often experience an identity crisis as they move from childhood
to adulthood.

Sociological Explanations: The Development
of the Self

One set of explanations, and the most sociological of those we discuss, looks at how the self, or
one’s identity, self-concept, and self-image, develops. These explanations stress that we learn how
to interact by first interacting with others, as this interaction allows us to gain an idea of who we
are and of what they expect of us.

Charles Horton Cooley

Among the first to advance this view was Charles Horton Cooley (1864–1929), who said that by inter-
acting with other people we gain an impression of how they perceive us. In effect, we “see” ourselves
when we interact with other people, as if we are looking in a mirror when we are with them. Cooley
(1902)[11] developed his famous concept of the looking-glass self to summarize this process. Cooley
said we first imagine how we appear to others and then imagine how they think of us and, more
specifically, whether they are evaluating us positively or negatively. We then use these perceptions
to develop judgments and feelings about ourselves, such as pride or embarrassment.
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Charles Horton Cooley wrote that we gain an
impression of ourselves by interacting with
other people. By doing so, we “see” ourselves
as if we are looking in a mirror when we are with
them. Cooley developed his famous concept of
the looking-glass self to summarize this
process.

Source: llike/Shutterstock.com

Sometimes errors occur in this complex process, as we may misperceive how
others regard us and develop misguided judgments of our behavior and feelings.
For example, you may have been in a situation where someone laughed at what
you said, and you thought they were mocking you, when in fact they just
thought you were being funny. Although you should have interpreted their
laughter positively, you interpreted it negatively and probably felt stupid or
embarrassed.

Whether errors occur or not, the process Cooley described is especially criti-
cal during childhood and adolescence, when our self is still in a state of flux.
Imagine how much better children on a sports team feel after being cheered for
making a great play or how children in the school band feel after a standing ova-
tion at the end of the band’s performance. If they feel better about themselves,
they may do that much better next time. For better or worse, the reverse is also
true. If children do poorly on the sports field or in a school performance and the
applause they hoped for does not occur, they may feel dejected and worse about
themselves and from frustration or anxiety perform worse the next time around.

Yet it is also true that the looking-glass-self process affects us throughout
our lives. By the time we get out of late adolescence and into our early adult
years, we have very much developed our conception of our self, yet this develop-
ment is never complete. As young, middle-aged, or older adults, we continue to

react to our perceptions of how others view us, and these perceptions influence our conception of
our self, even if this influence is often less than was true in our younger years. Whether our social
interaction is with friends, relatives, coworkers, supervisors, or even strangers, our self continues to
change.

Charles Horton Cooley’s concept of the looking-glass self helps us understand an important
aspect of children’s socialization. This animation explains his concept further.

View in the online reader

What Is the Looking-Glass Self?
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take the role of the
other

George Herbert Mead’s
term for what children do
when they play that helps
them acquire an
understanding of their self.

significant others

George Herbert Mead’s
term for parents and other
important individuals in the
lives of children.

generalized other

George Herbert Mead’s
term for society’s
conscience.

George Herbert Mead

Another scholar who discussed the development of the self was George Herbert Mead (1863–1931), a
founder of the field of symbolic interactionism discussed in Chapter 1. Mead’s (1934)[12] main empha-
sis was on children’s playing, which he saw as central to their understanding of how people should
interact. When they play, Mead said, children take the role of the other. This means they pretend
to be other people in their play and in so doing learn what these other people expect of them. For
example, when children play house and pretend to be their parents, they treat their dolls the way
they think their parents treat them. In so doing, they get a better idea of how they are expected to
behave. Another way of saying this is that they internalize the expectations other people have of
them.

Younger children, said Mead, take the role of significant others, or the people, most typically
parents and siblings, who have the most contact with them. Older children take on the roles of
other people and learn society’s expectations as a whole. In so doing, they internalize the expecta-
tions of what Mead called the generalized other, or society itself.

This whole process, Mead wrote, involves several stages. In the imitation stage, infants can only
imitate behavior without really understanding its purposes. If their parents rub their own bellies
and laugh, 1-year-olds may do likewise. After they reach the age of 3, they are in the play stage. Here
most of their play is by themselves or with only one or two other children, and much of it involves
pretending to be other people: their parents, teachers, superheroes, television characters, and so
forth. In this stage, they begin taking the role of the other. Once they reach age 6 or 7, or roughly
the time school begins, the games stage begins, and children start playing in team sports and
games. The many players in these games perform many kinds of roles, and they must all learn to
anticipate the actions of other members of their team. In so doing, they learn what is expected of
the roles all team members are supposed to play and by extension begin to understand the roles
society wants us to play, or to use Mead’s term, the expectations of the generalized other.

