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Preface to the Fourteenth Edition

Sociology has the marvelous capacity to open new windows of perception on our familiar worlds, leaving no aspect of our lives unexamined.

—Author

IT IS WITH PLEASURE that I introduce the fourteenth edition of Down to Earth Sociology, a pleasure akin to seeing a dear friend reach another cheerful milestone in his or her life. Adopters of earlier editions will find themselves at home in this latest edition. They will see many selections that they have used successfully in the classroom, and I trust they will welcome the newcomers.

Following the suggestions of those who have used earlier editions of Down to Earth Sociology, I have strived to continue to present down to earth articles in order to make the student’s introduction to sociology enjoyable as well as meaningful. These selections narrate the first-hand experiences of their authors—researchers who put a human voice on sociological experiences—those who have “been there” and who, with a minimum of jargon and quantification, insightfully share their experiences with the reader.

Focusing on social interaction in everyday activities and situations, these selections not only share some of the fascination of sociology, but also they reflect both the individualistic and the structural emphases of our discipline. They make clear how social structure is not simply an abstract fact of life, but how it vitally affects our everyday lives. These selections help students become more aware of how the decisions of the rich, the powerful, and the bureaucrats provide social constraints that add to those dictated by birth (especially gender and race–ethnicity), social class, and other circumstances of our lives. They help students understand how their location in a social structure lifts or limits their vision of life, closes or opens their chances of success, and, ultimately, brings tears and laughter, hope and despair.

So much of sociology, however, goes about its business as though data were unconnected to people, as though the world consists of abstract social facts. Yet from our own experiences in social life, we know how far these suppositions are from the truth—how divorced they are from real life. Consequently, I have sought to include authors who are able to share the realities that directly affect people’s lives. As I see it, sociology is the most fascinating of the social sciences, and it is this fascination that these selections are designed to convey.

It is my hope that I have succeeded in accomplishing this goal, because sociology has the marvelous capacity to open new windows of perception on our familiar worlds, leaving no aspect of our lives unexamined. If these readings come even close to this goal, I am indebted to the many adopters of earlier editions, whose reactions and suggestions have helped shape this one. To all of you, a sincere and fond thank you.

I owe a special debt of gratitude to the instructors who shared with me their experiences with earlier editions. Their sharing proved invaluable in shaping this present version. I wish to acknowledge the help of

Richard Ambler, Southern Arkansas University

Julie E. Artis, DePaul University

Joe Bishop, Dakota State University

John Bowman, University of North Carolina at Pembroke

Tom Boyd, Berea College

Suzanne Brandon, College of St. Catherine

John C. Bridges, Immaculata College

Grace Budrys, DePaul University

Meryl Cozart, Towson University

Rolf Diamon, University of Southern Maine

Merl Dirksen, Lee University

Robert B. Enright, Jr., University of Wisconsin–Stevens Point

David C. Erickson, Northwest College

Kerry Ferris, Bradley University

Richard Gendron, Assumption College

Frank Glamser, University of Southern Mississippi

Peter R. Grahame, Mount Saint Mary’s College

Susan F. Greenwood, University of Maine–Orono

Larry D. Hall, Spring Hill College

Terrell A. Hayes, Davis & Elkins College

Ines W. Jindra, Bethany Lutheran College

Cathryn Johnson, Emory University

Susan L. Johnson, Carl Sandburg College

James W. Jordan, Longwood College

Quintus Joubeve, Rutgers University

Mariame Kaba, Northeastern Illinois University

Meg Wilkes Karraker, University of St. Thomas

Margot Kempers, Fitchburg State College

Marilyn Krogh, Loyola University of Chicago

Anthony Lack, Lee College

Helene M. Lawson, University of Pittsburgh

Bill Lockhart, New Mexico State University

Jerry Lowney, Carroll College

Philip Luck, Georgia State University

Kristin Marsh, Emory University

Tina Martinez, Blue Mountain Community College

R. Robin Miller, Drury University

Sharon L. Miller, Hope College

Janine Minkler, Northern Arizona University

Elizabeth J. Mitchell, Rutgers University

Thomas S. Moore, University of Wisconsin–Milwaukee

Christopher W. Mullins, Southwestern Illinois College

Peter F. Parilla, University of St. Thomas

Kristin Park, Westminster College

Tim Pippert, Augsburg College

Paul-Jahi Price, Pasadena City College

Pam Rosenberg, Gettysburg College

Richard Rubinson, Emory University

Ross T. Runfola, Medaille College

Allen Scarboro, Augusta State University

Richard Senter, Jr., Central Michigan University

Ryan Sheppard, King’s College

Rick L. Shifley, Montserrat College of Art

Thomas Soltis, Westmoreland County Community College

Marybeth C. Stalp, University of Georgia

Judith Stepan-Norris, University of California–Irvine

Jordan J. Titus, University of Alaska

Kathy Trosen, Muscatine Community College

Suzanne Tuthill, Delaware Technical and Community College

Judy C. Vaughan, Arkansas Tech University

Anita Veit, University of North Carolina

Abram Lawrence Wehmiller, Greenhill School

Clovis L. White, Oberlin College

Fred Zampa, Macon State College

One of the more interesting tasks in preparing this book is to gather information on the contributors’ backgrounds. In addition to biographical data concerning their education, teaching, and publishing, this section also contains their statements telling us why they like sociology or became sociologists. You may want to assign this section with the articles to help personalize the readings and to increase the student’s awareness of biographical factors that go into the choice to become a sociologist.

The selections in this edition continue to be organized to make them compatible with most introductory textbooks. Through subjects that are inherently interesting, we cover the major substantive areas of sociology. Part I, an introduction to the sociological perspective, invites students to view the world in a new way by participating in this exciting enterprise we call sociology. Part II is designed to answer the basic question of how sociologists do research. Part III examines the cultural underpinnings of social life, those taken-for-granted assumptions and contexts that provide the contours of our everyday lives. Part IV focuses on that essential component of our beings, gender and sexuality. There we look at both the process by which we assume the social identity of male or female and how those identities provide the basis for interaction among adults.

In Part V, we examine social groups and social structure, looking behind the scenes to reveal how people’s assumptions, their location on social hierarchies, and the features of social settings establish both constraints and freedoms in human relationships. In Part VI, we consider the relativity of deviance and the process of becoming deviant, especially the social context that shapes deviance and conformity. We also examine features of social control, those aspects of social groups that are designed to minimize deviance. In Part VII, we focus on social stratification, beginning with the micro level of physical appearance and then looking at gender, race–ethnicity, poverty, wealth, and power as dimensions of social inequality. In Part VIII, we analyze the social institutions of economics, marriage and family, medicine, education, religion, law, and the military. We conclude the book with a look at social change, the focus of Part IX. After examining how everyday life is being rationalized in a process called McDonaldization, we look at resistance to social change—how the Amish withdraw from mainstream society and how male soldiers undermine the integration of women in the military. We then conclude the book with a look at globalization, one of the major social forces that is both driving global social change and having a profound impact on our own lives.

These selections bring the reader face-to-face with the dual emphases of contemporary sociological research: the focus on the individual’s experiences and the analysis of social structure. These articles not only uncover the basic expectations that underlie routine social interaction, but also they emphasize the ways in which social institutions are interrelated. It is to their authors’ credit that we lose sight of neither the people who are interacting nor the structural base that so directly influences the form and content of their interactions.

Jim Henslin

January 2007


About the Contributors
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Marvin Harris (article 40) received his Ph.D. from Columbia University. He was Graduate Research Professor of Anthropology at the University of Florida until his death in 2001. Following his primary interest, cultural anthropology, Harris searched for the practical reasons that underlie customs that on the surface seem unreasonable or even bizarre. His books include Cows, Pigs, Wars, and Witches: The Riddles of Culture; Cannibals and Kings: The Origins of Cultures; and Good to Eat: Riddles of Food and Culture.

James M. Henslin (articles 2, 4, 14, 20, and 24) earned his Ph.D. in Sociology at Washington University in St. Louis. He is Professor Emeritus of Sociology at Southern Illinois University, Edwardsville. His books include Social Problems; Sociology: A Down-to-Earth Approach; and Essentials of Sociology: A Down-to-Earth Approach.

Henslin says, “My early childhood was marked by poverty. I was born in a rented room in a minister’s parsonage. Then my parents made a leap in their economic status—we moved into our own home, a converted garage, with no running water or indoor plumbing! My parents continued their climb in status, and when I was thirteen they built one of the nicest houses in town. These experiences helped make me keenly aware of the significance of ‘place’ and opportunity in social life.” He adds, “I like sociology because of its tremendous breadth—from social class and international stratification to the self and internal conflicts. No matter how diverse your curiosities, you can follow them and they are still part of sociology. Everything that is part of the landscape of human behavior comes under the lens of sociology.”

Stephen Higley (article 35) received his Ph.D. in Geography from the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. He is Associate Professor of Geography at the University of Montevallo. Higley wrote Privilege, Power, and Place: The Geography of the American Upper Class, the book from which his selection is taken.

As an urban social geographer, Higley’s approach to geography is close to sociology. He stresses the consequences of the stratification (or geographical structure) of U.S. metropolitan areas on school systems, public amenities, social services, and even for stereotyping people from different social classes. He says, “The upper class has the means and the influence to create a distinct style of life that minimizes their contact with other social classes. One of the most important vehicles for this separation is where they live and how they control it (of course, with the help of the upper middle class).”

Robert A. Hummer (article 30), who received his Ph.D. from Florida State University, is Associate Professor in the Department of Sociology at the University of Texas, Austin. He has published (with Richard Rogers and Charles Nam) Living and Dying in the U.S.A.: Behavioral, Health, and Social Differentials of Adult Mortality.

Hummer says he became a sociologist because “sociology provides me a better way of understanding the complex world in which I live.” He enjoys traveling with his wife and daughter, fishing, and watching the Detroit Tigers.

Jennifer Hunt (article 41) received her Ph.D. in Sociology from the City University of New York and is Professor of Sociology at Montclair State University. She has also completed certification in the clinical training program at The Psychoanalytic Institute at the New York University Medical Center.

Hunt has written Psychoanalytic Aspects of Fieldwork. She likes sociology because “it provides an unusual opportunity to explore other cultural worlds by doing in-depth fieldwork.”

Bruce A. Jacobs (article 7), who received his Ph.D. in Sociology from the University of Southern California, is Associate Professor in Sociology at the University of Texas at Dallas. He is the author of Robbing Drug Dealers: Violence Beyond the Law and Dealing Crack: The Social World of Streetcorner Selling, the book from which his selection is taken.

