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WELCOME TO SOCIOLOGY! 
I’ve loved sociology since I was 
in my teens, and I hope you 

enjoy it, too. Sociology is fascinating 
because it is about human behavior, and 
many of us find that it holds the key to 
understanding social life.

If you like to watch people and try 
to figure out why they do what they do, 
you will like sociology. Sociology pries 
open the doors of society so you can see 
what goes on behind them. Essentials 
of Sociology: A Down-to-Earth Approach 
stresses how profoundly our society and 
the groups to which we belong influence 
us. Social class, for example, sets us on a 
particular path in life. For some, the path 
leads to more education, more interesting 
jobs, higher income, and better health, 
but for others it leads to dropping out of 
school, dead-end jobs, poverty, and even 
a higher risk of illness and disease. These 
paths are so significant that they affect our 
chances of making it to our first birthday, 
as well as of getting in trouble with the 
police. They even influence our satisfaction 
in marriage, the number of children we 
will have—and whether or not we will read 
this book in the first place.

When I took my first course in 
sociology, I was “hooked.” Seeing how 
marvelously my life had been affected by 
these larger social influences opened my 
eyes to a new world, one that has been 
fascinating to explore. I hope that you will 
have this experience, too.

From how people become homeless 
to how they become presidents, from 
why people commit suicide to why 
women are discriminated against in every 
society around the world—all are part 
of sociology. This breadth, in fact, is 
what makes sociology so intriguing. We 
can place the sociological lens on broad 
features of society, such as social class, 
gender, and race–ethnicity, and then 
immediately turn our focus on the smaller, 
more intimate level. If we look at two 
people interacting—whether quarreling or 

kissing—we see how these broad features 
of society are being played out in their 
lives.

We aren’t born with instincts. Nor do 
we come into this world with preconceived 
notions of what life should be like. At 
birth, we have no concepts of race–
ethnicity, gender, age, or social class. We 
have no idea, for example, that people 
“ought” to act in certain ways because 
they are male or female. Yet we all learn 
such things as we grow up in our society. 
Uncovering the “hows” and the “whys” 
of this process is also part of what makes 
sociology so fascinating.

One of sociology’s many pleasures is 
that as we study life in groups (which can 
be taken as a definition of sociology), 
whether those groups are in some far-off 
part of the world or in some nearby corner 
of our own society, we gain new insights 
into who we are and how we got that 
way. As we see how their customs affect 
them, the effects of our own society on us 
become more visible.

This book, then, can be part of an 
intellectual adventure, for it can lead you 
to a new way of looking at your social 
world—and, in the process, help you 
to better understand both society and 
yourself.

I wish you the very best in college—and 
in your career afterward. It is my sincere 
desire that Essentials of Sociology: A Down-
to-Earth Approach will contribute to that 
success.

James M. Henslin 
Department of Sociology 

Southern Illinois University, 
Edwardsville

P.S. I enjoy communicating with 
students, so feel free to comment on your 
experiences with this text. You can reach 
me by e-mail: henslin@aol.com

To the Student … from the Author
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To the Instructor … from the Author

Do you remember when you first 
got “hooked” on sociology, 
how the windows of perception 

opened as you began to see life-in-
society through the sociological lens? 
For many of us, this was an eye-opening 
experience. This text is designed to 
open those windows onto social life for 
students, so they can see clearly how 
group membership has vitally influenced 
their lives. Although few students will get 
into what Peter Berger calls “the passion 
of sociology,” we at least can provide 
them the opportunity.

To study sociology is to embark on 
a fascinating process of discovery. We 
can compare society to a huge jigsaw 
puzzle. Only gradually do we see how 
the intricate pieces fit together. As we 
begin to see these interconnections, our 
perspective changes as we shift our eyes 
from the many small, disjointed pieces 
to the whole that is being formed. Of 
all the endeavors we could have entered, 
we chose sociology because of the ways 
in which it joins the “pieces” of society 
together and the challenges it poses to 
“ordinary” thinking. It is our privilege 
to share with students this process of 
awareness and discovery called the 
sociological perspective.

As instructors of sociology, we have 
set ambitious goals for ourselves: to teach 
both social structure and social interaction 
and to introduce students to the 
sociological literature—both the classic 
theorists and contemporary research. As 
we accomplish this, we would also like to 
enliven the classroom, encourage critical 
thinking, and stimulate our students’ 
sociological imagination. Although 

formidable, these goals are attainable, and 
this book can help you reach them. Based 
on many years of frontline (classroom) 
experience, its subtitle, A Down-to-Earth 
Approach, was not chosen lightly. My goal 
is to share the fascination of sociology 
with students and thereby make your 
teaching more rewarding.

One of the fascinating aspects of the 
introductory course in sociology is to see 
students’ faces light up as they begin to 
see how separate pieces of their world 
fit together. It is a pleasure to watch 
them gain insight into how their social 
experiences give shape to even their 
innermost desires. This is precisely what 
this text is designed to do—to stimulate 
your students’ sociological imagination 
so they can better perceive how the 
“pieces” of society fit together—and 
what this means for their own lives.

Filled with examples from around 
the world as well as from our own 
society, this text helps to make today’s 
multicultural, global society come alive 
for students. From learning how the 
international elite carve up global markets 
to studying the intimacy of friendship and 
marriage, students can see how sociology 
is the key to explaining contemporary 
life—and their own place in it.

In short, this text is designed to make 
your teaching easier. There simply is 
no justification for students to have to 
wade through cumbersome approaches 
to sociology. I am firmly convinced that 
the introduction to sociology should 
be enjoyable and that the introductory 
textbook can be an essential tool in 
sharing the discovery of sociology with 
students.

The Organization of This Text
This text is laid out in five parts. Part I focuses on the 
sociological perspective, which is introduced in the 
first chapter. We then look at how culture influences 
us (Chapter 2), examine socialization (Chapter 3), and 
compare macrosociology and microsociology (Chapter 4).

Part II, which focuses on social groups and social control, 
adds to the students’ understanding of how far-reaching 
society’s influence is—how group membership penetrates 
even our thinking, attitudes, and orientations to life. We 
first examine the different types of groups that have such 
profound influences on us and then look at the fascinating 
area of group dynamics (Chapter 5). After this, we focus on 
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creates in-group loyalties. On the negative side, ethnocentrism can lead to discrimination 

against people whose ways differ from ours.

The many ways in which culture affects our lives fascinate sociologists. In this chapter, 

we’ll examine how profoundly culture influences everything we are and whatever we do. 

This will serve as a basis from which you can start to analyze your own assumptions of 

reality. I should give you a warning at this point: You might develop a changed perspec-

tive on social life and your role in it. If so, life will never look the same.

In Sum: To avoid losing track of the ideas under discussion, let’s pause for a moment 

to summarize and, in some instances, clarify the principles we have covered.

 1. There is nothing “natural” about material culture. Arabs wear gowns on the street 

and feel that it is natural to do so. Americans do the same with jeans.

 2. There is nothing “natural” about nonmaterial culture. It is just as arbitrary to stand 

in line as to push and shove.

 3. Culture penetrates deeply into our thinking, becoming a taken-for-granted lens 

through which we see the world and obtain our perception of reality.

 4. Culture provides implicit instructions that tell us what we ought to do and how we 

ought to think. It establishes a fundamental basis for our decision making.

 5. Culture also provides a “moral imperative”; that is, the culture that we internalize 

becomes the “right” way of doing things. (I, for example, believed deeply that it was 

wrong to push and shove to get ahead of others.)

 6. Coming into contact with a radically different culture challenges our basic assumptions 

about life. (I experienced culture shock when I discovered that my deeply ingrained 

cultural ideas about hygiene and the use of personal space no longer applied.)

 7. Although the particulars of culture differ from one group of people to another, 

culture itself is universal. That is, all people have culture, for a society cannot  

exist without developing shared, learned ways of dealing with the challenges  

of life.

 8. All people are ethnocentric, which has both positive and negative consequences.

For an example of how culture shapes our ideas and behavior, consider how some 

people dance with the dead. You can read about this in the Cultural Diversity around 

the World box on the next page.

Practicing Cultural Relativism

To counter our tendency to use our own culture as the standard by which we judge 

other cultures, we can practice cultural relativism; that is, we can try 

to understand a culture on its own terms. This means looking at how 

the elements of a culture fit together, without judging those elements 

as inferior or superior to our own way of life.

With our own culture embedded so deeply within us, practic-

ing cultural relativism is difficult to do. It is likely that the Malagasy 

custom of dancing with the dead seemed both strange and wrong to 

you. It is sim
ilar with stabbing bulls to death in front of joyful crowds 

that shout “Olé!” Most U.S. citizens have strong feelings that it is 

wrong to do this. If we practice cultural relativism, however, we will 

view both dancing with the dead and bullfighting from the perspec-

tive of the cultures in which they take place. It will be their history, 

their folklore, their ideas of bravery, sex roles, and mortality that we 

will use to understand their behavior.

You may still regard dancing with the dead as strange and bull-

fighting as wrong, of course, particularly if your culture, which is 

deeply ingrained in you, has no history of dancing with the dead or 

of bullfighting. We all possess culturally specific ideas about how to 

show respect to the dead. We also possess culturally specific ideas 

cultural relativism not judging a 

culture but trying to understand it 

on its own terms

Many Americans perceive bullfighting 

as a cruel activity that should 

be illegal everywhere. To most 

Spaniards, bullfighting is a sport that 

pits matador and bull in a unifying 

image of power, courage, and glory. 

Cultural relativism requires that we 

suspend our own perspectives in 

order to grasp the perspectives of 

others, something easier described 

than attained.

Explore on MySocLab 
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how groups “keep us in line” and sanction those who violate 
their norms (Chapter 6).