Mead felt that the self has two parts: the I and the me. The I is the creative, spontaneous part
of the self, while the me is the more passive part of the self stemming from the internalized expec-
tations of the larger society. These two parts are not at odds, he thought, but instead complement
each other and thus enhance the individual’s contributions to society. Society needs creativity, but
it also needs at least some minimum of conformity. The development of both parts of the self is
important not only for the individual but also for the society to which the individual belongs.

Social-Psychological Explanations:
Personality and Cognitive and Moral
Development

A second set of explanations is more psychological, as it focuses on the development of personality,
cognitive ability, and morality.
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id

Sigmund Freud’s term for
the instinctual, selfish part
of the personality.

ego

Sigmund Freud’s term for
the rational part of the
personality.

superego

Sigmund Freud’s term for
society’s conscience.

Sigmund Freud believed that
the personality consists of
three parts: the id, ego, and
superego. The development
of these biological forces
helps shape an individual’s
personality.

Source: Everett Collection/
Shutterstock.com

Sigmund Freud and the Unconscious Personality

Whereas Cooley and Mead focused on interaction with others in explaining the development of the
self, the great psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud (1856–1939) focused on unconscious, biological forces
that he felt shape individual personality. Freud (1933)[13] thought that the personality consists of
three parts: the id, ego, and superego. The id is the selfish part of the personality and consists of
biological instincts that all babies have, including the need for food and, more generally, the
demand for immediate gratification. As babies get older, they learn that not all their needs can be
immediately satisfied and thus develop the ego, or the rational part of the personality. As children
get older still, they internalize society’s norms and values and thus begin to develop their superego,
which represents society’s conscience. If a child does not develop normally and the superego does
not become strong enough, the individual is more at risk for being driven by the id to commit anti-
social behavior.

Freud’s basic view that an individual’s personality and behavior develop largely from within
differs from sociology’s emphasis on the social environment. That is not to say his view is wrong,
but rather that it neglects the many very important influences highlighted by sociologists.

Piaget and Cognitive Development

Children acquire a self and a personality but they also learn how to think and reason. How they
acquire such cognitive development was the focus of research by Swiss psychologist Jean Piaget
(1896–1980). Piaget (1954)[14] thought that cognitive development occurs through four stages and that
proper maturation of the brain and socialization were necessary for adequate development.

The first stage is the sensorimotor stage, in which infants cannot really think or reason and
instead use their hearing, vision, and other senses to discover the world around them. The second
stage is the preoperational stage, lasting from about age 2 to age 7, in which children begin to use
symbols, especially words, to understand objects and simple ideas. The third stage is the concrete
operational stage, lasting from about age 7 to age 11 or 12, in which children begin to think in terms
of cause and effect but still do not understand underlying principles of fairness, justice, and related
concepts. The fourth and final stage is the formal operational stage, which begins about the age of
12. Here children begin to think abstractly and use general principles to resolve various problems.

Recent research supports Piaget’s emphasis on the importance of the early years for children’s
cognitive development. Scientists have found that brain activity develops rapidly in the earliest
years of life. Stimulation from a child’s social environment enhances this development, while a lack
of stimulation impairs it. Children whose parents or other caregivers routinely play with them and
talk, sing, and read to them have much better neurological and cognitive development than other
children (Kazi and Daily 2020).[15] By providing a biological basis for the importance of human stim-
ulation for children, this research underscores both the significance of interaction and the dangers
of social isolation. For both biological and social reasons, socialization is not fully possible without
extensive social interaction.
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Carol Gilligan believes that girls take personal
relationships into account during their moral
development.