Sidney Katz (article 29), who earned a Bachelor in Social Sciences from Carleton University and a Master of Social Work at the University of Toronto, is a professional writer. He has published hundreds of articles and two books and has done considerable radio and TV broadcasting. He has been a columnist, a feature writer, and an editor at the Toronto Star and at Maclean’s Magazine. He says, “I have retired several times, but it hasn’t stuck.”

Helene M. Lawson (article 18) earned her Ph.D. in Sociology at Loyola University. She is Professor of Sociology at the University of Pittsburgh at Bradford. She has edited The Cultural Study of Work (with Doug Harper) and written Ladies on the Lot: Women, Car Sales, and the Pursuit of the American Dream, the book from which her selection is taken.

Lawson says, “I decided to become a sociologist after getting a B.A. in Elementary Education and two M.A. degrees, one in Early Childhood and one in Gerontology. I was teaching people about human behavior, but I was not content with the explanations I gained from psychology, biology, or education. Sociology gave me a broader view of social institutions and the motivations for individual behavior, and, through its encompassing view of human institutions, even a vision of progress in which I find hope.” Lawson’s interests are broad, and, as she says, “My writings range from stories about gender equality in blue-collar families to what it’s like to work on hair, and even the interactions of conservation officers with hunted animals.”

Robin Leidner (article 43), who earned her Ph.D. in Sociology at Northwestern University, is Associate Professor of Sociology at the University of Pennsylvania.

Leidner says, “I became a sociologist after concluding that acting was unlikely to be my life’s work. I have carried my interest in acting into sociology, and I am now doing research on work, identity, and scripts in professional theater. Questions about how much acting is asked of workers in other jobs, and about how people reconcile who they want to be with what they have to do to make a living, are central to my sociological work.”

Elliot Liebow (article 21) earned his Ph.D. in Sociology at the Catholic University of America. Until his death in 1994, he was a social anthropologist with the National Institute of Mental Health. He is the author of Tally’s Corner and Tell Them Who I Am: The Lives of Homeless Women, the book from which his selection is taken.

Zella Luria (article 16) received her Ph.D. in Psychology at Indiana University and is Professor of Psychology at Tufts University. She is the author of The Psychology of Human Sexuality (with Mitchel D. Rose) and Human Sexuality (with S. Friedman and Mitchel D. Rose).

Luria says, “What I appreciate about sociology is its exquisite attention to the group context for explanations of behavior.”

Joseph Marolla (article 5) earned his Ph.D. in Sociology at the University of Denver. He is Professor of Sociology at Virginia Commonwealth University. He has published articles in social psychology, criminology, sociology of education, symbolic interaction, and self-esteem.

Marolla says, “I suppose, as much as anything else, I became a sociologist because my draft lottery number was 315 in the winter of 1969—which meant that I would not be going to Vietnam. At the time, I had given very little thought to life beyond the war. Once handed the option, school seemed the reasonable thing to do since I had been doing it for a while. I was an English major, and I moved to sociology because I thought it would broaden my creative writing…. What I most like about sociology is that it provides a broad picture and helps us see through the facade of life as we live it. This was appealing to me, and still is. Our research on rape is an example. Psychologists are convinced that rape is due to psychological dysfunction. We have demonstrated that rape is dramatically embedded in the culture.”

Patricia Yancey Martin (article 30), who received her Ph.D. from Florida State University, is Professor of Sociology at Florida State University. Her books include Feminist Organizations: Harvest of the New Women’s Movement (with Myra M. Ferree) and The Social Environment: Open Systems Applications (with Gerald O’Connor).

Martin, whose favorite activity outside of teaching, gardening, and the arts, is traveling to Europe, says that she majored in English literature, but didn’t like it enough to pursue it after the bachelor’s degree. She thought she might be interested in sociology, and tried graduate school. “After I was in sociology a few years,” she says, “I came to see the power of the sociological perspective.” She adds, “I love trying to observe and explain the social world around me.”

Philip Meyer (article 23) earned an M.A. in Political Science at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, where he is now Knight Chair in Journalism. His books include Precision Journalism: A Reporter’s Introduction to Social Science Methods; Ethical Journalism: A Guide for Students, Practitioners, and Consumers; and The Vanishing Newspaper: Saving Journalism in the Information Age.

Meyer says, “I became interested in sociology because, as a journalist, I envied its research tools. I spent a postgraduate year at Harvard learning about those tools and thinking of ways to apply them to news reporting. In the course of that work, I learned about the Milgram experiments.”

Laura L. Miller (article 45), who received her Ph.D. from Northwestern University, is Assistant Professor of Sociology at Brandeis University. She has published New Opportunities for Military Women: Effects Upon Readiness, Cohesion, and Morale (with Margaret C. Harrell).

Miller, whose primary focus is human relations in the military, has done research on peacekeeping operations in Somalia, Macedonia, Haiti, and Bosnia. She also enjoys snowboarding, international travel, live music, and playing at the beach. She says, “In college I was interested in so many different subjects. Sociology was the answer for me, because as a sociologist I can study anything I want and never have to change jobs.”

C. Wright Mills (article 3) received his Ph.D. in Sociology from the University of Wisconsin. His scathing criticisms of U.S. society in such books as White Collar, The Causes of World War III, as well as the book from which his article is taken, The Sociological Imagination, made him one of the most controversial sociologists in the United States. At the time of his death in 1962, he was Professor of Sociology at Columbia University.

Horace Miner (article 8) earned his Ph.D. in Social Anthropology at the University of Chicago. Until his death in 1993, he was Professor Emeritus of Anthropology at the University of Michigan. His books include The Primitive City in Timbuctoo, St. Denis: A French Canadian Parish, and The City in Modern Africa.

Miner said, “It was by accident that I became a sociologist. Having received my degree in social anthropology, it was easy to teach sociology when I received an offer. My courses were listed in both anthropology and sociology.”

Joan M. Morris (article 34), who received her Ph.D. from Louisiana State University, is Associate Professor of Sociology at University of Central Florida. She has written (with Michael D. Grimes) Caught in the Middle: Contradictions in the Lives of Sociologists from Working-class Backgrounds.

When asked why she became a sociologist, Morris said: “I became a sociologist so I could teach. I hoped to share the fascination I have with social processes and the excitement I felt when I first learned the basic concepts of sociology. I wanted to help others understand social inequality and to offer an alternative view—or a fuller understanding of why there is so much inequality in American society—one that focuses so much on individualism and competition. After years in graduate school and teaching, I am still moved when I read the kind of sociology that helps us understand the world around us. I still get that ‘aha’ experience sometimes—and the benefit of teaching is that it now sometimes comes from my students.”

Clarence Page (article 31) is the editor of A Foot in Each World: Essays and Articles (with Leanita McClain), and the author of Freedom’s Champion: Elijah Lovejoy (with Paul Simon), and Showing My Color: Impolite Essays on Race and Identity, the book from which his selection is taken.

Page says, “My interest in sociology dates back to my high school years. It is grounded in the same curiosity that informed my book of essays on race.” He adds, “I like sociology because it tries to analyze and explain the group behaviors, attitudes, and relationships that raise the sort of questions I try to answer in my book.”

Devah Pager (article 6), who earned her Ph.D. in Sociology at the University of Wisconsin-Madison, is Assistant Professor of Sociology at Princeton University. She is the author of Marked: Race, Crime, and Finding Work in an Era of Mass Incarceration.

Pager, who originally wanted to be a psychologist, lived in Los Angeles while she was studying for her undergraduate degree. “This,” she says, “exposed me to a world of urban inequality, racial segregation, and social problems that extended far beyond the individual focus of psychology. Sociology provides the tools to understand these broader social and structural forces that create and perpetuate racial inequality.”

David L. Rosenhan (article 28), who received his Ph.D. in Psychology from Columbia University, is Professor Emeritus of Psychology and Law at Stanford University. His books include Foundations of Abnormal Psychology (with Perry London), Theory and Research in Abnormal Psychology, and (with Martin Seligman and Elaine Walker) Abnormal Psychology.

Jerry Savells (article 44) received his Ph.D. in Sociology at Louisiana State University. He is Professor of Sociology at Wright State University. He has edited (with Larry Cross) The Changing Family: Making Way for Tomorrow, and Marriage and the Family in a Changing Society.

Savells, whose favorite activity outside of teaching and doing sociology is fishing, earned his bachelor’s degree in chemistry and biology at Murray State University. He says, “After working for a few years, I found the chemistry laboratory too confining. I decided that I wanted to move into an area where I could have more impact on people, and I returned to graduate school and studied sociology. I also served as an officer in the army, where I did some teaching, and thought that I would like to teach in an academic setting. I am fascinated with human behavior, with how people get together in social groups, and I have focused on families, especially on how families respond to social change.”

Diana Scully (article 5) earned her Ph.D. in Sociology at the University of Illinois. She is Professor of Sociology and Coordinator of Women’s Studies at Virginia Commonwealth University. She has written Understanding Sexual Violence: A Study of Convicted Rapists, and Men Who Control Women’s Health: The Miseducation of Obstetrician Gynecologists.

Scully says, “I changed my undergraduate major to sociology on the day that Martin Luther King was assassinated. I felt then and continue to believe that because of its focus on social structure sociology has a greater potential than other disciplines for understanding complex problems, such as racism and sexism, and therefore can be used as a tool for accomplishing change that is meaningful collectively and individually.”

Kandi M. Stinson (article 19), who earned her Ph.D. at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, is Professor of Sociology at Xavier University. She has published Adolescents, Family, and Friends: Social Support after Parents’ Divorce or Remarriage and Women and Dieting Culture: Inside a Commercial Weight Loss Group.

Stinson says that English was her first major as an undergraduate, but that her introductory sociology class changed her course in life. “I soon ‘converted’ to sociology after reading C. Wright Mills, The Sociological Imagination, in an introductory course. I was struck by his thoughtful critique of American society and deep insights into the relationships between individuals and society. I was also desperately looking for a career that would somehow combine my love for people watching, my fascination with culture, especially popular culture, and my interest in and talent for writing. I found all these in sociology.”

Deborah Tannen (article 17) earned a Ph.D. in English literature at the University of California at Berkeley. After teaching English at several universities in the U.S. and Greece, she joined the Linguistics Department at Georgetown University, where she is University Professor. Her books include Talking from 9 to 5; You Just Don’t Understand: Women and Men in Conversation; and That’s Not What I Meant: How Conversational Style Makes or Breaks Relationships.

William E. Thompson (article 22) earned his Ph.D. in Sociology at Oklahoma State University and is Professor of Sociology and Criminal Justice at Texas A&M University at Commerce. He has edited Juvenile Delinquency: Classic and Contemporary Readings (with Jack E. Bynum) and written Juvenile Delinquency: A Sociological Approach (with Jack E. Bynum), and Society in Focus (with Joseph V. Hickey).