In Part III, we turn our focus on social inequality, 
examining how it pervades society and its impact on our 
own lives. Because social stratification is so significant, I have 
written two chapters on this topic. The first (Chapter 7),  
with its global focus, presents an overview of the principles 
of stratification. The second (Chapter 8), with its emphasis 
on social class, focuses on stratification in U.S. society. After 
establishing this broader context of social stratification, we 
examine inequalities of race and ethnicity (Chapter 9) and 
then those of gender and age (Chapter 10).

Part IV helps students become more aware of how 
social institutions encompass their lives. We first look at 
politics and the economy, our overarching social institutions 
(Chapter 11). After examining the family (Chapter 12), we 
then turn our focus on education and religion (Chapter 13). 
One of the emphases in this part of the book is how our 
social institutions are changing and how their changes, in 
turn, influence our orientations and decisions.

With its focus on broad social change, Part V provides 
an appropriate conclusion for the book. Here we examine 
why our world is changing so rapidly, as well as catch a 
glimpse of what is yet to come. We first analyze trends in 
population and urbanization, those sweeping forces that 
affect our lives so significantly but that ordinarily remain 
below our level of awareness (Chapter 14). We conclude 
the book with an analysis of technology, social movements, 
and the environment (Chapter 15), which takes us to the 
cutting edge of the vital changes that engulf us all.

Themes and Features
Six central themes run throughout this text: down-to-
earth sociology, globalization, cultural diversity, critical 
thinking, the new technology, and the influence of the 
mass media on our lives. For each of these themes, 
except globalization, which is incorporated in several of 
the others, I have written a series of boxes. These boxed 
features are one of my favorite components of the book. 
They are especially useful for introducing the controversial 
topics that make sociology such a lively activity. 

Let’s look at these six themes.

Down-to-Earth Sociology
As many years of teaching have taught me, all too often 
textbooks are written to appeal to the adopters of texts rather 
than to the students who must learn from them. This has 
always bothered me, making a central concern in writing this 
book to present sociology in a way that not only facilitates 
the students’ understanding but also shares the excitement 
of sociology. During the course of writing other texts, I was 
often told that my explanations and writing style are  

“down-to-earth,” or accessible and inviting to students—so 
much so that I chose this phrase as the book’s subtitle. The 
term is also featured in my introductory reader, Down-to-
Earth Sociology: Introductory Readings, to appear in its 15th 
edition (New York: The Free Press, 2014).

This first theme is highlighted by a series of boxed 
features that explore sociological processes that underlie 
everyday life. The topics we review in these Down-to-Earth 
Sociology boxes are highly diverse. Here are some of them.

•	 How a sociologist became a gang leader (for a day) 
(Chapter 1)

•	 The experiences of W. E. B. Du Bois, an early 
sociologist, in studying U.S. race relations (Chapter 1)

•	 How gossip and ridicule enforce adolescent norms 
(Chapter 3)

•	 Boot camp as a total institution (Chapter 3)
•	 How football can help us understand social structure 

(Chapter 4)
•	 How beauty influences our interaction (Chapter 4)
•	 The McDonaldization of society (Chapter 5)
•	 Serial killers (Chapter 6)
•	 Urban gangs (Chapter 6)
•	 What life is like after hitting it big in the lottery 

(Chapter 8)
•	 How the super-rich live (Chapter 8)
•	 National research on the American Dream, social 

mobility (Chapter 8)
•	 Stealth racism in the rental market (Chapter 9)
•	 How a man became a live exhibit in a New York zoo 

(Chapter 9)
•	 Greedy surgeons and their women victims (Chapter 10)
•	 Do we need affirmative action for men? (Chapter 10)
•	 Testing stereotypes by looking at the background of 

suicide terrorists (Chapter 11)
•	 Health benefits of marriage: living longer (Chapter 12)
•	 Our chances of getting divorced (Chapter 12)
•	 How tsunamis can help us to understand world 

population growth (Chapter 14)
•	 The possible dangers of bio foods (Chapter 14)
•	 Deception and persuasion in propaganda (Chapter 15)

This first theme is actually a hallmark of the text, as 
my goal is to make sociology “down to earth.” To help 
students grasp the fascination of sociology, I continuously 
stress sociology’s relevance to their lives. To reinforce 
this theme, I avoid unnecessary jargon and use concise 
explanations and clear and simple (but not reductive) 
language. I also use student-relevant examples to illustrate 
key concepts, and I base several of the chapters’ opening 
vignettes on my own experiences in exploring social life. 
That this goal of sharing sociology’s fascination is being 
reached is evident from the many comments I receive from 
instructors and students alike that the text helps make 
sociology “come alive.”
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Globalization
In the second theme, globalization, we explore the impact 
of global issues on our lives and on the lives of people 
around the world. All of us are feeling the effects of an 
increasingly powerful and encompassing global economy, 
one that intertwines the fates of nations. The globalization 
of capitalism influences the kinds of skills and knowledge 
we need, the types of work available to us—and whether 
work is available at all. Globalization also underlies the 
costs of the goods and services we consume and whether 
our country is at war or peace—or, as we seem to be in 
our permanent war economy, in some uncharted middle 
ground between the two. In addition to the strong 
emphasis on global issues that runs throughout this text, 
I have written a separate chapter on global stratification 
(Chapter 7). I also feature global issues in the chapters on 
social institutions and the final chapters on social change: 
population, urbanization, social movements, and the 
environment.

What occurs in Russia, Germany, and China, as well as 
in much smaller nations such as Syria and Iraq, has far-
reaching consequences on our own lives. Consequently, in 
addition to the global focus that runs throughout the text, 
the next theme, cultural diversity, also has a strong global 
emphasis.

Cultural Diversity around the World  
and in the United States
The third theme, cultural diversity, has two primary 
emphases. The first is cultural diversity around the world. 
Gaining an understanding of how social life is “done” in 
other parts of the world often challenges our taken-for-
granted assumptions about social life. At times, when we 
learn about other cultures, we gain an appreciation for the 
life of other peoples. At other times, we may be shocked 
or even disgusted at some aspect of another group’s way 
of life (such as female circumcision) and come away with a 
renewed appreciation of our own customs.

To highlight this first subtheme, I have written a series 
of boxes called Cultural Diversity around the World. 
Among the topics with this subtheme are

•	 food customs that shock people from different cultures 
(Chapter 2)

•	 where and why people dance with the dead (Chapter 2)
•	 how women become men in Albania (Chapter 3)
•	 human sexuality in Mexico and Kenya (Chapter 6)
•	 how blaming the victims of rape protects the caste 

system of India (Chapter 7)
•	 female circumcision (Chapter 10)
•	 where young children are workers (Chapter 11)
•	 the new capitalism in China (Chapter 11)
•	 arranged marriages in India (Chapter 12)
•	 female infanticide in India and China (Chapter 14)

•	 urbanization in the Least Industrialized Nations 
(Chapter 14)

•	 the destruction of the rain forests and indigenous 
peoples of Brazil (Chapter 15)

In the second subtheme, Cultural Diversity in the United 
States, we examine groups that make up the fascinating array 
of people who form the U.S. population. The boxes I have 
written with this subtheme review such topics as

•	 how studying job discrimination turned into public 
sociology (Chapter 1)

•	 the controversy over the use of Spanish or English 
(Chapter 2)

•	 the terms that people choose to refer to their own race–
ethnicity (Chapter 2)

•	 how education can cause conflict for immigrants 
(Chapter 3)

•	 how the Amish resist social change (Chapter 4)
•	 how our own social networks perpetuate inequality 

(Chapter 5)
•	 how Tiger Woods represents a significant change in 

racial–ethnic identity (Chapter 9)
•	 the author’s travels with a Mexican who transports 

undocumented workers to the U.S. border (Chapter 9)
•	 how human heads and animal blood challenge religious 

tolerance (Chapter 13)

Seeing that there are so many ways of “doing” social 
life can remove some of our cultural smugness, making us 
more aware of how arbitrary our own customs are—and 
how our taken-for-granted ways of thinking are rooted 
in culture. The stimulating contexts of these contrasts 
can help students develop their sociological imagination. 
They encourage students to see connections among key 
sociological concepts such as culture, socialization, norms, 
race–ethnicity, gender, and social class. As your students’ 
sociological imagination grows, they can attain a new 
perspective on their experiences in their own corners of 
life—and a better understanding of the social structure of 
U.S. society.

Critical Thinking
In our fourth theme, critical thinking, we focus on 
controversial social issues, inviting students to examine 
various sides of those issues. In these sections, titled 
Thinking Critically, I present objective, fair portrayals of 
positions and do not take a side—although occasionally 
I do play the “devil’s advocate” in the questions that close 
each of the topics. Like the boxed features, these sections 
can enliven your classroom with a vibrant exchange of 
ideas. Among the issues addressed are

•	 are we prisoners of our genes? (Chapter 2)
•	 managing diversity in the workplace (Chapter 5)

xviii        To the Instructor from the Author



•	 our tendency to conform to evil authority (the Milgram 
experiments) (Chapter 5)

•	 labeling in everyday life Illustrated by the Saints and the 
Roughnecks: (Chapter 6)

•	 bounties paid to kill homeless children in Brazil 
(Chapter 7)

•	 maquiladoras on the Mexican–U.S. border (Chapter 7)
•	 the deserving and the undeserving poor (Chapter 8)
•	 emerging masculinities and femininities (Chapter 10)
•	 targeted killings (Chapter 11)
•	 the coming disappearance of some island nations 

(Chapter 15)
•	 cyber war (Chapter 15)
•	 ecosabotage (Chapter 15)

These Thinking Critically sections are based on 
controversial social issues that either affect the student’s 
own life or focus on topics that have intrinsic interest 
for students. Because of their controversial nature, these 
sections stimulate both critical thinking and lively class 
discussions. They also provide provocative topics for in-
class debates and small discussion groups, effective ways 
to enliven a class and present sociological ideas. In the 
Instructor’s Manual, I describe the nuts and bolts of using 
small groups in the classroom.