Source: Samuel Borges Photography/Shutterstock.com

Kohlberg, Gilligan, and Moral Development

An important part of children’s reasoning is their ability to distinguish right from
wrong and to decide on what is morally correct to do. Psychologist Lawrence
Kohlberg (1927–1987) said that children develop their ability to think and act
morally through several stages. In the preconventional stage, young children
equate what is morally right simply to what keeps them from getting punished.
In the conventional stage, adolescents realize that their parents and society have
rules that should be followed because they are morally right to follow, not just
because disobeying them leads to punishment. At the postconventional stage,
which occurs in late adolescence and early adulthood, individuals realize that
higher moral standards may supersede those of their own society and they may
even decide to disobey the law in the name of these higher standards. If people
fail to reach at least the conventional stage, Kohlberg (1969)[16] said, they do not
develop a conscience and instead might well engage in harmful behavior if they
think they will not be punished. Incomplete moral development, Kohlberg con-
cluded, was a prime cause of antisocial behavior.

One limitation of Kohlberg’s research was that he studied only boys. Do girls go through simi-
lar stages of moral development? Carol Gilligan (1982)[17] concluded that they do not. Whereas boys
tend to use formal rules to decide what is right or wrong, she wrote, girls tend to take personal rela-
tionships into account. If people break a rule because of some important personal need or because
they are trying to help someone, then their behavior may not be wrong. Put another way, males
tend to use impersonal, universalistic criteria for moral decision making, whereas females tend to
use more individual, particularistic criteria.

In this video, Carol Gilligan discusses insights gained from her important work on gender differ-
ences in moral development.

View in the online reader

An example from children’s play illustrates the difference between these two forms of moral
reasoning. If boys are playing a sport, say basketball, and a player says he was fouled, they may dis-
agree—sometimes heatedly—over how much contact occurred and whether it indeed was enough
to be a foul. In contrast, girls in a similar situation may decide in the interest of having everyone get
along to call the play a “do-over.”

Carol Gilligan Discusses Women’s Moral Development
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Erikson and Identity Development

We noted earlier that the development of the self is not limited to childhood but instead continues
throughout the life span. More generally, although socialization is most important during child-
hood and adolescence, it, too, continues throughout the life span. Psychologist Erik Erikson
(1902–1990) explicitly recognized this central fact in his theory of identity development (Erikson
1980).[18] This sort of development, he said, encompasses eight stages of life across the life course. In
the first four stages, occurring in succession from birth to age 12, children ideally learn trust, self-
control, and independence and also learn how to do tasks whose complexity increases with their
age. If all this development goes well, they develop a positive identity, or self-image.

The fifth stage occurs in adolescence and is especially critical, said Erikson, because teenagers
often experience an identity crisis. This crisis occurs because adolescence is a transition between
childhood and adulthood: adolescents are leaving childhood but have not yet achieved adulthood.
As they try to work through all the complexities of adolescence, teenagers may become rebellious
at times, but most eventually enter young adulthood with their identities mostly settled. Stages 6, 7,
and 8 involve young adulthood, middle adulthood, and late adulthood, respectively. In each of these
stages, people’s identity development is directly related to their family and work roles. In late adult-
hood, people reflect on their lives while trying to remain contributing members of society. Stage 8
can be a particularly troubling stage for many people, as they realize their lives are almost over.

Erikson’s research helped stimulate the further study of socialization past adolescence, and
today the study of socialization during the years of adulthood is burgeoning. We return to adult-
hood in Chapter 4, Section 5 and address it again in the discussion of age and aging in Chapter 12.

Key Takeaways

• Cooley and Mead explained how one’s self-concept and self-image develop.

• Freud focused on the need to develop a proper balance among the id, ego, and superego.

• Piaget wrote that cognitive development among children and adolescents occurs through
four stages of social interaction.

• Kohlberg wrote about stages of moral development and emphasized the importance of
formal rules, while Gilligan emphasized that girls’ moral development takes into account per-
sonal relationships.

• Erikson’s theory of identity development encompasses eight stages, from infancy through
old age.

For Your Review

1. Select one of the theories of socialization in this section, and write about how it helps you to
understand your own socialization.

2. Gilligan emphasized that girls take social relationships into account in their moral devel-
opment, while boys tend to stress the importance of formal rules. Do you agree with her
argument? Why or why not?
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4.4 Agents of Socialization

Learning Objectives

1. Identify five agents of socialization.

2. Describe positive and negative aspects of the socialization these agents produce.

Several institutional and other sources of socialization exist and are called agents of socialization.
The first of these, the family, is certainly the most important agent of socialization for infants and
young children.