Coming from a working-class background, Thompson is the first in his immediate family to graduate from high school. He says that he is attracted to sociology because “sociology makes the entire world your laboratory.”

Barrie Thorne (article 16) earned her Ph.D. in Sociology at Brandeis University. She is Professor of Sociology and of Women’s Studies at the University of California at Berkeley. Thorne is the author of Gender Play: Girls and Boys in School, and (with Barbara Laslett) the editor of Feminist Sociology: Life Histories of a Movement, and Language, Gender and Society.

When asked why she became a sociologist, Thorne said, “Existing arrangements aren’t fixed; they’re the result of and can be changed by human action. Sociology provides tools for digging beneath the surface of the ‘given’—such as arrangements of schooling. This helps us see underlying structures of inequality, enabling us to learn more about the perspectives of groups, like women and children, who have historically been relatively invisible in knowledge. Critical sociological perspectives connect empirical inquiry with visions of justice—a useful path for both understanding and action.”

William van Dusen Wishard (article 46) graduated from high school in Richmond, Virginia. After that, he traveled the world, working and living in thirty countries. The founder of World Trends Research, from which he is semi-retired, he lectures on the major cultural and technological trends re-shaping the global landscape. He is the author of A Perspective for the ’90s: A World in Search of Meaning, The American Future: What Would George and Tom Do Now?, and Between Two Ages: The 21st Century and the Crisis of Meaning.

When I asked van Dusen Wishard why he liked sociology, he said, “Sociology engages me because it is the only academic discipline that incorporates all areas of life into one comprehensive perspective. It helps give us a view of where humanity is in its historic trajectory, and where we might be headed.”

Philip G. Zimbardo (article 27) earned his Ph.D. in Social Psychology at Yale University and is Professor of Social Psychology at Stanford University. He is a past president of the American Psychological Association (2002). His books include Psychology and Life (with Richard J. Gerrig), The Shy Child: Overcoming and Preventing Shyness from Infancy to Adulthood (with Shirley Radl), and (with Michael R. Leippe) The Psychology of Attitude Change and Social Influence.

Zimbardo, who has taught in Italy and enjoys collecting and studying the arts and crafts of the Native Americans of the Northwest and Southwest, says that he likes sociology because of “the scope of the significant questions it raises about human behavior.”


PART I The Sociological Perspective

Sociology is an invitation to look behind the scenes of the social world—a passport, as it were, to a different way of viewing life.

—Author

I WOULD LIKE TO BEGIN this introduction on a personal note. Since my early school days, reading has been one of my favorite pastimes. I used to read almost anything I could lay my hands on, but I was especially fascinated by books that explored people’s lives—especially novels that described people’s life situations, thoughts, relationships, hopes and dreams, challenges and obstacles. Without knowing it, I was gaining an appreciation for understanding the social context in which people live out their lives—for seeing how important that context is in determining what people are like.

When I went to college, I discovered that there was a name for my interests: sociology. What an exciting revelation: I had found an entire academic discipline centered on understanding the general context in which people live and analyzing how their lives are influenced by it! I could not help wanting to read sociology, to take more courses, to immerse myself in it. I was hooked—so thoroughly, in fact, that eventually I decided to become a sociologist and spend my life in this fascinating endeavor.

The intention of this book is fourfold. First, I want to share some of the excitement and fascination of sociology. Second, through these readings, I want to make more visible the context of social life that affects us all. Third, if this is successful, you will gain a better understanding not only of people in general, but of your own self as well. Finally, I hope to whet your appetite for more sociology.

As Peter Berger says in the opening selection, the discovery of sociology can change your life. It can help you to understand the social forces you confront, the forces that constrain and free you as you go about living your life. This understanding offers a liberating potential: To gain insight into how these social forces influence your life allows you to stand somewhat apart from at least some of them and thereby to exert more creative control over your own life.

But just what is sociology? In my teaching I have found that introductory students often find this a vexing question. To provide a better grasp of what sociology is, then, in the second selection I compare sociology with the other social sciences. One of the main points of this article is that sociology casts an intellectual net that provides an unparalleled approach to understanding social life.

In the third and last article in this first part of the book, C. Wright Mills turns again to this liberating potential that sociology offers. As he points out, this capacity centers on understanding three main issues: (1) the structure of society—that is, how society’s components are interrelated; (2) where one’s society stands in human history and the changes that are occurring in it; and (3) what type of people prevail in one’s society, how they are selected for prevalence, and what types are coming to prevail.

Thinking of life in these terms, says Mills, is a quality of mind that we should strive for. This sociological imagination, to use his term for the sociological perspective, allows us to peer beyond our immediate confines, to seek out and understand the broader social and historical forces at work in our lives. One of the rewarding consequences of this perspective, he says, is that it enables us to see ourselves in a different light.

It is the goal of Part I, then, to let you dip your feet in the sociological waters, to challenge you to venture into sociology, and, while venturing, to stimulate your sociological imagination.


1 Invitation to Sociology

PETER L. BERGER

Motivated by an intense desire to know what is “really happening,” what goes on “behind the scenes,” sociologists study almost every aspect of life in society. As Berger indicates, nothing is too sacred or too profane to be spared the sociologist’s scrutiny. But when you penetrate the surface and peer behind the masks that individuals and organizations wear, you find a reality quite unlike the one that is so carefully devised and, just as carefully, put forward for public consumption.

This changed angle of vision, however, poses a danger. Once you have peered behind the scenes and viewed life in a new light, it is nearly impossible to revert to complacent assumptions. The old, familiar, and so very comfortable ways of looking at life become upset when your angle of vision changes. This potential of sociology is also part of its attraction.

THE SOCIOLOGIST (that is, the one we would really like to invite to our game) is a person intensively, endlessly, shamelessly interested in the doings of men.* His natural habitat is all the human gathering places of the world, wherever men come together. The sociologist may be interested in many other things. But his consuming interest remains in the world of men, their institutions, their history, their passions. And since he is interested in men, nothing that men do can be altogether tedious for him. He will naturally be interested in the events that engage men’s ultimate beliefs, their moments of tragedy and grandeur and ecstasy. But he will also be fascinated by the commonplace, the everyday. He will know reverence, but this reverence will not prevent him from wanting to see and to understand. He may sometimes feel revulsion or contempt. But this also will not deter him from wanting to have his questions answered. The sociologist, in his quest for understanding, moves through the world of men without respect for the usual lines of demarcation. Nobility and degradation, power and obscurity, intelligence and folly—these are equally interesting to him, however unequal they may be in his personal values or tastes. Thus his questions may lead him to all possible levels of society, the best and the least known places, the most respected and the most despised. And, if he is a good sociologist, he will find himself in all these places because his own questions have so taken possession of him that he has little choice but to seek for answers.

It would be possible to say the same things in a lower key. We could say that the sociologist, but for the grace of his academic title, is the man who must listen to gossip despite himself, who is tempted to look through keyholes, to read other people’s mail, to open cabinets. Before some otherwise unoccupied psychologist sets out now to construct an aptitude test for sociologists on the basis of sublimated voyeurism, let us quickly say that we are speaking merely by way of analogy. Perhaps some little boys consumed with curiosity to watch their maiden aunts in the bathroom later become inveterate sociologists. This is quite uninteresting. What interests us is the curiosity that grips any sociologist in front of a closed door behind which there are human voices. If he is a good sociologist he will want to open that door, to understand these voices. Behind each closed door he will anticipate some new facet of human life not yet perceived and understood.

The sociologist will occupy himself with matters that others regard as too sacred or as too distasteful for dispassionate investigation. He will find rewarding the company of priests or of prostitutes, depending not on his personal preferences but on the questions he happens to be asking at the moment. He will also concern himself with matters that others may find much too boring. He will be interested in the human interaction that goes with warfare or with great intellectual discoveries, but also in the relations between people employed in a restaurant or between a group of little girls playing with their dolls. His main focus of attention is not the ultimate significance of what men do, but the action in itself, as another example of the infinite richness of human conduct.

In these journeys through the world of men the sociologist will inevitably encounter other professional Peeping Toms. Sometimes these will resent his presence, feeling that he is poaching on their preserves. In some places the sociologist will meet up with the economist, in others with the political scientist, in yet others with the psychologist or the ethnologist. Yet chances are that the questions that have brought him to these places are different from the ones that propelled his fellow-trespassers. The sociologist’s questions always remain essentially the same: “What are people doing with each other here?” “What are their relationships to each other?” “How are these relationships organized in institutions?” “What are the collective ideas that move men and institutions?” In trying to answer these questions in specific instances, the sociologist will, of course, have to deal with economic or political matters, but he will do so in a way rather different from that of the economist or the political scientist. The scene that he contemplates is the same human scene that these other scientists concern themselves with. But the sociologist’s angle of vision is different. When this is understood, it becomes clear that it makes little sense to try to stake out a special enclave within which the sociologist will carry on business in his own right. Like Wesley the sociologist will have to confess that his parish is the world. But unlike some latter-day Wesleyans he will gladly share this parish with others. There is, however, one traveler whose path the sociologist will cross more often than anyone else’s on his journeys. This is the historian. Indeed, as soon as the sociologist turns from the present to the past, his preoccupations are very hard indeed to distinguish from those of the historian. [T]he sociological journey will be much impoverished unless it is punctuated frequently by conversation with that other particular traveler.

Any intellectual activity derives excitement from the moment it becomes a trail of discovery…. The excitement of sociology is [not always to penetrate] worlds that had previously been quite unknown … for instance, the world of crime, or the world of some bizarre religious sect, or the world fashioned by the exclusive concerns of some group such as medical specialists or military leaders or advertising executives. [M]uch of the time the sociologist moves in sectors of experience that are familiar to him and to most people in his society. He investigates communities, institutions, and activities that one can read about every day in the newspapers. Yet there is another excitement of discovery beckoning in his investigations. It is not the excitement of finding the familiar but becoming transformed in it. The fascination of sociology lies in the fact that its perspective makes us see in a new light the very world in which we have lived all of our lives. This also constitutes a transformation of consciousness. Moreover, this transformation is more relevant existentially than that of many other intellectual disciplines, because it is more difficult to segregate in some special compartment of the mind. The astronomer does not live in the remote galaxies, and the nuclear physicist can, outside his laboratory, eat and laugh and marry and vote without thinking about the insides of the atom. The geologist looks at rocks only at appropriate times, and the linguist speaks English with his wife. The sociologist lives in society, on the job and off it. His own life, inevitably, is part of his subject matter. Men being what they are, sociologists too manage to segregate their professional insights from their everyday affairs. But it is a rather difficult feat to perform in good faith.