Sociology and the New Technology
The fifth theme, sociology and the new technology, explores 
an aspect of social life that has come to be central in our 
lives. We welcome our many new technological tools, 
for they help us to be more efficient at performing our 
daily tasks, from making a living to communicating with 
others—whether those people are nearby or on the other 
side of the globe. The significance of our new technology, 
however, extends far beyond the tools and the ease and 
efficiency they bring to our lives. The new technology is 
better envisioned as a social revolution that will leave few 
aspects of our lives untouched. Its effects are so profound 
that it even changes the ways we view life.

This theme is introduced in Chapter 2, where 
technology is defined and presented as an essential aspect 
of culture. The impact of technology is then discussed 
throughout the text. Examples include how technology 
is related to cultural change (Chapter 2), fantasy life 
(Chapter 4), the control of workers (Chapter 5), and the 
maintenance of global stratification (Chapter 7). We also 
examine how technology led to social inequality in early 
human history and how it now may lead to world peace—
and to Big Brother’s net thrown over us all (Chapter 11). 
The final chapter, (Chapter 15) “Social Change and the 
Environment,” concludes the book with a focus on this 
theme.

To highlight this theme, I have written a series of boxes 
titled Sociology and the New Technology. In these 
boxes, we explore how technology affects our lives as it 
changes society. We examine, for example, how technology

•	 is blurring the line between fantasy and reality 
(Chapter 4)

•	 is changing the way people find mates (Chapter 12)
•	 is changing the way families handle disagreements 

(Chapter 12)
•	 by allowing “designer babies,” might change society 

(Chapter 12)
•	 is likely to lead to real “star wars” (Chapter 15)

The Mass Media and Social Life
In the sixth theme, we stress how the mass media influence 
our behavior and permeate our thinking. We consider how 
they penetrate our consciousness to such a degree that they 
even influence how we perceive our own bodies. As your 
students consider this theme, they may begin to grasp how 
the mass media shape their attitudes. If so, they will come 
to view the mass media in a different light, which should 
further stimulate their sociological imagination.

To make this theme more prominent for students, I have 
written a series of boxed features called Mass Media in 
Social Life. In these boxes, we consider

•	 the influence of computer games on images of gender 
(Chapter 3)

•	 the worship of thinness—and how this affects our own 
body images (Chapter 4)

•	 the reemergence of slavery in today’s world (Chapter 7)
•	 how the mass media underlie changing gender relations 

in Iran (Chapter 10)
•	 how the mass media shape our perceptions of the 

elderly (Chapter 10)
•	 the myth of increasing school shootings (Chapter 13)
•	 the Internet marketing of religion (Chapter 13)

New Topics
It is always a goal—as well as a pleasure and a challenge—
to keep Essentials of Sociology current with cutting–edge 
sociological research and to incorporate into the analyses 
national and global changes that affect our lives. Among 
this edition’s many changes are 7 new Thinking Critically 
sections and 13 new boxed features. For a chapter-by-
chapter listing of this edition’s new topics, see “What’s 
New In This Edition?” on the next page.

As is discussed in the next section, some of the most 
interesting—and even fascinating—topics are presented in a 
visual form.
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Topic: India’s caste system is slowly being 
replaced by a social class system

Topic: Poet in Qatar sentenced to life in prison 
for writing a poem critical of the royal family

Topic: Chinese leaders block Internet access to 
Facebook and Twitter

Topic: The Picosecond laser scanner can read 
molecules on a human body

Topic: Silent Circle, an unbreakable encryption app

Chapter 8 Social Class in the United 
States
Thinking Critically section: The Deserving and 

the Undeserving Poor
Down-to-Earth Sociology box: Researching the 

American Dream: Social Mobility Today
Down-to-Earth Sociology box: Poverty: A 

Personal Journey
Figure 8.6 Adult Children’s Income Compared 

with That of Their Parents

Chapter 9 Race and Ethnicity
Down-to-Earth Sociology box: Living in the 

Dorm: Contact Theory
Down-to-Earth Sociology box: Unpacking the 

Invisible Knapsack: Exploring Cultural Privilege
Topic: Predatory lending increased monthly 

payments for home mortgages, causing many 
African Americans to lose their homes when the 
economic crisis hit

Topic: The United Auburn tribe’s casino in California 
nets $30,000 a month for each tribal member

Topic: In 2012, Mazie Hirono became the first Asian 
American woman to be elected to the U.S. Senate 

Topic: U.S. Supreme Court upheld the states’ 
right to check the immigration status of anyone 
they stop or arrest

Topic: President Obama signed an Executive 
Order allowing work permits to unauthorized 
immigrants who meet certain qualifications

Chapter 10 Gender and Age
Thinking Critically section: Making the 

Social Explicit: Emerging Masculinities and 
Femininities

Down-to-Earth Sociology box: Affirmative 
Action for Men?

Down-to-Earth Sociology box: Applying 
Sociology: How to Get a Higher Salary

Topic: Women in jobs that give them authority 
and men in nurturing occupations reaffirm their 
gender at home

Topic: A “tough femininity” that incorporates 
masculine violence is emerging among female 
juvenile delinquents

Topic: Both males and females who are given a 
single dose of testosterone seek higher status 
and show less regard for the feelings of others

Topic: Dominance behavior, such as winning a 
game, produces higher levels of testosterone

Topic: A movement to end male circumcision

Chapter 11 Politics and the 
Economy
Thinking Critically section: Targeted Killings
Topic: The communist rulers of China, sensitive 

to online communications, change course if 
they sense strong sentiment in some direction

Topic: Super PACS that raise unlimited cash for 
individual candidates

Chapter 12 Marriage and Family
Figure 12.4 Marriage and Length of Life
Down-to-Earth Sociology box: Health Benefits 

of Marriage: Living Longer 

What’s New in This Edition?
Chapter 1 The Sociological 
Perspective
Topic: The divorce rate of couples who cohabit 

before marriage is about the same as those who 
did not cohabit.

Topic: Malls track patrons through their 
Smartphones so stores can send them targeted ads

Topic: Face-recognition cameras at kiosks classify 
people by age and sex and post targeted ads

Topic: Bionic mannequins analyze customers’ 
age, sex, and race-ethnicity

Chapter 2 
Thinking Critically section: Are We Prisoners of 

Our Genes? Sociobiology and Human Behavior

Chapter 3 Socialization
Down-to-Earth Sociology box: Gossip and 

Ridicule to Enforce Adolescent Norms
Topic: Gender messages from homosexual  

parents
Topic: Babies might have an inborn sense of 

fairness, indicating that, like language, morality 
is a capacity hardwired in the brain

Topic: Sociologists are doing research on how 
the individual’s sense of identity is related to 
morality, guilt, and shame

Chapter 4 Social Structure and 
Social Interaction
Topic: Students give higher ratings to better-

looking teachers
Topic: To become slender, some women inject 

themselves daily with hCG, a hormone that 
comes from the urine of pregnant women

Chapter 5 Social Groups and 
Formal Organizations
Topic: Network analysis is being used to reduce 

gang violence
Topic: Of U.S. workers, 47% are women and 

31% are minorities

Chapter 6 Deviance and Social 
Control
Thinking Critically section: The Saints and the 

Roughnecks: Labeling in Everyday Life
Thinking Critically section: Vigilantes: When 

the State Breaks Down
Topic: The number of U.S prisoners has begun 

to drop
Topic: Participant observation of youth gangs 

confirms research that ideas of masculinity 
encourage violence, including homicide

Topic: Diversion as a way to avoid labeling 
youthful offenders as delinquent

Topic: The angry anarchist added to Merton’s 
typology of responses to goals and means 

Topic: Citigroup fined over a half billion dollars 
for selling fraudulent subprime mortgages

Topic: California is releasing some prisoners 
whose third crime under the three-strikes law 
was not violent

Topic: The elimination of lead in gasoline could 
be the main cause for the drop in crime

Topic: To keep crime statistics low, the police 
don’t record some crimes

Chapter 7 Global Stratification
Cultural Diversity around the World box: 

Rape: Blaming the Victim and Protecting the 
Caste System

Topic: The estate system of social stratifiation
Topic: Under apartheid, South Africa’s beaches 

had four separate sections: for whites, Africans, 
Asians, and “mixed races”

Down-to-Earth Sociology box: Family 
Structure: Single Moms and Married Moms

Sociology and the New Technology 
box: “How Should We Handle Family 
Disagreements?” Use Your App

Cultural Diversity around the World box: East 
Is East and West Is West: Love and Arranged 
Marriage in India

Topic: New Bianchi research on the gendered 
division of family labor

Topic: Single women who give birth are taking 
longer to get married 

Topic: About one-fourth (23 percent) of U.S. 
children are born to cohabiting parents

Topic: Men who marry and those who cohabit 
live longer than men who remain single or are 
divorced

Topic: Some “day care centers” are open round-
the-clock

Topic: Marriages between Asian Americans and 
whites and African American women and white 
men have lower divorce rates than the national 
average

Topic: Online dating sites are so specialized that 
one targets “green singles” and another targets 
women who like men with mustaches

Chapter 13 Education and  
Religion
Topic: A national sample of students, 

kindergarten through 5th grade, shows teachers 
bias against boys

Topic: Most Washington D.C., high school 
graduates operate at the fifth grade level