The Family

Should parents get the credit when their children turn out to be good kids and even go on to accom-
plish great things in life? Should they get the blame if their children turn out to be bad? No parent
deserves all the credit or blame for their children’s successes and failures in life, but the evidence
indicates that our parents do affect us profoundly. In many ways, we even end up resembling our
parents in more than just appearance.

The family is perhaps the most important agent of socialization for children. Parents’ values and behavior patterns
profoundly influence those of their daughters and sons.

Source: Monkey Business Images/Shutterstock.com
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Sociology Making a Difference

Understanding Racial SocializationUnderstanding Racial Socialization

In a society that is still racially prejudiced, Black parents continue to find it necessary to teach
their children about Black culture and to prepare them for the microaggressions and discrimi-
nation they can expect to encounter. Sociologists and other social scientists have studied this
process of racial socialization. One of their most interesting findings is that Black parents differ in
the degree of racial socialization they practice: Some parents emphasize Black identity and racial
prejudice to a considerable degree, while other parents mention these topics to their children only
minimally. The reasons for these differences have remained unclear.

Sociologist Jason E. Shelton (2008)[19] analyzed data from a national random sample of African
Americans to determine these reasons, in what he called “one of the most comprehensive analy-
ses to date of racial socialization strategies among African Americans” (p. 237). Among other
questions, respondents were asked whether “in raising your children, have you done or told them
things to help them know what it means to be Black.” They were also asked whether “there are
any other things you’ve done or told your children to help them know how to get along with White
people.”

In his major results, Shelton found that respondents were more likely to practice racial social-
ization if they were older, female, and living outside the South; if they perceived that racial
discrimination was a growing problem and were members of civil rights or other organizations
aimed at helping African Americans; and if they had higher incomes.

These results led Shelton to conclude that “African Americans are not a culturally monolithic
group,” as they differ in “the parental lessons they impart to their children about race relations”
(2008:253).[20] Further, the parents who do practice racial socialization “do so in order to demys-
tify and empower their offspring to seize opportunities in the larger society” (p. 253).

Shelton’s study helps us to understand the factors accounting for differences in racial social-
ization by African American parents, and it also helps us understand that the parents who do
attempt to make their children aware of U.S. race relations are merely trying, as most parents do,
to help their children get ahead in life. By increasing our understanding of these matters, Shel-
ton’s research helped make a difference.

The reason we turn out much like our parents, for better or worse, is that our families are
such an important part of our socialization process. When we are born, our primary caregivers are
almost always one or both of our parents. For several years we have more contact with them than
with any other adults. Because this contact occurs in our most formative years, our parents’ inter-
action with us and the messages they teach us can have a profound impact throughout our lives,
as indicated by the stories of Sarah Patton Boyle and Lillian Smith presented earlier.

The ways in which our parents socialize us depend on many factors, two of the most important
of which are our parents’ social class and our own biological sex. In early influential work, Melvin
Kohn (1965, 1977)[21] found that working-class and middle-class parents tend to socialize their chil-
dren very differently. Kohn reasoned that working-class parents tend to hold factory and other jobs
in which they have little autonomy and instead are told what to do and how to do it. In such jobs,
obedience is an important value, lest the workers be punished for not doing their jobs correctly.
Working-class parents, Kohn thought, thus tend to emphasize obedience and respect for authority
as they raise their children, and they also tend to favor spanking as a primary way of disciplining
their kids when they disobey. In contrast, middle-class parents tend to hold white-collar jobs where
autonomy and independent judgment are valued and workers get ahead by being creative. These
parents thus tend in turn to emphasize independence as they raise their children and are also less
likely than working-class parents to spank their kids when they disobey.

More recently, Annette Lareau (2011)[22] found that middle-class parents practice “concerted
cultivation” by involving their children in many after-school activities and by taking them to muse-
ums, plays, and other cultural events. This style of parenting helps enhance their children’s learning
and critical thinking skills. Because of lack of money and time, working-class parents are less able
to provide their children these advantages.
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The family is a key agent of socialization, as this video discusses in an animated way.