The sociologist moves in the common world of men, close to what most of them would call real. The categories he employs in his analyses are only refinements of the categories by which other men live—power, class, status, race, ethnicity. As a result, there is a deceptive simplicity and obviousness about some sociological investigations. One reads them, nods at the familiar scene, remarks that one has heard all this before and don’t people have better things to do than to waste their time on truisms—until one is suddenly brought up against an insight that radically questions everything one had previously assumed about this familiar scene. This is the point at which one begins to sense the excitement of sociology.

Let us take a specific example. Imagine a sociology class in a Southern college where almost all the students are white Southerners. Imagine a lecture on the subject of the racial system of the South. The lecturer is talking here of matters that have been familiar to his students from the time of their infancy. Indeed, it may be that they are much more familiar with the minutiae of this system than he is. They are quite bored as a result. It seems to them that he is only using more pretentious words to describe what they already know. Thus he may use the term “caste,” one commonly used now by American sociologists to describe the Southern racial system. But in explaining the term he shifts to traditional Hindu society, to make it clearer. He then goes on to analyze the magical beliefs inherent in caste tabus, the social dynamics of commensalism and connubium, the economic interests concealed within the system, the way in which religious beliefs relate to the tabus, the effects of the caste system upon the industrial development of the society and vice versa—all in India. But suddenly India is not very far away at all. The lecture then goes back to its Southern theme. The familiar now seems not quite so familiar any more. Questions are raised that are new, perhaps raised angrily, but raised all the same. And at least some of the students have begun to understand that there are functions involved in this business of race that they have not read about in the newspapers (at least not those in their hometowns) and that their parents have not told them—partly, at least, because neither the newspapers nor the parents knew about them.

It can be said that the first wisdom of sociology is this—things are not what they seem. This too is a deceptively simple statement. It ceases to be simple after a while. Social reality turns out to have many layers of meaning. The discovery of each new layer changes the perception of the whole.

Anthropologists use the term “culture shock” to describe the impact of a totally new culture upon a newcomer. In an extreme instance such shock will be experienced by the Western explorer who is told, halfway through dinner, that he is eating the nice old lady he had been chatting with the previous day—a shock with predictable physiological if not moral consequences. Most explorers no longer encounter cannibalism in their travels today. However, the first encounters with polygamy or with puberty rites or even with the way some nations drive their automobiles can be quite a shock to an American visitor. With the shock may go not only disapproval or disgust but a sense of excitement that things can really be that different from what they are at home. To some extent, at least, this is the excitement of any first travel abroad. The experience of sociological discovery could be described as “culture shock” minus geographical displacement. In other words, the sociologist travels at home—with shocking results. He is unlikely to find that he is eating a nice old lady for dinner. But the discovery, for instance, that his own church has considerable money invested in the missile industry or that a few blocks from his home there are people who engage in cultic orgies may not be drastically different in emotional impact. Yet we would not want to imply that sociological discoveries are always or even usually outrageous to moral sentiment. Not at all. What they have in common with exploration in distant lands, however, is the sudden illumination of new and unsuspected facets of human existence in society….

People who like to avoid shocking discoveries, who prefer to believe that society is just what they were taught in Sunday School, who like the safety of the rules and the maxims of what Alfred Schutz has called the “world-taken-for-granted,” should stay away from sociology. People who feel no temptation before closed doors, who have no curiosity about human beings, who are content to admire scenery without wondering about the people who live in those houses on the other side of that river, should probably stay away from sociology. They will find it unpleasant or, at any rate, unrewarding. People who are interested in human beings only if they can change, convert, or reform them should also be warned, for they will find sociology much less useful than they hoped. And people whose interest is mainly in their own conceptual constructions will do just as well to turn to the study of little white mice. Sociology will be satisfying, in the long run, only to those who can think of nothing more entrancing than to watch men and to understand things human.

It may now be clear that we have, albeit deliberately, understated the case in the title of this chapter. [The chapter title from which this selection is taken is “Sociology as an Individual Pastime.”] To be sure, sociology is an individual pastime in the sense that it interests some men and bores others. Some like to observe human beings, others to experiment with mice. The world is big enough to hold all kinds and there is no logical priority for one interest as against another. But the word “pastime” is weak in describing what we mean. Sociology is more like a passion. The sociological perspective is more like a demon that possesses one, that drives one compellingly, again and again, to the questions that are its own. An introduction to sociology is, therefore, an invitation to a very special kind of passion.


2 What Is Sociology? Comparing Sociology and the Other Social Sciences

JAMES M. HENSLIN

Introductory students often wrestle with the question of what sociology is. If you continue your sociological studies, however, that vagueness of definition—“Sociology is the study of society” or “Sociology is the study of social groups”—that frequently so bothers introductory students will come to be appreciated as one of sociology’s strengths and one of its essential attractions. That sociology encompasses almost all human behavior is, indeed, precisely the appeal that draws many to sociology.

To help make clearer at the outset what sociology is, Henslin compares and contrasts sociology with the other social sciences. After examining similarities and differences in their approaches to understanding human behavior, he looks at how social scientists from these related academic disciplines would approach the study of juvenile delinquency.

Science and the Human Desire for Explanation

HUMAN BEINGS ARE FASCINATED with the world in which they live, and they aspire to develop ways to explain their experiences. People appear to have always felt this fascination—along with the intense desire to unravel the world’s mysteries—for people in ancient times also attempted to explain their worlds. Despite the severe limitations that confronted them, the ancients explored the natural or physical world, constructing explanations that satisfied them. They also developed an understanding of their social world, the world of people with all their activities and myriad ways of dealing with one another. The ancients, however, mixed magic and superstition to explain their observations.

Today, we are no less fascinated with the world within which we live out our lives. We also investigate both the mundane and the esoteric. We cast a quizzical eye at the common rocks we find embedded in the earth, as well as at some rare variety of insect found only in an almost inaccessible region of remote Tibet. We subject our contemporary world to the constant probings of the instruments and machines we have developed to extend our senses. In our attempts to decipher our observations, we no longer are satisfied with traditional explanations of origins or of relationships. No longer do we accept unquestioningly explanations that earlier generations took for granted. Making observations with the aid of our new technology—such as electronic microscopes, satellites, and the latest generation of computers and software—we derive testable conclusions concerning the nature of our world.

As the ancients could only wish to do, we have been able to expand our objective study of the world beyond the confines of this planet. In our relentless pursuit of knowledge, no longer are we limited to speculation concerning the nature of the stars and planets. In the past couple of centuries the telescope has enabled us to make detailed and repetitive observations of the planets and other heavenly bodies. From these observations, we have reached conclusions startlingly different from those that people traditionally drew concerning the relative place of the earth in our galaxy and the universe. In just the past few years, by means of space technology, we have been able to extend our senses, as it were, beyond anything we had before dreamed possible. We now are able to reach out by means of our spaceships, satellites, and space platforms to record data from other planets and—by means of computer-enhanced graphics—to gain an intrinsically detailed and changing vision of our physical world. We have also been able to dig up and return to the earth samples of soil from the surface of the moon as well as to send mechanized vehicles to Mars and probes to the radiant and magnetic belts of Jupiter, over a distance so great (or, we could say, with our technology still so limited) that they must travel eighteen months before they can send reports back to earth. Having discovered evidence of water on Mars, we have begun to dig into its surface to find out if life exists on our “sister” planet.

A generation or so ago such feats existed only in the minds of “mad” scientists, who at that time seemed irrelevant to the public but whose ideas today are producing fascinating and sometimes fearful consequences for our life on earth. Some of those scientists are drawing up plans for colonizing space, beginning with the moon, opening still another area of exciting exploration, but one whose consequences probably will be only inadequately anticipated. Others are developing weapons for real space wars, with potential outcomes so terrifying we can barely imagine them. For good and evil, science directly impinges on our contemporary life in society, leaving none of us unaffected.

The Natural and the Social Sciences

In satisfying our basic curiosities about the world, we have developed two parallel sets of sciences, each identified by its distinct subject matter. The first is called the natural sciences, the intellectual and academic endeavors designed to explain and predict the events in our natural environment. The natural sciences are divided into specialized fields of research and given names on the basis of their particular subject matter—such as biology, geology, chemistry, and physics. These fields of knowledge are further divided into even more highly specialized areas, each with a further narrowing of content: Biology is divided into botany and zoology, geology into mineralogy and geomorphology, chemistry into its organic and inorganic branches, and physics into biophysics and quantum mechanics. Each area of investigation examines a particular “slice” of nature.

People have not limited themselves to investigating nature. In their pursuit of a more adequate understanding of life, they have also developed fields of science that focus on the social world. The social sciences examine human relationships. Just as the natural sciences attempt to understand objectively the world of nature, the social sciences attempt to understand objectively the social world. Just as the world of nature contains ordered (or lawful) relationships that are not obvious but must be discovered through controlled observation, so the ordered relationships of the human or social world are not obvious, and must be revealed by means of repeated observations.

Like the natural sciences, the social sciences are divided into specialized fields based on their subject matter. These divisions are anthropology, economics, political science, psychology, and sociology, with history sometimes included on this list. To be inclusive, I shall count history as a social science.

The social sciences are divided further into specialized fields. Anthropology is divided into cultural and physical anthropology; economics has macro (large-scale) and micro (small-scale) specialties; political science has theoretical and applied branches; psychology may be clinical or experimental; history has ancient and modern specialties; and sociology has its quantitative and qualitative branches. Because our focus is sociology, let’s contrast sociology with each of the other social sciences.

Sociology Contrasted with the Other Social Sciences

The distinctions between sociology and the other social sciences are not always clear. As they practice their crafts, much that social scientists do crosses conceptual lines and blurs the distinctions among the social sciences. Yet, there are basic differences.

Let’s begin with history, the social science that focuses on past events. Historians attempt to unearth the facts that surround an event that they are trying to explain. They attempt to establish the social context of the event—the important people, ideas, social institutions, social movements, or preceding events that appear to have influenced the outcome that they want to explain. From this context, which they reconstruct from records of the past, they abstract what they consider to be the most important elements, or variables, that caused the event. Using these “causal” factors or variables, historians “explain” the past.

The focus of political science is politics or government. Political scientists study the ways that people govern themselves—their forms of government and how these forms are related to other institutions of society. Political scientists are especially interested in how people attain ruling positions, how they maintain those positions, and the consequences of their actions for those they govern. In studying a constitutional government, such as that of the United States, political scientists also analyze voting behavior.

Economics also concentrates on a single social institution. Economists study the production and distribution of the material goods and services of a society. They want to know what goods are being produced, at what rate, and at what cost, and how those goods are distributed. Economists are also interested in what determines production and consumption; for example, what motivates people to buy a certain item instead of another? Some economists, but not nearly enough in my judgment, are also interested in the consequences for human life of the facts of production and distribution of goods and services.