Topic: The Pope has begun to tweet, sending 
messages in 145 characters or less

Chapter 14 Population and 
Urbanization
Down-to-Earth Sociology box: BioFoods: 

What’s in Your Future?
Topic: Europe’s oldest town, going back 6,500 

years, discovered in Bulgaria
Topic: To encourage births, one Russian city is 

giving a day off work to make love and prizes 
to women who give birth on Russia day

Topic: Indian officials say that female infanticide, 
which has led to India having an extra 37 
million men, is a major cause of sexual 
harassment and rape

Chapter 15 Social Change and the 
Environment
Thinking Critically section: The Island Nations: 

“Come See Us While We Are Still Here”
Topic: The Boston bombing
Topic: The U.S. Cyber Command coordinates 

cyber warfare with the National Security 
Agency

Topic: The Stuxnet worm and the disruption of 
Iran’s nuclear program

Topic: China has accused the United States of 
tens of thousands of cyberattacks against its 
military websites

Topic: Both Russia and the United States still 
claim the right of first-strike, the right to strike 
the other with nuclear weapons even though 
the other has not launched any

Topic: To protect its interests in Africa, the U.S. 
government has formed AFRICOM, a rapid-
response military force

Topic: The nuclear catastrophe at Fukushima, 
Japan
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New and Expanded Features
Visual Presentations of Sociology
Showing Changes over Time A hallmark of this text 
is showing how social change affects your students’ lives. 
Many figures and tables show how social data have changed 
over time. This allows students to see trends in social 
life and to make predictions of how these trends, if they 
continue, might affect their own lives. Examples include 
Figure 1.5, U.S. Marriage, U.S. Divorce (Chapter 1) Figure 
8.3, The More Things Change, the More They Stay the Same: 
Dividing the Nation’s Income (Chapter 8); Figure 10.2, 
Changes in College Enrollment, by Sex (Chapter 10); Figure 
10.17, Trends in Poverty (Chapter 10); Figure 12.4, The 
Number of Children Americans Think Are Ideal (Chapter 
12), and Figure 12.11, Cohabitation in the United States 
(Chapter 12).

Through the Author’s Lens Using this format, 
students are able to look over my shoulder as I experience 
other cultures or explore aspects of this one. These eight 
photo essays can help expand your students’ sociological 
imagination and open their minds to other ways of doing 
social life, as well as stimulate thought-provoking class 
discussion.

Vienna: Social Structure and Social Interaction 
appears in Chapter 4. The photos I took in this city illustrate 
how social structure surrounds us, setting the scene for our 
interactions, limiting and directing them. 

When a Tornado Strikes: Social Organization 
Following a Natural Disaster When a tornado hit a small 
town just hours from where I lived, I photographed the 
aftermath of the disaster. The police let me in to view the 
neighborhood where the tornado had struck, destroying 
homes and killing several people. I was impressed by how 
quickly people were putting their lives back together, the 
topic of this photo essay (Chapter 4).

Helping a Stranger Occasionally, maybe rarely, when 
doing sociological research, everything falls into place. 
This photo essay could carry the subtitle Serendipity in 
Research. The propitious (for me) accident in Vienna, 
which I was able to photograph, casts doubt on classic 
laboratory research regarding the willingness of people 
to help a stranger based on the number of people present 
(Chapter 5).

The Dump People: Working and Living and Playing 
in the City Dump of Phnom Penh, Cambodia Among 
the culture shocks I experienced in Cambodia was not to 
discover that people scavenge at Phnom Penh’s huge city 
dump—this I knew about—but that they also live there. 
With the aid of an interpreter, I was able to interview these 
people, as well as photograph them as they went about their 
everyday lives. An entire community lives in the city dump, 
complete with restaurants amidst the smoke and piles of 

garbage. This photo essay reveals not just these people’s 
activities but also their social organization (Chapter 7).

Work and Gender: Women at Work in India As 
I traveled in India, I took photos of women at work in 
public places. The more I traveled in this country and the 
more photos I took, the more insight I gained into gender 
relations. Despite the general submissiveness of women to 
men in India, women’s worlds are far from limited to family 
and home. Not only are women found at work throughout 
the society, but what is even more remarkable is how vastly 
different “women’s work” is in India than it is in the 
United States. This, too, is an intellectually provocative 
photo essay (Chapter 10).

Small Town USA: Struggling to Survive To take 
the photos for this essay, I went off the beaten path. On a 
road trip from California to Florida, instead of following 
the interstates, I followed those “little black lines” on 
the map. They took me to out-of-the-way places that the 
national transportation system has bypassed. Many of these 
little towns are putting on a valiant face as they struggle to 
survive, but, as the photos show, the struggle is apparent, 
and, in some cases, so are the scars (Chapter 11).

Holy Week in Spain I was fortunate to be able to 
photograph religious processions in two cities, Malaga, a 
provincial capital, and Almuñecar, a smaller city of Granada. 
Spain has a Roman Catholic heritage so deep that some 
of its city streets are named Conception, Piety, Humility, 
Calvary, Crucifixion, The Blessed Virgin, etc. In large and 
small towns throughout Spain, elaborate processions during 
Holy Week feature tronos that depict the biblical account of 
Jesus’ suffering, death, and resurrection. As these photos 
make clear, these events have a decidedly Spanish flavor.

I was also able to photograph the preparations for a 
procession, so this photo essay also includes some “behind-
the-scenes” photos. During the processions in Malaga, 
the participants walk slowly for one or two minutes, then 
because of the weight of the tronos, they rest for one or 
two minutes. Except for Saturdays, this process repeats for 
about six hours each day during Holy Week, with different 
tronos featured and different bands and organizations 
participating. As you will see, some of the most interesting 
activities occur during the rest periods (Chapter 13).

A Walk Through El Tiro in Medellín, Colombia One 
of the most significant social changes in the world is taking 
place in the Least Industrialized Nations. There, in the 
search for a better life, people are abandoning rural areas. 
Fleeing poverty, they are flocking to the cities, only to find 
even more poverty. Some of these settlements of the new 
urban poor are dangerous. I was fortunate to be escorted 
by an insider through a section of Medellín, Colombia, that 
is controlled by gangs (Chapter 14).

Other Photos by the Author Sprinkled throughout the 
text are photos that I took in Austria, Cambodia, India, 
Latvia, Spain, and the United States. These photos illustrate 
sociological principles and topics better than photos 
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The gratifying response to earlier editions indicates 
that my efforts at making sociology down to earth have 
succeeded. The years that have gone into writing this text 
are a culmination of the many more years that preceded its 
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endeavor known as classroom teaching. No text, of course, 
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available from commercial sources. As an example, while 
in the United States, I received a report about a feral child 
who had been discovered living with monkeys and who had 
been taken to an orphanage in Cambodia. The possibility of 
photographing and interviewing that child was one of the 
reasons that I went to Cambodia. That particular photo is 
on page 68. Another of my favorites is on page 159.

Photo Essay on Subcultures To help students better 
understand subcultures, I have produced the photo essay 
on subcultures in Chapter 2. Because this photo essay 
consists of photos taken by others, it is not a part of the 
series, Through the Author’s Lens. The variety of subcultures 
featured in this photo essay, however, should be instructive 
to your students.

Photo Collages Because sociology lends itself so well 
to photographic illustrations, this text also includes photo 
collages. I am very pleased with the one in Chapter 1 
that features some of the many women who became 
sociologists in earlier generations, as these women have 
largely gone unacknowledged as sociologists. In Chapter 
2, students can catch a glimpse of the fascinating variety 
that goes into the cultural relativity of beauty. The collage 
in Chapter 5 illustrates categories, aggregates, and primary 
and secondary groups, concepts that students sometimes 
wrestle to distinguish. The photo collage in Chapter 10 lets 
students see how differently gender is portrayed in different 
cultures.

Other Special Pedagogical Features
In addition to chapter summaries and reviews, key terms, 
and a comprehensive glossary, I have included several other 
features to aid students in learning sociology. In Sum 
sections within the chapter help students review important 
points before they go on to new materials. I have also 
developed a series of Social Maps, which illustrate how 
social conditions vary by geography (see page xvii). These 
social maps, personally prepared, are unique to my texts. 

Learning Objectives New to this edition are learning 
objectives that are woven into the text. This feature 
enhances your students’ mastery of the materials. As 
students move to a new section, they can understand 
clearly what they are expected to learn in that section. 
The learning objectives are repeated in the Summary and 
Review at the end of each chapter. 

Chapter-Opening Vignettes These accounts feature 
down-to-earth illustrations of a major aspect of each 
chapter’s content. Some are based on my research with the 
homeless, the time I spent with them on the streets and 
slept in their shelters (Chapters 1 and 8). Others recount 
my travels in Africa (Chapters 2 and 10) and Mexico 
(Chapters 12 and 14). I also share my experiences when 
I spent a night with street people at Dupont Circle in 
Washington, D.C. (Chapter 4). For other vignettes, I use 

current and historical events (Chapters 7, 9, 13, and 15), 
classic studies in the social sciences (Chapters 3 and 6), and 
even scenes from novels (Chapters 5 and 11). Students have 
often told me that they find the vignettes compelling, that 
they stimulate interest in the chapter.

Thinking Critically about the Chapters I close each 
chapter with critical thinking questions. Each question 
focuses on a major feature of the chapter, asking students 
to consider some issue. Many of the questions ask the 
students to apply sociological findings and principles to 
their own lives.