View in the online reader

If parents’ social class influences how they raise their children, it is also true that the sex of
their children affects how they are socialized. Many studies find that parents raise their daughters
and sons quite differently as they interact with them from birth. We will explore this further in
Chapter 11, but suffice it to say here that parents help their girls learn how to act and think “like
girls,” and they help their boys learn how to act and think “like boys.” That is, they help their daugh-
ters and sons learn their gender (Fixmer-Oraiz and Wood 2019).[23] For example, they are gentler with
their daughters and rougher with their sons. They give their girls dolls to play with, and their boys
guns. Girls may be made of “sugar and spice and everything nice” and boys something quite dif-
ferent, but their parents help them greatly, for better or worse, to turn out that way. To the extent
that this is true, our gender stems much more from socialization than from biological differences
between the sexes, or so most sociologists probably assume. To return to a question posed earlier,
if Gilligan is right that boys and girls reach moral judgments differently, socialization matters more
than biology for how they reach these judgments.

As the “Learning from Other Societies” box illustrates, various cultures socialize their children
differently. We can also examine cross-cultural variation in socialization with data from the World
Values Survey, which was administered to more than 50 nations. Figure 4.1 shows the percentage
of people in several countries who think it is “especially important for children to learn obedience
at home.” Here we see some striking differences in the value placed on obedience, with the United
States falling somewhat in between the nations in the figure.

The Family and Socialization
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FIGURE 4.1 Percentage Believing That Obedience Is Especially Important for a Child to Learn

Source: Data from World Values Survey, 2010–2014, retrieved at http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/wvs.jsp

Learning from Other Societies

Children and Socialization in Japan
This chapter ends with the observation that American children need to be socialized with certain
values in order for our society to be able to address many of the social issues, including hate
crimes and violence against women, facing it. As we consider the socialization of American chil-
dren, the experience of Japan offers a valuable lesson.

Recall from Chapter 3 that Japan’s culture emphasizes harmony, cooperation, and respect for
authority. Socialization in Japan is highly oriented toward the teaching of the values just listed,
with much of it stressing the importance of belonging to a group and dependence, instead of
individual autonomy and independence. This is especially true in Japanese schools, which, as
two sociologists once wrote, “stress the similarity of all children, and the importance of the group”
(Schneider and Silverman 2010:24).[24] Let’s see how this happens (Hendry 2019; Schwalb and
Schwalb 1996).[25]

From the time they begin school, Japanese children learn to value their membership in their
homeroom, or kumi, and they spend several years in the same kumi. Each kumi treats its class-
room as a “home away from home,” as the children arrange the classroom furniture, bring in
plants and other things from their own homes, and clean the classroom every day. At recess one
kumi will play against another. In an interesting difference from standard practice in the United
States, a kumi in junior high school will stay in its classroom while the teachers for, say, math and
social science move from one classroom to another. In the United States, of course, the opposite
is true: teachers stay in their classrooms, and students move from one room to another.

Other practices in Japanese schools further the learning of Japanese values. Young schoolchild-
ren wear the same uniforms. Japanese teachers use constant drills to teach them how to bow,
and they have the children repeatedly stand up and sit down as a group. These practices help
students learn respect for authority and help enhance the sense of group belonging that the kumi
represents. Whereas teachers in the United States routinely call on individual students to answer
a question, Japanese teachers rarely do this. Rather than competing with each other for a good
grade, Japanese schoolchildren are evaluated according to the performance of the kumi as a
whole. Because decision making within the kumi is done by consensus, the children learn the
need to compromise and to respect each other’s feelings.

Because the members of a kumi spend so much time together for so many years, they develop
extremely close friendships and think of themselves more as members of the kumi than as individ-
uals. They become very loyal to the kumi and put its interests above their own individual interests.
In these and other ways, socialization in Japanese schools helps the children and adolescents
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Schools socialize children by teaching them
their formal curricula but also a hidden
curriculum that imparts the cultural values of the
society in which the schools are found. One of
these values is the need to respect authority
and maintain order, as evidenced by these
children raising their hands to speak.

Source: Monkey Business Images/Shutterstock.com

hidden curriculum

The beliefs and values that
children learn in school.

there learn the Japanese values of harmony, group loyalty, and respect for authority. If Ameri-
can children learned these values to a greater degree, it would be easier to address violence and
other issues facing the United States.