Anthropology is the sister discipline of sociology. The chief concern of anthropologists is to understand culture, a people’s total way of life. Culture includes a group’s (1) artifacts, such as its tools, art, and weapons; (2) structure, that is, the patterns (such as positions that require respect) that determine how its members interact with one another; (3) ideas and values, especially how its belief system affects people’s lives; and (4) forms of communication, especially language. The traditional focus of anthropology has been on tribal peoples. Anthropologists who are studying for their doctorate usually live with a group. In their reports, they emphasize the group’s family (kin) relationships. Because there are no “undiscovered” groups left in the world, this focus on tribal groups is giving way to the study of people who live in industrialized societies. Anthropologists who focus on contemporary societies are practically indistinguishable from sociologists, except that they place greater emphasis on artifacts, authority (hierarchy), and language, especially kinship terms.

The focus of psychology is processes that occur within the individual, inside what psychologists call the “skin-bound organism.” Psychologists study mental processes (what occurs in the brain, or the mind). They examine intelligence, emotions, perception, memory, even dreams. Some study how personality is formed. Others focus on mental aberrations (psychopathology or mental illness). Many psychologists work in private practice and as counselors in school and work settings, where they give personality tests, IQ tests, and vocational aptitude tests. As therapists, psychologists focus on resolving personal problems, whether they involve the need to recover from trauma, such as abuse, or to be freed from addiction to drugs, alcohol, or gambling.

Sociology has many similarities to the other social sciences. Like history, sociologists also attempt to establish the social contexts that influence people. Sociology is also similar to political science in that sociologists, too, study how people govern one another, especially how government affects people’s lives. Like economists, sociologists are also concerned with what happens to the goods and services of a society, but sociologists place their focus on the social consequences of inequality. Like anthropologists, sociologists also study culture; they, too, have an interest in group structure and belief systems, as well as in how people communicate with one another. Like psychologists, sociologists are also concerned with how people adjust to the problems and challenges that they face in life.

With these overall similarities, then, where are the differences? Unlike historians, sociologists are primarily concerned with events in the present. Unlike political scientists and economists, sociologists do not concentrate on only a single social institution. Unlike anthropologists, sociologists primarily focus on contemporary societies. And unlike psychologists, to determine what influences people, sociologists stress variables external to the individual.

The Example of Juvenile Delinquency

Because all the social sciences focus on human behavior, they differ from one another not so much in the content of what each studies but, rather, in what the social scientists look for when they conduct their studies. It is basically their approaches, their orientations, or their emphases that differentiate the social sciences. Accordingly, to make clearer the differences between them, it might be helpful to look at how different social scientists might approach the same topic. We shall use juvenile delinquency as our example.

Historians who are interested in juvenile delinquency would examine juvenile delinquency in some particular past setting, such as New York City in the 1920s or Los Angeles in the 1950s. The historian would try to interpret the delinquency by stressing the social context of the period. For example, if delinquent gangs in New York City in the 1920s were the focus, historians might emphasize the social disruption caused by World War I; the problems of unassimilated, recently arrived ethnic groups; competition and rivalry for social standing among those ethnic groups; intergenerational conflict; the national, state, and local political and economic situation; and so on. The historian might also document the number of gangs, as well as their ethnic makeup. He or she would then produce a history of juvenile delinquency in New York City in the 1920s.

Political scientists are less likely to be interested in juvenile delinquency. But if they were, they would want to know how the existence of juvenile gangs is related to politics. For example, are the children of people who have less access to political decision making more likely to join gangs? Or political scientists might study the power structure within a particular gang by identifying its leaders and followers. They might then compare one gang with another, perhaps even drawing analogies with the political structure of some legitimate group.

Economists also are not likely to study delinquent gangs or juvenile delinquency. But if they did, they, of course, would emphasize the economic aspects of delinquency. They might determine how material goods, such as stolen property, are allocated within a gang. But they would be more inclined to focus on delinquency in general, emphasizing the relationship of gangs to economic conditions in the country. Economists might wish to examine the effects of such conditions as booms and busts on the formation of gangs or on the prevalence of delinquency. They might also wish to determine the cost of juvenile delinquency to the nation in terms of property stolen and destroyed and wages paid to police and social workers.

Anthropologists are likely to be highly interested in studying juvenile delinquency and the formation of juvenile gangs. If anthropologists were to study a particular gang, they might examine the implements of delinquency, such as tools used in car theft or in burglary. They would focus on the social organization of the gang, looking at its structure of leaders and followers. They would study the belief system of the group to see how it supports the group’s delinquent activities. They would also concentrate on the ways in which group members communicate with one another, especially their argot, or special language. Anthropologists would stress the larger cultural context in order to see what it is about a culture, such as the ways in which it marks entry into manhood, that leads to the formation of such groups. They would compare their findings with what anthropologists have discovered about delinquency in other cultures. In making such cross-cultural comparisons, they probably would note that juvenile delinquency is not a universal phenomenon but is largely a characteristic of industrialized and post-industrialized societies. They would point out that these societies require many years of formal education for their youth. This postpones the age at which young men and women are allowed to assume the role of adults, and it is during this “in-between status” that delinquency occurs. The emphasis given by anthropologists in such a study, then, would be true to their calling; that is, anthropologists would be focusing on culture.

Psychologists also have high interest in juvenile delinquency. When psychologists approach the subject, however, they tend to focus on what exists within the delinquent. They might test the assumption (or hypothesis) that, compared with their followers, gang leaders have more outgoing personality traits, or greater hostility and aggressiveness. Psychologists might also compare the personality traits of adolescent males who join gangs with boys from the same neighborhood or in the general population who do not become gang members. They might give a series of tests to determine whether gang members are more insecure, dominant, hostile, or aggressive than nonmembers.

Sociologists are also interested in most of the aspects emphasized by the other social scientists. Sociologists, however, ordinarily are not concerned with a particular gang from some past period, as historians might be, although they, too, try to identify the relevant social context. Sociologists focus on the power structure of gangs, as would political scientists, and they also are interested in certain aspects of property, as an economist might be. But sociologists would be more interested in the gang members’ attitudes toward property, why delinquents feel it is legitimate to steal and vandalize, and how they divide up the property they steal.

Sociologists would also approach delinquency in a way quite similar to that of anthropologists and be interested in the same sorts of things. But sociologists would place strong emphasis on social class (which is based on occupation, income, and education). They would want to know if there is greater likelihood that a person will join a gang if his or her parents have little education, and how gang membership varies with income. If sociologists found that delinquency varies with education, age, sex, religion, income, or race–ethnicity, they would want to know the reasons for this. Do children of unskilled workers have a greater chance of becoming delinquent than the children of doctors and lawyers? If so, why?

The sociologists’ emphases also separate them from psychologists. Sociologists are inclined to ignore personality, the primary focus of psychologists, and instead to stress the effects of social class on recruitment into delinquency. Sociologists also examine group structure and interaction. For example, both sociologists and psychologists would be interested in differences between a gang’s leaders and followers. To discover these distinctions, however, sociologists are not likely to give paper-and-pencil tests. They are much more likely to observe face-to-face interaction among gang members (what they do in each other’s presence). Sociologists would want to see if leaders and followers uphold the group’s values differently; who suggests their activities; and who does what when they do them—whether the activity be simply some form of recreation or a criminal act. For example, do leaders maintain their leadership by committing more acts of daring and bravery than their followers?

Compared with other social scientists, sociologists are more likely to emphasize the routine activities of the police, the courts, and changing norms. The police approach their job with preconceived ideas about who is likely to commit crimes and who is not. Their ideas are based on what they have experienced “on the streets,” as well as on stereotypes nurtured within their occupation. The police typically view some people (usually lower-class males living in some particular area of the city) to be more apt to commit crimes than males from other areas of the city, males from a higher social class, or females in general. How do the police develop their ideas? How are such stereotypes supported in their occupational subculture? What effects do stereotypes have on the behavior of the police and on those whom they encounter? In other words, sociologists are deeply interested in finding out how the police define people and how those definitions help to determine whom the police stop, interrogate, and arrest.

Sociologists are also interested in what occurs following an arrest. Prosecutors wield much discretion. For the same act they can level a variety of charges: Prosecutors can charge an individual with first degree burglary, second degree burglary, breaking and entering, or merely trespassing. Sociologists want to know how such decisions are made, as well as their effects on the lives of those who are charged with crimes. Sociologists also study what happens when an individual comes before a judge, especially the outcome of the trial by the type of offense and the sex, age, or race–ethnicity of the offender. They also focus on the effects of detention and incarceration, as well as how people adjust when they are released back into the community.

Norms, the behaviors that people expect of others, obviously change over time. What was considered proper behavior a generation ago is certainly not the same as what is considered proper today. Consequently, the law changes, and acts that are considered to be law violations at one time are not necessarily considered to be criminal at another time. Similarly, acts that are not now considered criminal may become law violations at a later date. For example, at one point in our history drinking alcohol in public at age sixteen was within the law in many communities, while today it would be an act of delinquency. In the same way, a person under sixteen who is on the streets after 10 P.M. unaccompanied by an adult is breaking the law in some communities. But if the law is changed or if the sixteen-year-old has a birthday or moves to a different community, the same act is not a violation of the law. With marijuana, the case is similar. Tens of millions of Americans break the law when they smoke grass, but for several years Alaska allowed possession of marijuana for personal use, a legal right later revoked. From time to time, other states consider such laws, which, if passed, would affect greatly the activities of the police.

Perhaps more than any of the other social scientists, sociologists maintain a crucial interest in how changing legal definitions determine what people are arrested for and what they are charged with. In effect, sociologists are interested in what juvenile delinquency is in the first place. They take the definition of delinquency not as obvious but as problematic, something to be studied in the context of lawmaking, lawbreaking, and the workaday world of the judicial system.

By means of this example of juvenile delinquency, it is easy to see that the social sciences greatly overlap one another. Sociology, however, is an overarching social science, because sociologists are, for the most part, interested in the same things that other social scientists are interested in. They are, however, not as limited in their scope or focus as are the others. Except for its traditional concerns with tribal societies, anthropology is similarly broad in its treatment of human behavior.

Types of Sociology: Structural and Interactional

As sociologists study human behavior, they focus on people’s patterned relationships; that is, sociologists study the recurring aspects of human behavior. This leads them to focus on two principal aspects of life in society: (1) group membership (including the institutions of society, the customary arrangements by which humans attempt to solve their perennial problems, such as the need for social order or dealing with sickness and death) and (2) face-to-face interaction, that is, what people do when they are in one another’s presence. These twin foci lead to two principal forms of sociology, the structural and the interactional.