On Sources Sociological data are found in an amazingly 
wide variety of sources, and this text reflects that variety. 
Cited throughout this text are standard journals such 
as the American Journal of Sociology, Social Problems, 
American Sociological Review, and Journal of Marriage 
and the Family, as well as more esoteric journals such 
as the Bulletin of the History of Medicine, Chronobiology 
International, and Western Journal of Black Studies. I have 
also drawn heavily from standard news sources, especially 
the New York Times and the Wall Street Journal, as well as 
more unusual sources such as El País. In addition, I cite 
unpublished papers by sociologists.
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A Note from the Publisher on the Supplements

Instructor Supplements
Unless otherwise noted, instructor supplements are available 
at no charge to adopters—in electronic formats through the 
Instructor’s Resource Center (www.pearsonhighered.com/irc).

Instructor’s Manual and Test Bank
For each chapter in the text, the Instructor’s Manual 
provides a list of key changes to the new edition, chapter 
summaries and outlines, learning objectives, key terms and 
people, discussion topics, classroom activities, recommended 
films and Web sites, and additional references. 

Test Bank
The Test Bank contains multiple-choice, true/false, short 
answer, essay, and matching formats. The questions are 
correlated to the in-text learning objectives for each chapter.

MyTest Computerized Test Bank
The printed Test Bank is also available online through 
Pearson’s computerized testing system, MyTest. The 
user-friendly interface allows you to view, edit, and add 
questions, transfer questions to tests, and print tests in 
a variety of fonts. Search and sort features allow you to 
locate questions quickly and to arrange them in whatever 
order you prefer. The Test Bank can be accessed anywhere 
with a free MyTest user account. There is no need to 
download a program or file to your computer.

PowerPoint™ Presentation Slides
Lecture PowerPoint Presentations are available for this 
edition. The lecture slides outline each chapter of the 
text, while the line art slides provide the charts, graphs, 
and maps found in the text. PowerPoint software is not 
required as PowerPoint viewer is included.

MySocLab™
MySocLab is a learning and assessment tool that enables 
instructors to assess student performance and adapt course 
content—without investing additional time or resources.

MySocLab is designed with instructor flexibility in 
mind—you decide the extent of integration into your 
course—from independent self-assessment to total course 
management. The lab is accompanied by an instructor’s 
manual featuring easy-to-read media grids, activities, sample 
syllabi, and tips for integrating technology into your course.

New features in MySocLab include:

•	 Social Explorer—the premier interactive demographics 
Web site.

•	 MySocLibrary—with over 100 classic and 
contemporary primary source readings.

•	 The Core Concepts in Sociology videos—streaming 
videos presented in documentary style on core 
sociological concepts.

•	 The Social Lens—a sociology blog updated weekly with 
topics ranging from politics to pop culture.

•	 Chapter Audio—streaming audio of the entire text.

www.pearsonhighered.com/irc
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I quickly scanned the room filled with 100 or so bunks. I was 

relieved to see that an upper bunk was still open. I grabbed it, figuring that attacks are 

more difficult in an upper bunk. Even from the glow of the faded red-and-white exit sign, 

its faint light barely illuminating this bunk, I could see that the sheet was filthy. Resigned to 

another night of fitful sleep, I reluctantly crawled into bed.

I kept my clothes on.

The next morning, I joined the long line of disheveled 

men leaning against the chain-link fence. Their faces 

were as downcast as their clothes were dirty. Not a glim-

mer of hope among them.

No one spoke as the line slowly inched forward.

When my turn came, I was handed a cup of coffee, 

a white plastic spoon, and a bowl of semiliquid that I 

couldn’t identify. It didn’t look like any food I had seen 

before. Nor did it taste like anything I had ever eaten.

My stomach fought the foul taste, every spoonful a 

battle. But I was determined. “I will experience what they experience,” I kept telling myself. 

My stomach reluctantly gave in and accepted its morning nourishment.

The room was strangely silent. Hundreds of men were eating, each one immersed in his 

own private hell, his mind awash with disappointment, remorse, bitterness.

As I stared at the Styrofoam cup that held my coffee, grateful for at least this small plea-

sure, I noticed what looked like teeth marks. I shrugged off the thought, telling myself that 

my long weeks as a sociological observer of the homeless were finally getting to me. “It must be 

some sort of crease from handling,” I concluded.

I joined the silent ranks of men turning in their bowls and cups. When I saw the man 

behind the counter swishing out Styrofoam cups in a washtub of murky water, I began to feel 

sick to my stomach. I knew then that the jagged marks on my cup really had come from  

another person’s mouth.

How much longer did this research have to last? I felt a deep longing to return to my 

family—to a welcome world of clean sheets, healthy food, and “normal” conversations.

The Sociological Perspective

Seeing the Broader Social Context
The sociological perspective stresses the social contexts in which people live. It 

examines how these contexts influence people’s lives. At the center of the socio-

logical perspective is the question of how groups influence people, especially how 

people are influenced by their society—a group of people who share a culture and a 

territory.

To find out why people do what they do, sociologists look at social location, the 

corners in life that people occupy because of their place in a society. Sociologists look 

at how jobs, income, education, gender, race–ethnicity, and age affect people’s ideas 

and behavior. Consider, for example, how being identified with a group called females

or with a group called males when you were growing up has shaped your ideas of 

who you are. Growing up as a female or a male has influenced not only how you feel 

about yourself but also your ideas of what you should attain in life and how you relate 

to others. Even your gestures and the way you laugh come from your identifying with 

one of these groups.

Sociologist C. Wright Mills (1959) put it this way: “The sociological imagination 

[perspective] enables us to grasp the connection between history and biography.” 

By history, Mills meant that each society is located in a broad stream of events. 

1.1 Explain why both history 
and biography are essential for the 
sociological perspective. 

Learning 
Objectives

After you have read this chapter, 

you should be able to:

1.1 Explain why both history

and biography are essential 

for the sociological 

perspective. (p. 2)

1.2 Trace the origins of 

sociology, from tradition to 

Max Weber. (p. 4)

1.3 Trace the development of 

sociology in North America 

and explain the tension 

between objective analysis 

and social reform. (p. 8)

1.4 Explain the basic ideas of

symbolic interactionism, 

functional analysis, and 

conflict theory. (p. 13)

1.5 Explain why common sense 

can’t replace sociological 

research. (p. 20)

1.6 Know the 8 steps of the

research model. (p. 20)

1.7 Know the main elements

of the 7 research methods: 

surveys, participant 

observation, case studies, 

secondary analysis, analysis 

of documents, experiments, 

and unobtrusive measures. 

(p. 22)

1.8 Explain how gender is 

significant in sociological 

research. (p. 31)

1.9 Explain why it is vital for

sociologists to protect the 

people they study; discuss 

the two cases that are 

presented. (p. 32)

1.10 Explain how research 

versus reform and 

globalization are likely to 

influence sociology. (p. 34)

“The room was 

strangely silent. 

Hundreds of men 

were eating, each 

immersed in his own 

private hell, . . .”
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This gives each society specific characteristics—such as its ideas about what roles 

are proper for men and women. By biography, Mills referred to people’s experiences 

within a specific historical setting, which gives them their orientations to life. In 

short, you don’t do what you do because you inherited some internal mechanism, 

such as instincts. Rather, external influences—your experiences—become part of 

your thinking and motivation. Or we can put it this way: At the center of what you 

do and how you think is the society in which you grow up, and your particular loca-

tion in that society.

Consider a newborn baby. As you know, if we were to take the baby away from 

its U.S. parents and place it with the Yanomamö Indians in the jungles of South 

America, his or her first words would not be in English. You also know that the 

child would not think like an American. The child would not grow up wanting 

credit cards, for example, or designer clothes, a car, a cell phone, an iPod, and video 

games. He or she would take his or her place in Yanomamö society—perhaps as a 

food gatherer, a hunter, or a warrior—and would not even know about the world 

left behind at birth. And, whether male or female, the child would grow up assum-

ing that it is natural to want many children, not debating whether to have one, two, 

or three children.

If you have been thinking along with me—and I hope you have—you should be 

thinking about how your social groups have shaped your ideas and desires. Over and 

over in this text, you will see that the way you look at the world is the result of your 

exposure to specific human groups. I think you will enjoy the process of self-discovery 

that sociology offers.

The Global Context—and the Local
As is evident to all of us—from the labels on our clothing that say Hong Kong, 

Brunei, or Macau to the many other imported products that have become part of 

our daily lives—our world has become a global village. How life has changed! Our 

predecessors lived on isolated farms and in small towns. They grew their own food 

and made their own clothing, buying only sugar, coffee, and a few other items that 

they couldn’t produce. Beyond the borders of their communities lay a world they 

perceived only dimly.

And how slow communications used to be! In December 1814, the United States 

and Great Britain signed a peace treaty to end the War of 1812. Yet two weeks later,

their armies fought a major battle at New Orleans. Nei-

ther the American nor the British forces there had heard 

that the war was over (Volti 1995).

Now we can grab our cell phone or use the Internet 

to communicate instantly with people anywhere on the 

planet. News flashes from around the world are part of 

our everyday life. At the same time that we are engulfed 

in instantaneous global communications, we also con-

tinue to occupy our own little corners of life. Like those 

of our predecessors, our worlds, too, are marked by 

differences in family background, religion, job, gender, 

race–ethnicity, and social class. In these smaller corners 

of life, we continue to learn distinctive ways of viewing 

the world.

One of the beautiful—and fascinating—aspects of sociol-

ogy is that it enables us to look at both parts of our current 

reality: being part of a global network and having unique 

experiences in our smaller corners of life. This text reflects 

both of these worlds, each so vital in understanding who 

we are.