Schools

Schools socialize children in several ways. First, students learn a formal curricu-
lum, informally called the “three Rs”: reading, writing, and arithmetic. This phase
of their socialization is necessary for them to become productive members of
their society. Second, because students interact every day at school with their
peers, they ideally strengthen their social interaction skills. Third, they interact
with authority figures, their teachers, who are not their parents. For children who
have not had any preschooling, their teachers are often the first authority figures
they have had other than their parents. The learning they gain in relating to
these authority figures is yet another important component of their socializa-
tion.

Functional theorists cite all these aspects of school socialization, but conflict
theorists instead emphasize that schools in the United States also impart a
hidden curriculum by socializing children to accept the cultural values of the
society in which the schools are found. To be more specific, children learn primar-
ily positive things about the country’s past and present; they learn the
importance of being neat, patient, and obedient; and they learn to compete for
good grades and other rewards. In this manner, they learn to love America and
not to recognize its faults, and they learn traits that prepare them for jobs and careers that will bol-
ster the capitalist economy. Children are also socialized to believe that failure, such as earning poor
grades, stems from not studying hard enough and, more generally, from not trying hard enough
(Booher-Jennings 2008; Bowles and Gintis 1976).[26] This process reinforces the blaming-the-victim
ideology discussed in Chapter 1. Schools are also a significant source of gender socialization, as even
in this modern day, teachers and curricula send out various messages that reinforce the qualities
traditionally ascribed to females and males, and students engage in recess and other extracurricu-
lar activities that do the same thing (Kågesten et al. 2016; Thorne 1993).[27]

Peers

When you were a 16-year-old, how many times did you complain to your parent(s), “All of my friends
are [doing so and so]. Why can’t I? It isn’t fair!” As this all-too-common example indicates, our friends
play a very important role in our lives. This is especially true during adolescence, when peers influ-
ence our tastes in music, clothes, and so many other aspects of our lives, as the now-common image
of the teenager always on a cell phone reminds us. But friends are important during other parts of
the life course as well. We rely on them for fun, for emotional comfort and support, and for com-
panionship. That is the upside of friendships.
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Our peers also help socialize us and may even
induce us to violate social norms.

Source: Iakov Filimonov/Shutterstock.com

The downside of friendships is called peer pressure, with which you are
undoubtedly familiar. Suppose it is Friday night, and you are studying for a big
exam on Monday. Your friends come by and ask you to go with them to get a pizza
and a drink. You would probably agree to go with them, partly because you really
dislike studying on a Friday night, but also because there is at least some subtle
pressure on you to do so. As this example indicates, our friends can influence us
in many ways. During adolescence, their interests can affect our own interests in
movies, music, and other aspects of popular culture. More ominously, adolescent
peer influences have been implicated in underage drinking, drug use, delin-
quency, and hate crimes (Costello and Hope 2016; Yurasek et al. 2019).[28]

After we reach our 20s and 30s, our peers become less important in our lives,
especially if we get married. Yet even then our peers do not lose all their importance, as married
couples with young children still manage to get out with friends now and then. Scholars also rec-
ognize the importance of friendships with coworkers for emotional and practical support, for job
performance, and for our continuing socialization (Kim et al. 2019).[29]

The Mass Media

The mass media are another agent of socialization. Television shows, movies, popular music, mag-
azines, websites, and other aspects of the mass media influence our political views; our tastes in
popular culture; our views of women, people of color, and members of the LGBTQ+ community; and
many other beliefs and practices. In the General Social Survey (GSS), about 26% of respondents said
that they watch four or more hours of television every day, while another 40% watch 2 to 3 hours
daily (see Figure 4.2). The mass media certainly are an important source of socialization unimagin-
able a half-century ago.

In an ongoing controversy, the mass media are often blamed for youth violence and many
other of our society’s ills. The average child sees thousands of acts of violence on television and in
the movies before reaching young adulthood. Some rap lyrics seemingly extol very ugly violence,
including violence against women. Commercials can greatly influence our choice of soda, shoes,
and countless other products. The mass media also reinforce racial and gender stereotypes, includ-
ing the belief that women are sex objects and suitable targets of male violence.