In the first type of sociology, structural, the focus is placed on the group. Structural sociologists are interested in determining how membership in a group, such as a religion, influences people’s behavior and attitudes, such as how they vote, or perhaps how education affects the stand they take on social issues. For example, are there voting differences among Roman Catholics, Lutherans, Jews, Baptists, and charismatics? If so, on what issues? And within the same religion, do people’s voting patterns differ according to their income and education?

Also of interest to sociologists who focus on group memberships would be how people’s attitudes toward social issues (or their voting) differ according to their age, sex, occupation, race–ethnicity, or even geographical residence—both by region of the country and by urban or rural setting. As you probably have gathered, the term “group” is being used in an extended sense. People do not have to belong to an actual group to be counted; sociologists simply “group” together people who have similar characteristics, such as age, height, weight, education, or, if it is thought relevant, even those who take their vacations in the winter versus those who take them during the summer. These are known as aggregates, people who are grouped together for the purpose of social research because of characteristics they have in common.

Note that sociologists who have this first orientation concentrate on how group memberships affect people’s attitudes and behavior. Ordinarily they do not simply want to know the proportion of Roman Catholics who vote Democratic (or, in sociological jargon, “the correlation between religious-group membership and voting behavior”); they want to determine what difference being a Roman Catholic makes in people’s lives, such as their dating practices, premarital sex, birth control, abortion, what they do for recreation, or how they treat their spouses and rear their children.

In the second type of sociology, the interactional, greater emphasis is placed on individuals. Some sociologists who have this orientation focus on what people do when they are in the presence of one another. They observe their behavior, recording the interaction by taking notes or by using tape, video, film, or digitized technology. Other sociologists tap people’s attitudes and behaviors more indirectly by interviewing them. Still others examine social records—from diaries and letters to court transcripts, even memorabilia of pop culture from Rolling Stone to science fiction and comic books. They may systematically observe soap operas, children’s cartoons, police dramas, situation comedies, or MTV. Sociologists who focus on interaction develop ways of classifying the data—what they have observed, read, recorded, or been told. From their observations, they draw conclusions about people’s attitudes and what significantly affects their lives.

Types of Sociology: Qualitative and Quantitative

Another division among sociologists is based on the methods they use to study people. Some sociologists are statistically oriented; they attempt to determine numbers to represent people’s patterns of behavior. Sociologists who have this orientation stress that proper measurement by the use of statistical techniques is necessary if we are to understand human behavior. This emphasis is known as quantitative sociology.

A group of sociologists who disagree strongly with this position concentrate instead on the meaning of people’s behavior. They focus on how people construct their worlds, how they develop their ideas and attitudes, and how they communicate with one another. Sociologists who have this orientation attempt to determine how people’s meanings (called symbols, mental constructs, ideas, and stereotypes) affect their ideas about the self and their relationships to one another. This emphasis is known as qualitative sociology.

Conclusion

From chicken to sociology, there are many ways of dividing up anything in life. Just as those who are most familiar with chicken may disagree about the proper way of cutting up a chicken, so those who are most familiar with sociology will disagree about how to slice up sociology. From my experiences, however, the divisions that I have presented here reflect accurately what is taking place in sociology today. Inevitably, however, other sociologists probably would present another way of looking at our discipline. Nonetheless, I think that you will find this presentation helpful for visualizing sociology.

It is similarly the case when it comes to evaluating the divisions within sociology. These are not neutral matters for sociologists. For example, almost all sociologists feel strongly about whether a qualitative or quantitative approach is the proper way to study human behavior.

My own biases strongly favor qualitative sociology. For me, there simply is no contest. I see qualitative sociology as more accurately reflecting people’s lives, as being more closely tied into the realities that people experience—how they make sense of their worlds, how they cope with their problems, and how they try to maintain some semblance of order in their lives. Because I find this approach fascinatingly worthwhile, the qualitative approach is stressed in this book. You should note, however, that many sociologists find the quantitative approach to be the most rewarding way to study social life.

Wherever and whenever people come into one another’s presence, there are potential data for the sociologist. Sunday School and the bar, the classroom and the street—even the bedroom and the bathroom—all provide material for sociologists to observe and analyze. Nothing is really taboo for sociologists; they regularly raise questions about most aspects of social life. Simply overhearing an ordinary conversation—or catching a glimpse of some unusual happening—is enough to whet the curiosity of many sociologists. In following that curiosity, they can simply continue to “overhear” conversations, but this time purposely, or they can conduct an elaborate study with a scientifically selected random sample backed by huge funding from some government or private agency. What sociologists study can be as socially significant as an urban riot or as common but personally significant as two people greeting with a handshake or parting with a kiss.

In this sense, then, the world belongs to the sociologist—for to the sociologist everything is fair game. The all-inclusiveness of sociology, indeed, is what makes sociology so intrinsically fascinating for many: Sociology offers a framework that provides a penetrating perspective on almost everything that we do in life.

Some of you who are being introduced to sociology through this essay may find the sociological approach to understanding human life rewarding enough to take other courses in sociology and, after college, to be attracted to books of sociological content. A few, perhaps, may even make sociology your life’s vocation and thus embark on a lifelong journey that takes you to the far corners of human endeavor, as well as to people’s more familiar pursuits. Certainly some of us, intrigued by sociology, have experienced an unfolding panorama of intellectual delight in the midst of a fascinating exploration of the social world. And, in this enticing process, we have the added pleasure of constantly discovering and rediscovering our changing selves.


3 The Promise

C. WRIGHT MILLS

The sociological imagination is seeing how the unique historical circumstances of a particular society affect people and, at the same time, seeing how people affect history. Every individual lives out his or her life in a particular society, with the historical circumstances of that society influencing greatly what that individual becomes. People thus shaped by their society contribute, in turn, to the formation of their society and to the course of its history.

It is this quality of mind (termed the sociological imagination by Mills and the sociological perspective by others) that is presented for exploration in the readings of this book. As this intersection of biography and history becomes more apparent to you, your own sociological imagination will grow, bringing you a deepened and broadened understanding of social life—and of your own place within it.

NOWADAYS, MEN OFTEN FEEL that their private lives are a series of traps. They sense that, within their everyday worlds, they cannot overcome their troubles, and, in this feeling, they are quite correct: What ordinary men are directly aware of and what they try to do are bounded by the private orbits in which they live; their visions and their powers are limited to the close-up scenes of job, family, neighborhood; in other milieux, they move vicariously and remain spectators. And the more aware they become, however vaguely, of ambitions and of threats that transcend their immediate locales, the more trapped they seem to feel.

Underlying this sense of being trapped are seemingly impersonal changes in the very structure of continent-wide societies. The facts of contemporary history are also facts about the success and the failure of individual men and women. When a society is industrialized, a peasant becomes a worker; a feudal lord is liquidated or becomes a businessman. When classes rise or fall, a man is employed or unemployed; when the rate of investment goes up or down, a man takes new heart or goes broke. When wars happen, an insurance salesman becomes a rocket launcher; a store clerk, a radar man; a wife lives alone; a child grows up without a father. Neither the life of an individual nor the history of a society can be understood without understanding both.

Yet, men do not usually define the troubles they endure in terms of historical change and institutional contradiction. The well-being they enjoy, they do not usually impute to the big ups and downs of the societies in which they live. Seldom aware of the intricate connection between the patterns of their own lives and the course of world history, ordinary men do not usually know what this connection means for the kinds of men they are becoming and for the kinds of history-making in which they might take part. They do not possess the quality of mind essential to grasp the interplay of man and society, of biography and history, of self and world. They cannot cope with their personal troubles in such ways as to control the structural transformations that usually lie behind them.

Surely, it is no wonder. In what period have so many men been so totally exposed at so fast a pace to such earthquakes of change? That Americans have not known such catastrophic changes as have the men and women of other societies is due to historical facts that are now quickly becoming “merely history.” The history that now affects every man is world history. Within this scene and this period, in the course of a single generation, onesixth of mankind is transformed from all that is feudal and backward into all that is modern, advanced, and fearful. Political colonies are freed; new and less visible forms of imperialism, installed. Revolutions occur; men feel the intimate grip of new kinds of authority. Totalitarian societies rise, and are smashed to bits—or succeed fabulously…. After two centuries of hope, even formal democracy is restricted to a quite small portion of mankind. Everywhere in the underdeveloped world, ancient ways of life are broken up and vague expectations become urgent demands. Everywhere in the overdeveloped world, the means of authority and of violence become total in scope and bureaucratic in form….

The very shaping of history now outpaces the ability of men to orient themselves in accordance with cherished values. And which values? Even when they do not panic, men often sense that older ways of feeling and thinking have collapsed, and that newer beginnings are ambiguous to the point of moral stasis. Is it any wonder that ordinary men feel they cannot cope with the larger worlds with which they are so suddenly confronted? That they cannot understand the meaning of their epoch for their own lives? That—in defense of selfhood—they become morally insensible, trying to remain altogether private men? Is it any wonder that they come to be possessed by a sense of the trap?

It is not only information that they need—in this Age of Fact, information often dominates their attention and overwhelms their capacities to assimilate it. It is not only the skills of reason that they need—although their struggles to acquire these often exhaust their limited moral energy.

What they need, and what they feel they need, is a quality of mind that will help them to use information and to develop reason in order to achieve lucid summations of what is going on in the world and of what may be happening within themselves. It is this quality, I am going to contend, that journalists and scholars, artists and publics, scientists and editors are coming to expect of what may be called the sociological imagination.

The sociological imagination enables its possessor to understand the larger historical scene in terms of its meaning for the inner life and the external career of a variety of individuals. It enables him to take into account how individuals, in the welter of their daily experience, often become falsely conscious of their social positions. Within that welter, the framework of modern society is sought, and within that framework the psychologies of a variety of men and women are formulated. By such means, the personal uneasiness of individuals is focused upon explicit troubles, and the indifference of publics is transformed into involvement with public issues.

The first fruit of this imagination—and the first lesson of the social science that embodies it—is the idea that the individual can understand his own experience and gauge his own fate only by locating himself within his period, that he can know his own chances in life only by becoming aware of those of all individuals in his circumstances. In many ways, it is a terrible lesson; in many ways, a magnificent one. We do not know the limits of man’s capacities for supreme effort or willing degradation, for agony or glee, for pleasurable brutality or the sweetness of reason. But in our time we have come to know that the limits of “human nature” are frighteningly broad. We have come to know that every individual lives, from one generation to the next, in some society; that he lives out a biography, and that he lives it out within some historical sequence. By the fact of his living he contributes, however minutely, to the shaping of this society and to the course of its history, even as he is made by society and by its historical push and shove.