Just as we occupy a “small corner” 
in life, so does this homeless man in 
New York. Just as our “small corner” 
is affected by global events, so is his. 
Both his and our focus, though, is 
primarily on our little, personal worlds.

sociological perspective under-
standing human behavior by 
placing it within its broader social 
context

society people who share a cul-
ture and a territory

social location the group 
memberships that people have 
because of their location in 
history and society

Watch on MySocLab 
Video: What is Sociology? 
The Basics

Explore on MySocLab 
Activity: The Development of 
American Society

Read on MySocLab
Document: Invitation to Sociology
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Origins of Sociology

Tradition versus Science
So when did sociology begin? Even ancient peoples tried to figure out how social life 

works. They, too, asked questions about why war exists, why some people become more 

powerful than others, and why some are rich but others are poor. However, they often 

based their answers on superstition, myth, even the positions of the stars. They did not 

test their assumptions.

Science, in contrast, requires theories that can be tested by 

research. Measured by this standard, sociology emerged 

about the middle of the 1800s, when social observers 

began to use scientific methods to test their ideas.

Sociology was born in social upheaval. The Industrial 

Revolution had just begun, and masses of people were 

moving to cities in search of work. This broke their ties 

to the land—and to a culture that had provided ready 

answers to the difficult questions of life. The city’s greet-

ing was harsh: miserable pay, long hours, and dangerous 

work. Families lived on the edge of starvation, so children 

had to work alongside the adults. With their ties to the 

land broken and their world turned upside down, no 

longer could people count on tradition to provide the 

answers to the difficult questions of life.

Tradition suffered further blows. With the success of 

the American and French revolutions, new ideas swept 

out the old. As the idea that individuals possess inalienable 

rights caught fire, many traditional Western monarchies 

gave way to more democratic forms of government. This 

stimulated new perspectives.

About this time, the scientific method—using objec-

tive, systematic observations to test theories—was being 

tried out in chemistry and physics. This revealed many secrets that had been concealed in 

nature. With traditional answers failing, the next step was to apply the scientific method 

to questions about social life. The result was the birth of sociology.

Let’s take a quick overview of some of the main figures in this development.

Auguste Comte and Positivism
Auguste Comte (1798–1857) suggested that we apply the scientific method to the 

social world, a process known as positivism. With the bloody upheavals of the 

French Revolution fresh in his mind—and he knew that the crowds had cheered 

at the public execution of the king and queen of France—Comte started to won-

der what holds society together. Why do we have social order instead of anarchy 

or chaos? And when society becomes set on a particular course, what causes it to 

change?

These were pressing questions, and Comte decided that the scientific method 

held the key to answering them. Just as the scientific method had revealed the 

law of gravity, so, too, it would uncover the laws that underlie society. 

Comte called this new science sociology—“the study of society” (from 

the Greek logos, “study of,” and the Latin socius, “companion,” or 

“being with others”). The purpose of this new science, he said, would 

not only be to discover social principles but also to apply them to social 

reform. Comte developed a grandiose view: Sociologists would reform 

society, making it a better place to live.

1.2 Trace the origins of sociology, 
from tradition to Max Weber.

Upsetting the entire social order, the 
French Revolution removed the past as a 
sure guide to the present. This stimulated 
Auguste Comte to analyze how societies 
change. Shown here is a battle at the 
Hotel de Ville in Paris in 1830.

Auguste Comte (1798–
1857), who is credited as 
the founder of sociology, 
began to analyze the 
bases of the social order. 
Although he stressed 
that the scientific method 
should be applied to the 
study of society, he did 
not apply it himself.

sociology the scientific study of 
society and human behavior

positivism the application of the 
scientific approach to the social world

Watch on MySocLab 
Video: Sociology: The Big Picture
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Applying the scientific method to social life meant something quite different to 

Comte than it does to sociologists today. To Comte, it meant a kind of “armchair 

philosophy”—drawing conclusions from informal observations of social life. Comte 

did not do what we today call research, and his conclusions have been abandoned. But 

because he proposed that we observe and classify human activities to uncover society’s 

fundamental laws and coined the term sociology to describe this process, Comte often is 

credited with being the founder of sociology.

Herbert Spencer and Social Darwinism
Herbert Spencer (1820–1903), who grew up in England, is sometimes 

called the second founder of sociology. Spencer disagreed sharply with 

Comte. He said that sociologists should not guide social reform. If they 

did, he said, it would interfere with a natural process that improves soci-

eties. Societies are evolving from a lower form (“barbarian”) to higher 

(“civilized”) forms. As generations pass, a society’s most capable and 

intelligent members (“the fittest”) survive, while the less capable die 

out. These fittest members produce a more advanced society—unless 

misguided do-gooders get in the way and help the less fit (the lower 

classes) survive.

Spencer called this principle the survival of the fittest.

Although Spencer coined this phrase, it usually is credited to 

his contemporary, Charles Darwin. Where Spencer proposed 

that societies evolve over time as the fittest people adapt to 

their environment, Darwin applied this idea to organisms. 

Because Darwin is better known, Spencer’s idea is called social 

Darwinism. History is fickle, and if fame had gone the other way, we might be 

speaking of “biological Spencerism.”

Like Comte, Spencer did armchair philosophy instead of conducting scientific 

research.

Karl Marx and Class Conflict
Karl Marx (1818–1883) not only influenced sociology but also left his 

mark on world history. Marx’s influence has been so great that even 

the Wall Street Journal, that staunch advocate of capitalism, has 

called him one of the three greatest modern thinkers (the other 

two being Sigmund Freud and Albert Einstein).

Like Comte, Marx thought that people should try to change 

society. His proposal for change was radical: revolution. This got 

him thrown out of Germany, and he settled in England. Marx 

believed that the engine of human history is class conflict.

Society is made up of two social classes, he said, and they 

are natural enemies: the bourgeoisie (boo-shwa-ZEE) (the 

capitalists, those who own the means of production, the 

money, land, factories, and machines) and the proletariat (the 

exploited workers, who do not own the means of produc-

tion). Eventually, the workers will unite and break their chains of bondage. The workers’ 

revolution will be bloody, but it will usher in a classless society, one free of exploitation. 

People will work according to their abilities and receive goods and services according to 

their needs (Marx and Engels 1848/1967).

Marxism is not the same as communism. Although Marx proposed revolution as the 

way for workers to gain control of society, he did not develop the political system called 

communism. This is a later application of his ideas. Marx himself felt disgusted when 

he heard debates about his insights into social life. After listening to some of the posi-

tions attributed to him, he shook his head and said, “I am not a Marxist” (Dobriner 

1969:222; Gitlin 1997:89).

Herbert Spencer (1820–1903), 
sometimes called the second 
founder of sociology, coined 
the term “survival of the 

fittest.” Spencer thought 
that helping the poor was 

wrong, that this merely 
helped the “less fit” 

survive.

Karl Marx (1818–1883) believed that 
the roots of human misery lay in class 
conflict, the exploitation of workers 
by those who own the means of 
production. Social change, in the 
form of the workers overthrowing 
the capitalists was inevitable from 
Marx’s perspective. Although Marx 
did not consider himself a sociologist, 

his ideas have influenced many 
sociologists, particularly conflict 

theorists.

class conflict Marx’s term for the 
struggle between capitalists and 
workers

bourgeoisie Marx’s term for capi-
talists, those who own the means of 
production

proletariat Marx’s term for the 
exploited class, the mass of work-
ers who do not own the means of 
production
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Unlike Comte and Spencer, Marx did not think of himself as a sociologist—and with 

his reputation for communism and revolution, many sociologists wish that no one else 

did either. Because of his insights into the relationship between the social classes, Marx is 

generally recognized as a significant early sociologist. He introduced conflict theory, one of 

today’s major perspectives in sociology. Later, we will examine this perspective in detail.

Emile Durkheim and Social Integration
Until the time of Emile Durkheim (1858–1917), sociology was viewed as part of 

history and economics. Durkheim, who grew up in France, wanted to change this, 

and his major professional goal was to get sociology recognized as a separate aca-

demic discipline (Coser 1977). He achieved this goal in 1887 when the University 

of Bordeaux awarded him the world’s first academic appointment in sociology.

Durkheim’s second goal was to show how social forces affect people’s behavior. 

To accomplish this, he conducted rigorous research. Comparing the suicide 

rates of several European countries, Durkheim (1897/1966) found that 

each country has a different suicide rate—and that these rates remain 

about the same year after year. He also found that different groups 

within a country have different suicide rates and that these, too, remain 

stable from year to year. Males are more likely than females to kill them-

selves, Protestants more likely than Catholics or Jews, and the unmar-

ried more likely than the married. From these observations, Durkheim 

concluded that suicide is not what it appears—simply a matter of indi-

viduals here and there deciding to take their lives for personal reasons. 

Instead, social factors underlie suicide, which is why a group’s rate remains fairly constant 

year after year.

In his search for the key social factors in suicide, Durkheim identified social 

integration, the degree to which people are tied to their social groups: He found that 

people who have weaker social ties are more likely to commit suicide. This, he said, explains 

why Protestants, males, and the unmarried have higher suicide rates. This is how it works: 

Protestantism encourages greater freedom of thought and action; males are more inde-

pendent than females; and the unmarried lack the ties and responsibilities that come with 

marriage. In other words, members of these groups have fewer of the social bonds that keep 

people from committing suicide. In Durkheim’s term, they have less social integration.

Despite the many years that have passed since Durkheim did his research, 

the principle he uncovered still applies: People who are less socially integrated 

have higher rates of suicide. Even today, more than a century later, those same 

groups that Durkheim identified—Protestants, males, and the unmarried—are 

more likely to kill themselves.

It is important for you 

to understand the prin-

ciple that was central in 

Durkheim’s research: 

Human behavior cannot 

be understood only in terms 

of the individual; we must 

always examine the social 

forces that affect people’s lives.

Suicide, for example, appears 

to be such an intensely 

individual act that psycholo-

gists should study it, not 

sociologists. As Durkheim 

stressed, however, if we look 

at human behavior only in 

reference to the individual, 

we miss its social basis.