As the mass media socialize children, adolescents, and even adults, a key question is the extent
to which media violence contributes to violence in our society (Surette 2015).[30] Studies consistently
uncover a strong correlation between watching violent television shows and movies and com-
mitting violence. However, this does not necessarily mean that watching violence actually causes
violent behavior: Perhaps people watch violence because they are already interested in it and per-
haps even committing it. Scholars continue to debate the effect of media violence on youth violence
(Anderson 2016; Schipani 2018).[31] In a free society, this question is especially important, as the belief
in this effect has prompted calls for monitoring the media and the banning of certain acts of
violence. Civil libertarians argue that such calls smack of censorship that violates the First Amend-
ment to the Constitution, while others argue that they fall within the First Amendment and would
make for a safer society. Certainly the concern and debate over mass media violence will continue
for years to come.
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FIGURE 4.2 Average Number of Hours of Television Watched Daily

Source: Data from General Social Survey, 2018. Retrieved from: https://sda.berkeley.edu/sdaweb/analysis/?dataset=gss18. The
General Social Survey (GSS) is a project of the independent research organization NORC at the University of Chicago, with principal
funding from the National Science Foundation.

Religion

One final agent of socialization is religion, discussed further in Chapter 12. Although religion is
arguably less important in people’s lives now than it was a few generations ago, it still continues to
exert considerable influence on our beliefs, values, and behaviors.

Here we should distinguish between religious preference (e.g., Buddhist, Catholic, Hindu, Jew-
ish, Muslim, or Protestant) and religiosity (e.g., how often people pray or attend religious services).
Both aspects of religion can affect your values and beliefs on religious and nonreligious issues alike,
but their particular effects vary from issue to issue. We can see with GSS data (see Figure 4.3) the
difference that religiosity apparently makes for the emotionally charged issue of abortion. GSS
respondents who pray daily are only about half as likely as those who rarely or never pray to think
abortion should be allowed for any reason.
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FIGURE 4.3 Religiosity and Belief that Abortion Should Be Legal for Any Reason

Source: Data from General Social Survey, 2018. Retrieved from: https://sda.berkeley.edu/sdaweb/analysis/?dataset=gss18. The
General Social Survey (GSS) is a project of the independent research organization NORC at the University of Chicago, with principal
funding from the National Science Foundation.

Key Takeaways

• The ways in which parents socialize children depend in part on the parents’ social class and
on their child’s biological sex.

• Schools socialize children by teaching them both the formal curriculum and a hidden curricu-
lum.

• Peers are an important source of emotional support and companionship, but peer pressure
can induce individuals to behave in ways they might ordinarily regard as wrong.

• The mass media are another important agent of socialization, and scholars debate the effect
the media have on violence in society.

• In considering the effects of religion on socialization, we need to distinguish between reli-
gious preference and religiosity.

For Your Review

1. Describe one important value or attitude you have that is the result of socialization by your
parent(s).

2. Do you agree that there is a hidden curriculum in secondary schools? Explain your answer.

3. Briefly describe one example of how peers influenced you or someone you know in a way
that you now regard as negative.
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4.5 Socialization Through the Life
Course

Learning Objectives

1. List the major changes of the life course.

2. Provide an example of how events during childhood may have a lifelong impact.

As you probably realize by now, most theories and discussions of socialization concern childhood.
However, socialization continues throughout the several stages of the life course, most commonly
categorized as childhood, adolescence, adulthood, and old age. Within each of these categories,
scholars further recognize subcategories, such as early adolescence and late adolescence, early
adulthood and middle adulthood, and so forth. This section sketches out some important aspects
of the major life course stages.

Childhood

Despite increasing recognition of the entire life course, childhood (including infancy) certainly
remains the most important stage of most people’s lives for socialization and for the cognitive, emo-
tional, and physiological development that is so crucial during the early years of anyone’s life. We
have already discussed what can happen if an infant does not receive “normal” socialization from
at least one adult, and feral children are a sad reminder that socialization is necessary to produce
an entity that not only looks human but really is human in the larger sense of the word.

Beyond this basic importance of childhood, however, lies an ugly truth. In regard to education,
health, and other outcomes, many children do not fare well during childhood. Moreover, how well
they do fare often depends on their social location—their social class, their race and ethnicity, and
their gender. The Federal Interagency Forum on Child and Family Statistics regularly publishes
a report called America’s Children: Key National Indicators of Well-Being. This report provides an
annual update of how children are faring on more than three dozen measures. The forum’s lat-
est report, published in 2019, provided some disturbing facts about children’s well-being, and it also
showed the difference that social location makes for their well-being (Federal Interagency Forum
on Child and Family Statistics 2019).[32]
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