The sociological imagination enables us to grasp history and biography and the relations between the two within society. That is its task and its promise. To recognize this task and this promise is the mark of the classic social analyst. It is characteristic of Herbert Spencer—turgid, polysyllabic, comprehensive; of E. A. Ross—graceful, muckraking, upright; of Auguste Comte and Emile Durkheim; of the intricate and subtle Karl Mannheim. It is the quality of all that is intellectually excellent in Karl Marx; it is the clue to Thorstein Veblen’s brilliant and ironic insight, to Joseph Schumpeter’s many-sided constructions of reality; it is the basis of the psychological sweep of W. E. H. Lecky no less than of the profundity and clarity of Max Weber. And it is the signal of what is best in contemporary studies of man and society.

No social study that does not come back to the problems of biography, of history, and of their intersections within a society has completed its intellectual journey. Whatever the specific problems of the classic social analysts, however limited or however broad the features of social reality they have examined, those who have been imaginatively aware of the promise of their work have consistently asked three sorts of questions:

1. What is the structure of this particular society as a whole? What are its essential components, and how are they related to one another? How does it differ from other varieties of social order? Within it, what is the meaning of any particular feature for its continuance and for its change?

2. Where does this society stand in human history? What are the mechanics by which it is changing? What is its place within, and its meaning for, the development of humanity as a whole? How does any particular feature we are examining affect, and how is it affected by, the historical period in which it moves? And this period—what are its essential features? How does it differ from other periods? What are its characteristic ways of history-making?

3. What varieties of men and women now prevail in this society and in this period? And what varieties are coming to prevail? In what ways are they selected and formed, liberated and repressed, made sensitive and blunted? What kinds of “human nature” are revealed in the conduct and character we observe in this society in this period? And what is the meaning for “human nature” of each and every feature of the society we are examining?

Whether the point of interest is a great power state or a minor literary mood, a family, a prison, a creed—these are the kinds of questions the best social analysts have asked. They are the intellectual pivots of classic studies of man in society—and they are the questions inevitably raised by any mind possessing the sociological imagination. For that imagination is the capacity to shift from one perspective to another—from the political to the psychological; from examination of a single family to comparative assessment of the national budgets of the world; from the theological school to the military establishment; from considerations of an oil industry to studies of contemporary poetry. It is the capacity to range from the most impersonal and remote transformations to the most intimate features of the human self—and to see the relations between the two. Back of its use, there is always the urge to know the social and historical meaning of the individual in the society and in the period in which he has his quality and his being.

I have never felt that much anger before. If she had resisted, I would have killed her…. The rape was for revenge. I didn’t have an orgasm. She was there to get my hostile feelings off on.

That, in brief, is why it is by means of the sociological imagination that men now hope to grasp what is going on in the world, and to understand what is happening in themselves as minute points of the intersections of biography and history within society. In large part, contemporary man’s self-conscious view of himself as at least an outsider, if not a permanent stranger, rests upon an absorbed realization of social relativity and of the transformative power of history. The sociological imagination is the most fruitful form of this self-consciousness. By its use, men whose mentalities have swept only a series of limited orbits often come to feel as if suddenly awakened in a house with which they had only supposed themselves to be familiar. Correctly or incorrectly, they often come to feel that they can now provide themselves with adequate summations, cohesive assessments, comprehensive orientations. Older decisions that once appeared sound now seem to them products of a mind unaccountably dense. Their capacity for astonishment is made lively again. They acquire a new way of thinking; they experience a transvaluation of values. In a word, by their reflection and by their sensibility, they realize the cultural meaning of the social sciences.

Perhaps the most fruitful distinction with which the sociological imagination works is between the “personal troubles of milieu” and the “public issues of social structure.” This distinction is an essential tool of the sociological imagination and a feature of all classic work in social science.

Troubles occur within the character of the individual and within the range of his immediate relations with others; they have to do with his self and with those limited areas of social life of which he is directly and personally aware. Accordingly, the statement and the resolution of troubles properly lie within the individual as a biographical entity and within the scope of his immediate milieu—the social setting that is directly open to his personal experience and, to some extent, his willful activity. A trouble is a private matter: Values cherished by an individual are felt by him to be threatened.

Issues have to do with matters that transcend these local environments of the individual and the range of his inner life. They have to do with the organization of many such milieu into the institutions of a historical society as a whole, with the ways in which various milieu overlap and interpenetrate to form the larger structure of social and historical life. An issue is a public matter: Some value cherished by publics is felt to be threatened. Often, there is a debate about what that value really is and about what it is that really threatens it. This debate is often without focus, if only because it is the very nature of an issue, unlike even widespread trouble, that it cannot very well be defined in terms of the immediate and everyday environments of ordinary men. An issue, in fact, often involves a crisis in institutional arrangements, and often, too, it involves what Marxists call “contradictions” or “antagonisms.”

In these terms, consider unemployment. When, in a city of 100,000, only one man is unemployed, that is his personal trouble, and for its relief we properly look to the character of the man, his skills, and his immediate opportunities. But when, in a nation of 50 million employees, 15 million men are unemployed, that is an issue, and we may not hope to find its solution within the range of opportunities open to any one individual. The very structure of opportunities has collapsed. Both the correct statement of the problem and 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.

Consider war. The personal problem of war, when it occurs, may be how to survive it or how to die in it with honor; how to make money out of it; how to climb into the higher safety of the military apparatus; or how to contribute to the war’s termination. In short, according to one’s values, to find a set of milieux and within it to survive the war or make one’s death in it meaningful. But the structural issues of war have to do with its causes; with what types of men its throws up into command; with its effects upon economic and political, family and religious institutions; with the unorganized irresponsibility of a world of nation-states.

Consider marriage. Inside a marriage, a man and a woman may experience personal troubles; but, when the divorce rate during the first four years of marriage is 250 out of every 1,000 attempts, this is an indication of a structural issue having to do with the institutions of marriage and the family and other institutions that bear upon them.

Or consider the metropolis—the horrible, beautiful, ugly, magnificent sprawl of the great city. For many upper-class people, the personal solution to the problem of the city is to have an apartment with private garage under it in the heart of the city, and forty miles out, a house by Henry Hill, garden by Garrett Eckbo, on a hundred acres of private land. In these two controlled environments—with a small staff at each end and a private helicopter connection—most people could solve many of the problems of personal milieux caused by the facts of the city. But all this, however splendid, does not solve the public issues that the structural fact of the city poses. What should be done with this wonderful monstrosity? Break it all up into scattered units, combining residence and work? Refurbish it as it stands? Or, after evacuation, dynamite it and build new cities according to new plans in new places? What should those plans be? And who is to decide and to accomplish whatever choice is made? These are structural issues; to confront them and to solve them requires us to consider political and economic issues that affect innumerable milieux.

Insofar as an economy is so arranged that slumps occur, the problem of unemployment becomes incapable of personal solution. Insofar as war is inherent in the nation-state system and in the uneven industrialization of the world, the ordinary individual in his restricted milieu will be powerless—with or without psychiatric aid—to solve the troubles this system or lack of system imposes upon him. Insofar as the family as an institution turns women into darling little slaves and men into their chief providers and unweaned dependents, the problem of a satisfactory marriage remains incapable of purely private solution. Insofar as the overdeveloped megalopolis and the overdeveloped automobile are built-in features of the overdeveloped society, the issues of urban living will not be solved by personal ingenuity and private wealth.

What we experience in various and specific milieu, I have noted, is often caused by structural changes. Accordingly, to understand the changes of many personal milieu, we are required to look beyond them. And the number and variety of such structural changes increase as the institutions within which we live become more embracing and more intricately connected with one another. To be aware of the idea of social structure and to use it with sensibility is to be capable of tracing such linkages among a great variety of milieu. To be able to do that is to possess the sociological imagination.

What are the major issues for publics and the key troubles of private individuals in our time? To formulate issues and troubles, we must ask what values are cherished yet threatened, and what values are cherished and supported, by the characterizing trends of our period. In the case both of threat and of support, we must ask what salient contradictions of structure may be involved.

When people cherish some set of values and do not feel any threat to them, they experience well-being. When they cherish values but do feel them to be threatened, they experience a crisis—either as a personal trouble or as a public issue. And, if all their values seem involved, they feel the total threat of panic.

But suppose people are neither aware of any cherished values nor experience any threat? That is the experience of indifference, which, if it seems to involve all their values, becomes apathy. Suppose, finally, they are unaware of any cherished values, but still are very much aware of a threat? That is the experience of uneasiness, of anxiety, which, if it is total enough, becomes a deadly, unspecified malaise.

Ours is a time of uneasiness and indifference—not yet formulated in such ways as to permit the work of reason and the play of sensibility. Instead of troubles—defined in terms of values and threats—there is often the misery of vague uneasiness; instead of explicit issues, there is often merely the beat feeling that all is somehow not right. Neither the values threatened nor whatever threatens them has been stated; in short, they have not been carried to the point of decision. Much less have they been formulated as problems of social science….

We are frequently told that the problems of our decade, or even the crises of our period, have shifted from the external realm of economics and now have to do with the quality of individual life—in fact, with the question of whether there is soon going to be anything that can properly be called individual life. Not child labor but comic books, not poverty but mass leisure, are at the center of concern. Many great public issues as well as many private troubles are described in terms of “psychiatric”—often, it seems in a pathetic attempt to avoid the large issues and problems of modern society. Often, this statement seems to rest upon a provincial narrowing of interest to the Western societies, or even to the United States—thus ignoring two-thirds of mankind; often, too, it arbitrarily divorces the individual life from the larger institutions within which that life is enacted, and which on occasion bear upon it more grievously than do the intimate environments of childhood.

Problems of leisure, for example, cannot even be stated without considering problems of work. Family troubles over comic books cannot be formulated as problems without considering the plight of the contemporary family in its new relations with the newer institutions of the social structure. Neither leisure nor its debilitating uses can be understood as problems without recognition of the extent to which malaise and indifference now form the social and personal climate of contemporary American society. In this climate, no problems of the “private life” can be stated and solved without recognition of the crisis of ambition that is part of the very career of men at work in the incorporated economy.

It is true, as psychoanalysts continually point out, that people do often have the “increasing sense of being moved by obscure forces within themselves that they are unable to define.” But it is not true, as Ernest Jones asserted, that “man’s chief enemy and danger is his own unruly nature and the dark forces pent up within him.” On the contrary: “Man’s chief danger” today lies in the unruly forces of contemporary society itself, with its alienating methods of production, its enveloping techniques of political domination, its international anarchy—in a word, its pervasive transformations of the very “nature” of man and the conditions and aims of his life.