The French sociologist 
Emile Durkheim (1858–
1917) contributed many 
important concepts 
to sociology. His 
comparison of the 
suicide rates of several 
countries revealed 
an underlying social 
factor: People are more 
likely to commit suicide 
if their ties to others in 
their communities are weak. 
Durkheim’s identification of the 
key role of social integration 
in social life remains central to 
sociology today.

Durkheim believed that modern 
societies produce feelings of 
isolation, much of which comes from 
the division of labor. In contrast, 
members of traditional societies, who 
work alongside family and neighbors 
and participate in similar activities, 
experience a high degree of social 
integration. The photos below 
contrast a U.S. office with nomads in 
Mongolia who are shearing cashmere 
off their goats.

Read on MySocLab
Document: The Division of Labor
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Applying Durkheim. Did you know that 29,000 whites and 2,000 African Americans 

will commit suicide this year? Of course not. And you probably are wondering if anyone 

can know something like this before it happens. Sociologists can. How? Sociologists 

look at patterns of behavior, recurring characteristics or events.

The patterns of suicide let us be even more specific. Look at Figure 1.1. There you 

can see the methods by which African Americans and whites commit suicide. These pat-

terns are so consistent that we can predict with high certainty that of the 29,000 whites, 

about 15,500 will use guns to kill themselves, and that of the 2,000 African Americans, 

60 to 70 will jump to their deaths.

These patterns—both the numbers and the way people take their lives—recur year 

after year. This indicates something far beyond the individuals who kill themselves. They 

reflect conditions in society, such as the popularity and accessibility of guns. They also 

reflect conditions that we don’t understand. I am hoping that one day, this textbook will 

pique a student’s interest enough to investigate these patterns.

Max Weber and the Protestant Ethic
Max Weber (Mahx VAY-ber) (1864–1920), a German sociologist and a con-

temporary of Durkheim, also held professorships in the new academic dis-

cipline of sociology. Like Durkheim and Marx, Weber is one of the most 

influential of all sociologists, and you will come across his writings and 

theories in later chapters. For now, let’s consider an issue Weber raised that 

remains controversial today.

Religion and the Origin of Capitalism. Weber disagreed with Marx’s 

claim that economics is the central force in social change. That role, he said, 

belongs to religion. Weber (1904/1958) theorized that the Roman Catholic 

belief system encouraged followers to hold on to their traditional ways of life, 

while the Protestant belief system encouraged its members to embrace change. 

Roman Catholics were taught that because they were Church members they 

were on the road to heaven, but Protestants, those of the Calvinist tradition, 

were told that they wouldn’t know if they were saved until Judgment 

Day. Uncomfortable with this, the Calvinists began to look for a 

“sign” that they were in God’s will. They found this “sign” in finan-

cial success, which they took as a blessing that indicated that God was 

on their side. To bring about this “sign” and receive spiritual comfort, they began to live 

frugal lives, saving their money and investing it in order to make even more. This, said 

Weber, brought about the birth of capitalism.
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FIGURE 1.1 How Americans Commit Suicide

Note: These totals are the mean of years 2001–2010. (“Mean” is explained in Table 1.3 on page 24.)

Source: By the author. Based on Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 2012 and earlier years.

Max Weber (1864–1920) was 
another early sociologist 
who left a profound 
impression on sociology. 
He used cross-cultural 
and historical materials 
to trace the causes of 
social change and to 
determine how social 
groups affect people’s 

orientations to life.

patterns of behavior recurring 
behaviors or events
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Weber called this self-denying approach to life the Protestant ethic. He termed the desire 

to invest capital in order to make more money the spirit of capitalism. To test his theory, 

Weber compared the extent of capitalism in Roman Catholic and Protestant countries. 

In line with his theory, he found that capitalism was more likely to flourish in Protestant 

countries. Weber’s conclusion that religion was the key factor in the rise of capitalism was 

controversial when he made it, and it continues to be debated today (Kalberg 2011).

Sociology in North America
Now let’s turn to the development of sociology on this side of the Atlantic Ocean.

Sexism at the Time: Women in Early Sociology
As you may have noticed, all the sociologists we have discussed are men. In the 1800s, 

sex roles were rigid, with women assigned the roles of wife and mother. In the classic 

German phrase, women were expected to devote themselves to the four K’s: Kirche, 

Küche, Kinder, und Kleider (the four C’s in English: church, cooking, children, and 

clothes). Trying to break out of this mold meant risking severe disapproval.

Few people, male or female, attained any education beyond basic reading and writ-

ing and a little math. Higher education, for the rare few who received it, was reserved 

primarily for men. Of the handful of women who did pursue higher education, some 

became prominent in early sociology. Marion Talbot, for example, was an associate edi-

tor of the American Journal of Sociology for thirty years, from its founding in 1895 to 

1925. The influence of some early female sociologists went far beyond sociology. Grace 

Abbott became chief of the U.S. government’s Children’s Bureau, and Frances Per-

kins was the first woman to hold a cabinet position, serving twelve years as Secretary of 

Labor under President Franklin Roosevelt. The photo wheel on the next page portrays 

some of these early sociologists. 

Most early female sociologists viewed sociology as a path to social reform. They 

focused on ways to improve society, such as how to stop lynching, integrate immigrants 

into society, and improve the conditions of workers. As sociology developed in North 

America, a debate arose about the proper purpose of sociology. Should it be to reform 

society or to do objective research on society? Those who held the university positions 

won the debate. They feared that advocating for social causes would jeopardize the 

reputation of sociology—and their own university positions. It was these men who wrote 

the history of sociology. Distancing themselves from the social reformers, they ignored 

the early female sociologists (Lengermann and Niebrugge 2007). Now that women have 

regained their voice in sociology—and have begun to rewrite its history—early female 

sociologists are again, as here, being acknowledged.

Harriet Martineau (1802–1876) provides an excellent example of how the contribu-

tions of early female sociologists were ignored. Although Martineau was from England, 

she is included here because she did extensive analyses of U.S. social customs. Sexism was 

so pervasive that when Martineau first began to analyze social life, she would hide her 

writing beneath her sewing when visitors arrived: Writing was “masculine” and sewing 

“feminine” (Gilman 1911/1971:88). Despite her extensive and acclaimed research 

on social life in both Great Britain and the United States, until recently 

Martineau was known primarily for translating Comte’s ideas into English.

Racism at the Time: W. E. B. Du Bois
Not only was sexism assumed to be normal during this early period of soci-

ology but so was racism. This made life difficult for African American pro-

fessionals such as W. E. B. Du Bois (1868–1963). After earning a bachelor’s 

degree from Fisk University, Du Bois became the first African American 

to earn a doctorate at Harvard. He then studied at the University 

of Berlin, where he attended lectures by Max Weber. After teaching 

1.3 Trace the development 
of sociology in North America 
and explain the tension between 
objective analysis and social 
reform.

W(illiam) E(dward) B(urghardt) 
Du Bois (1868–1963) spent 
his lifetime studying relations 
between African Americans and 
whites. Like many early North 
American sociologists, Du Bois 
combined the role of academic 
sociologist with that of 
social reformer.

Read on MySocLab
Document: Harriet Martineau, 
Society in America

Read on MySocLab
Document: Max Weber, 
Asceticism and the Spirit of 
Capitalism
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Greek and Latin at Wilberforce University, Du Bois moved to Atlanta University in 

1897 to teach sociology and do research. He remained there for most of his career 

(Du Bois 1935/1992).

The Down-to-Earth Sociology box on the next page features Du Bois’ description of 

race relations when he was in college.

It is difficult to grasp how racist society was at this time. As Du Bois passed a butcher 

shop in Georgia one day, he saw the fingers of a lynching victim displayed in the win-

dow (Aptheker 1990). When Du Bois went to national meetings of the American 

FIGURE 1.2 The Forgotten Sociologists

Source: Photo wheel copyright 2014 © James M. Henslin.
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The Forgotten Sociologists

Early North American sociologists combined the
roles of social analysis and social reform. As sociology
became a respected academic subject and sociology
departments developed across the United States,
academic sociologists began to emphasize social
research and theory. From this orientation, the

academic sociologists wrote the history of sociology.
They designated non-academic activists as social

workers, not sociologists, effectively writing them
out of the history of sociology. The women

shown here, among the forgotten sociologists
of this period, are gradually regaining a

place in the history of sociology.
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W. E. B. Du Bois: The Souls of Black Folk

Down-to-Earth Sociology

Du Bois wrote more like an accomplished novelist than 
a sociologist. The following excerpts are from pages 
66–68 of The Souls of Black Folk (1903). In this book, 

Du Bois analyzes changes that occurred in the social and 
economic conditions of African Americans during the thirty 
years following the Civil War.

For two summers, while he was a student at Fisk, Du Bois 
taught in a segregated school in a little log cabin “way back 
in the hills” of rural Tennessee. These excerpts help us under-
stand conditions at that time.

It was a hot morning late in July 
when the school opened. I trembled 
when I heard the patter of little feet 
down the dusty road, and saw 
the growing row of dark solemn 
faces and bright eager eyes facing 
me. . . . There they sat, nearly thirty 
of them, on the rough benches, 
their faces shading from a pale 
cream to deep brown, the little feet 
bare and swinging, the eyes full of 
expectation, with here and there a 
twinkle of mischief, and the hands 
grasping Webster’s blue-black 
spelling-book. I loved my school, 
and the fine faith the children had 
in the wisdom of their teacher was 
truly marvelous. We read and 
spelled together, wrote a little, 
picked flowers, sang, and lis-
tened to stories of the world 
beyond the hill. . . .