It is now the social scientist’s foremost political and intellectual task—for here the two coincide—to make clear the elements of contemporary uneasiness and indifference. It is the central demand made upon him by other cultural workmen—by physical scientists and artists, by the intellectual community in general. It is because of this task and these demands, I believe, that the social sciences are becoming the common denominator of our cultural period, and the sociological imagination, our most needed quality of mind.


PART II Doing Sociological Research

IN PART I, YOU LEARNED that sociologists are fascinated with the unknown—how we constantly want to peer behind locked doors to better understand social life. Part II will show you how sociologists open those doors. I wrote the first selection in this part to give you an overview of the research methods that sociologists use. Diana Scully and Joseph Marolla then follow with an article based on interviewing in a difficult situation. Devah Pager then reports on a field experiment she used to determine if a criminal record for drug dealing has different effects on the chances of blacks and whites being given the opportunity to work. Bruce Jacobs closes Part II with a review of his first attempts at field work. This last article gives you a glimpse of the intriguing—and sometimes dangerous—worlds that sociologists explore.

As we begin to pry open some of the doors that people so carefully lock, you will be able to catch a glimpse of what goes on behind them. For example, from Scully and Marolla’s research, you will better understand why men rape, and, from Jacobs’ article, why people sell illegal drugs. In and of itself, such an understanding is valuable, but the selections in this Part have an additional purpose—to introduce you to the two major activities of sociologists: (1) conducting empirical research and (2) constructing a theoretical base. Let’s look at each of these activities.

When sociologists do their craft, these twin tasks merge. They are so joined to one another that neither is more important than the other—nor does one necessarily come before the other. For the sake of presentation, however, let’s say that the first task of sociology is to conduct empirical research. Empirical means “based on objective observations.” Sociologists cannot draw conclusions that are based on guesswork, hunches, custom, superstition, common sense, or how they would like the world to be. Sociologists must gather information that represents people’s attitudes and behaviors accurately. Then they must report their observations openly, spelling out in detail how they conducted their studies so that others can test their conclusions.

Sociologists use a variety of methods to do their research, several of which are represented by articles in this book. To mention a few: an experiment (article 23, on compliance to authority), interviewing (article 45, on women in the military), and documents or secondary sources (article 13, the classic report on abused children, Anna and Isabelle). Article 14, on childhood, is even based on a method for which we have no standard name. We could make up a fancy term such as post-event reflexivity, or we could simply refer to it as recall and analysis.

As sociologists do their research, they often find that using just one method is not enough to accomplish their goals, and they combine methods. The studies of the American way of giving birth (article 38) and how rookie cops learn from seasoned officers their distinctions between brutality and justifiable force (article 41), for example, are based on interviewing combined with participant observation. Most of the articles in this book are based on participant observation, which you will read about in the selection that opens this Part (as well as a more detailed analysis in the opening to Part V).

Because no specific reading summarizes the second task of sociology, constructing a theoretical base, I shall provide an overview at this point.

The word theory sometimes scares students. It shouldn’t, for all of us are theorists. To see what I mean by this, let’s start with a basic point—how we make sense out of life. All of us want to know the meaning of the things that happen to us, but facts never interpret themselves. To find this meaning, we place our experiences (our “facts”) into a conceptual framework. That is, we take a “fact” (which can be someone’s behavior, something we see on television—anything that happened to us) and compare it with what we know about “that kind of thing.” We then use “what we know” to interpret that “fact.”

Doing this gives us an understanding of what that event or “fact” of life means. Whether our understanding is right or wrong is not the point. The point is that we all do this as a regular part of our everyday lives. We feel a need to know how “events” are related to one another. By placing them into “frameworks” that we carry around in our heads, we arrive at that meaning. This process can be called “everyday theorizing.” In essence, then, all of us are theorists all the time.

So why be scared of theory? We all know how to “do” theory. Now let’s consider how sociologists “do” theory.

Like the events of everyday life, sociological “facts” (the observations, measurements, or research results of sociologists) do not come with built-in meanings. They, too, must be interpreted. To make sense of them, sociologists place their findings into conceptual frameworks that they have developed. These frameworks provide explanations of how “facts” are related to one another. The basic difference between sociological theory and everyday-life theory is that sociological theory is more rigorous. Sociologists check constantly to see how the “empirical” (the things observed) match a theory—and then refine the theory to match the real world.

A theory, then, is a conceptual framework that interprets “facts”; it shows how “facts” (measurements, observations, or research results) are related to one another. Because each theory provides a framework that interprets sociological observations, it offers a unique explanation of reality. This will become clearer as we examine the three dominant theories of sociology. You will see how each theory reveals a contrasting picture of social life.

The first theory is called symbolic interactionism (or symbolic interaction). It stresses what you already know quite well—that you live in a world filled with meaning. You are surrounded by people who mean something to you (from your parents to your friends), by objects that represent something special (your clothing, your pet, your car, your room), and by events that are filled with meaning (first kiss, first date, first job, birthdays, holidays, anniversaries). The term symbol refers to the meanings that such things have for us. And symbols are what symbolic interactionists focus on—how we construct meanings, how we use symbols to communicate with one another, and how symbols are the foundation of our social world.

Symbolic interactionism has three major themes: (1) human beings have a self; (2) people construct meanings, and act on the basis of those meanings; and (3) people take into account the possible reactions of others. Let’s look at each of these points.

1. Human beings have a self. This means that we have the capacity to think, to talk about, and to reflect on our own actions (what we have done), future actions (what we plan to do), even our thoughts and feelings about our actions (such as what we regret or are pleased at having done). We are even able to tell others what was going on in our mind when we did something. That is, just as we can reflect on the actions and motives of others, so we can reflect on our own actions, analyze our own motives, and evaluate how we feel about what we did or what happened to us. This is called “making the self an object.”

2. People construct meanings and act on the basis of those meanings. As we reflect on our experiences, we interpret (or give meaning to) what happens to us. As we evaluate events and how others react to us, we further refine those meanings. The significance of this human trait is that the meanings we give to our experiences (the objects, the important events—the “facts” of our life) become the basis for how we act.

This sounds abstract and vague, but let’s consider how all of us do this all the time. For example, if someone makes physical contact with us, we want to know what it means. If we interpret the contact as an “accidental bump,” it requires nothing but a mumbled apology. If we interpret the contact as a “push” or a “stomp,” however, our reactions are quite different. The actual act is the same in either case, but our interpretation determines what that act means for us. In doing this, it also indicates what our “appropriate” reaction should be. Note that the basis for our “appropriate” reaction does not depend on the act, but on the symbols we apply—that is, how we interpret (or define) the act.

How we interpret (or “symbolize”) life’s events is actually a good deal more complicated than I have just sketched. While we all place our experiences into categories, the categories that we use differ from individual to individual. Even an accidental bump, for example, has different meanings to people of different backgrounds. I am reminded of this by Kody Scott’s fascinating book, Monster, in which, among gang members, an accidental bump can be an invitation to death.

3. People take into account the possible reactions of others. We are aware of how others might react to something that we are thinking about doing, and we take those anticipated reactions into account as we make decisions about what to do. This is called taking the role of others, which simply means that we adjust our behavior according to how we think people might react.

As is apparent, taking the role of others is a regular part of everyday life. We take the role of individuals (“specific others”) and of groups of people (“the generalized other”). For example, if a Chicago Bulls player were tempted to accept a bribe, he might think, “What would my coach or mom [a specific other] think if I took this?” He probably would also think, “What would my team and the American public [a generalized other] think of me if they found out?”

In sum: Central to symbolic interactionism is the principle that to understand people’s behavior we must understand their symbolic worlds. That is, we must understand how people think about life, how they mentally construct their worlds. Accordingly, sociologists study the meanings that people give to things, to events, and to other people, for symbols hold the key to understanding both our attitudes and our behavior.

The second theory is called functionalism. Functionalists stress that society is an integrated system made up of many parts. When working properly, each part contributes to the stability of society: that is, each part fulfills a function that helps keep society going. Sometimes, however, a part fails to work correctly; that is, it becomes dysfunctional. This creates problems for other parts of the system, for they were depending on it. In short, functionalists stress how the parts of society are interrelated, and how a change in one part of society affects its other parts.

To illustrate functionalism, let’s consider why divorce is so prevalent in U.S. society. Functionalists first point out that the family performs functions for the entire society. Over the millennia, the family’s traditional functions have been economic production, the distribution of property, the socialization of children, reproduction, recreation, sexual control of its members, and taking care of its sick, injured, and aged. During the past couple of hundred years (especially the last hundred), as society industrialized profound changes occurred that have left no aspect of social life untouched.

The consequences for family life have been especially remarkable. Consider how industrialization has eroded the family’s traditional functions. For example, medical personnel now take care of the family’s sick and injured, often the family’s elderly are placed in homes for the aged, and almost all economic production has moved from family to factories. As its basic functions have been taken over at least partially by other units of society, the family has been weakened. Simply put, as the “ties that bind” became fewer, that is, as traditional functions of the family were taken over by other social groups—husbands and wives had fewer functions to hold them together, and they became more prone to break up.

The third dominant theory in sociology is conflict theory. From this perspective, society is viewed as a system in which its many parts (groups) are in competition and conflict. For their survival and to improve their relative position in society, each group competes for resources. There are not enough resources to satisfy each group, however, as each group tends to want more power, more wealth, more prestige, and so on. Consequently, groups compete with one another for a larger share of these limited resources. Those groups that already have more than their share are not about to redistribute what they have willingly. Instead, they hold on to it for dear life, while trying to enlarge what they already have. Conflict is the inevitable result.

As a consequence, say conflict theorists, society is not like a smoothly running machine, as the functionalists picture it, with each part contributing to the well-being of the other parts. Rather, society is more like an imbalanced machine running wildly out of kilter and ready to break apart. The results of this inherent conflict show up as racism, with one racial–ethnic group pitted against another; sexism, with men and women squared off in the struggle for dominance; social class conflict, with the exploitation of the powerless by a ruling elite; ageism, with a struggle for finances (Social Security) and health care (Medicare) dividing the generations of workers; and so on.

Due to space limitations, I can provide only this brief sketch of these three theories that dominate sociology today. Among the many examples of symbolic interactionism in this book, you might look at selections by Clark (11), Goffman (12), Lawson (18), and Henslin and Biggs (20). The readings by Gans (33) and Harris (40) provide examples of functionalism, while the one by Gracey (39) is an example of conflict theory. The dominant orientation of this book is symbolic interactionism.

Part II of the book, then, builds upon Part I. I hope that it will help you to better appreciate how sociologists do their research and how they interpret what they find.
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