On Friday nights I often went 
home with some of the children,—sometimes to Doc 
Burke’s farm. He was a great, loud, thin Black, ever work-
ing, and trying to buy these seventy-five acres of hill and 
dale where he lived; but people said that he would surely 
fail and the “white folks would get it all.” His wife was 
a magnificent Amazon, with saffron face and shiny hair, 
uncorseted and barefooted, and the children were strong 
and barefooted. They lived in a one-and-a-half-room cabin 
in the hollow of the farm near the spring. . . .

Often, to keep the peace, I must go where life was less 
lovely; for instance, ‘Tildy’s mother was incorrigibly dirty, 

Reuben’s larder was limited seriously, and herds 
of untamed insects wandered over the Eddingses’ beds. 
Best of all I loved to go to Josie’s, and sit on the porch, 
eating peaches, while the mother bustled and talked: 
how Josie had bought the sewing-machine; how Josie 
worked at service in winter, but that four dollars a month 
was “mighty little” wages; how Josie longed to go away 
to school, but that it “looked like” they never could get 
far enough ahead to let her; how the crops failed and 
the well was yet unfinished; and, finally, how mean some 

of the white folks were.
For two summers I lived in this 

little world. . . . I have called my 
tiny community a world, and so 
its isolation made it; and yet there 
was among us but a half-awakened 
common consciousness, sprung 
from common joy and grief, at 
burial, birth, or wedding; from 
common hardship in poverty, 
poor land, and low wages, and, 
above all, from the sight of the 
Veil* that hung between us and 
Opportunity. All this caused us 
to think some thoughts together; 
but these, when ripe for speech, 
were spoken in various languages. 

Those whose eyes twenty-five 
and more years had seen “the 
glory of the coming of the Lord,” 
saw in every present hindrance 
or help a dark fatalism bound to 
bring all things right in His own 

good time. The mass of those to whom slavery was a dim 
recollection of childhood found the world a puzzling thing: 
it asked little of them, and they answered with little, and 
yet it ridiculed their offering. Such a paradox they could 
not understand, and therefore sank into listless indiffer-
ence, or shiftlessness, or reckless bravado.

*“The Veil” is shorthand for the Veil of Race, referring to how race 
colors all human relations. Du Bois’ hope, as he put it, was that 
“sometime, somewhere, men will judge men by their souls and not 
by their skins” (p. 261).

In the 1800s, most people were poor, and formal education 
beyond the first several grades was a luxury. This photo 
depicts the conditions of the people Du Bois worked with.

Sociological Society, restaurants and hotels would not allow him to eat or room with 

the white sociologists. How times have changed. Not only would today’s sociologists 

boycott such establishments but also they would refuse to hold meetings in that state. At 

that time, however, racism, like sexism, prevailed throughout society, rendering it mostly 

invisible to white sociologists. Du Bois eventually became such an outspoken critic of 

racism that the U.S. State Department, fearing he would criticize the United States 

abroad, refused to issue him a passport (Du Bois 1968).
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Each year between 1896 and 1914, Du Bois published a book on relations between 

African Americans and whites. Not content to collect and interpret objective data, Du 

Bois, along with Jane Addams and others from Hull-House (see the next section), was 

one of the founders of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People 

(NAACP) (Deegan 1988). Continuing to battle racism both as a sociologist and as a 

journalist, Du Bois eventually embraced revolutionary Marxism. At age 93, dismayed 

that so little improvement had been made in race relations, he moved to Ghana, where 

he was buried (Stark 1989).

Jane Addams: Sociologist and Social Reformer
Of the many early sociologists who combined the role of sociologist 

with that of social reformer, none was as successful as Jane Addams 

(1860–1935), who was a member of the American Sociologi-

cal Society from its founding in 1905. Like Harriet Martineau, 

Addams, too, came from a background of wealth and privilege. She 

attended the Women’s Medical College of Philadelphia but dropped 

out because of illness (Addams 1910/1981). On a trip to Europe, 

Addams saw the work being done to help London’s poor. The mem-

ory wouldn’t leave her, she said, and she decided to work for social 

justice.

In 1889, Addams co-founded Hull-House with Ellen 

Gates Starr. Located in Chicago’s notorious slums, Hull-

House was open to people who needed refuge—to immi-

grants, the sick, the aged, the poor. Sociologists from the 

nearby University of Chicago were frequent visitors at 

Hull-House. With her piercing insights into the exploitation 

of workers and how rural immigrants adjusted to city life, Addams strove to bridge the 

gap between the powerful and the powerless. She co-founded the American Civil Liber-

ties Union and campaigned for the eight-hour workday and for laws against child labor. 

She wrote books on poverty, democracy, and peace. Addams’ writings and efforts at 

social reform were so outstanding that in 1931, she was a co-winner of the Nobel Prize 

for Peace. She and Emily Greene Balch are the only sociologists to have won this 

coveted award.

Talcott Parsons and C. Wright Mills: 
Theory versus Reform
Like Du Bois and Addams, many early North American sociologists worked toward the 

reform of society, but by the 1940s, the emphasis had shifted to social theory. Talcott 

Parsons (1902–1979), for example, a major sociologist of this period, developed abstract 

models of society that influenced a generation of sociologists.

Another sociologist, C. Wright Mills (1916–1962), deplored such theoretical abstrac-

tions. Trying to push the pendulum the other way, he urged sociologists to get back to 

social reform. In his writings, he warned that the nation faced an imminent threat to 

freedom—the coalescing of interests of a power elite, the top leaders of business, politics, 

and the military. Shortly after Mills’ death came the turbulent late 1960s and the 1970s. 

This precedent-shaking era sparked interest in social activism, making Mills’ ideas popu-

lar among a new generation of sociologists.

The Continuing Tension: Basic, Applied, and 
Public Sociology
Basic Sociology. As we have seen, two contradictory aims—analyzing society ver-

sus working toward its reform—have run through North American sociology since its 

founding. This tension is still with us. Some sociologists see their proper role as doing 

basic (or pure) sociology, analyzing some aspect of society with no goal other than 

Jane Addams (1860–1935) a recipient 
of the Nobel Prize for Peace, worked 
on behalf of poor immigrants. With 
Ellen G. Starr, she founded Hull-
House, a center to help immigrants 
in Chicago. She was also a leader in 
women’s rights (women’s suffrage), as 
well as the peace movement of World 
War I.

C. Wright Mills (1916–1962) was 
a controversial figure in sociology 
because of his analysis of the role of 
the power elite in U.S. society. Today, 
his analysis is taken for granted by 
many sociologists and members of 
the public.

basic (or pure) sociology socio-
logical research for the purpose 
of making discoveries about life 
in human groups, not for making 
changes in those groups
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gaining knowledge. Others reply, “Knowledge for what?” They argue that gaining 

knowledge through research is not enough, that sociologists need to use their expertise 

to help reform society, especially to help bring justice and better conditions to the poor 

and oppressed.

Applied Sociology. As Figure 1.3 shows, one attempt to go beyond basic sociology 

is applied sociology, using sociology to solve problems. Applied sociology goes back 

to the roots of sociology: As you have seen, sociologists founded the NAACP. Today’s 

applied sociologists lack the broad vision that the early sociologists had of reforming 

society, but their application of sociology is wide-ranging. Some work for business firms 

to solve problems in the workplace, while others investigate social problems such as por-

nography, rape, pollution, or the spread of AIDS. Sociology is even being applied to find 

ways to disrupt terrorist groups (Sageman 2008a) and to improve technology for the 

mentally ill (Kelly and Farahbakhsh 2012).

FIGURE 1.3 Comparing Basic and Applied Sociology

Research on 
basic social life, 
on how groups
affect people 

Implementing
solutions

(clinical sociology)

Constructing
theory and testing 

hypotheses

1 2 The middle 
ground: criticisms 

of society and 
social policy
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problems, evaluating 

programs, and 
suggesting solutions

3 4 5

Audience: Clients
Product: Change

BASIC SOCIOLOGY
Audience: Fellow sociologists and anyone interested
Product: Knowledge

Audience: Policy makers
Product: Recommendations

APPLIED SOCIOLOGYPUBLIC SOCIOLOGY

Source: By the author. Based on DeMartini 1982, plus events since then.

applied sociology the use of 
sociology to solve problems— 
from the micro level of classroom 
interaction and family relationships 
to the macro level of crime and 
pollution

public sociology applying sociol-
ogy for the public good; especially 
the use of the sociological perspec-
tive (how things are related to one 
another) to guide politicians and 
policy makers

theory a general statement about 
how some parts of the world fit 
together and how they work; an 
explanation of how two or more 
facts are related to one another

symbolic interactionism a theo-
retical perspective in which society 
is viewed as composed of symbols 
that people use to establish mean-
ing, develop their views of the 
world, and communicate with one 
another

Public Sociology. To encourage sociologists to apply sociology, the American Socio-

logical Association (ASA) is promoting a middle ground between research and reform 

called public sociology. By this term, the ASA refers to harnessing the sociological per-

spective for the benefit of the public. Of special interest to the ASA is getting politicians 

and policy makers to apply the sociological understanding of how society works as they 

develop social policy (American Sociological Association 2004). Public sociology would 

incorporate both items 3 and 4 of Figure 1.3. The lines between basic, applied, and pub-

lic soiology are not always firm (Nickel 2010). In the Cultural Diversity box on the next 

page, you can see how basic sociology morphed into public sociology.

With roots that go back a century or more, this debate about the purpose and use of 

sociology is likely to continue for another generation. At this point, let’s consider how 

theory fits into sociology.

Theoretical Perspectives in Sociology
Facts never interpret themselves. To make sense out of life, we use our common sense. 

That is, to understand our experiences (our “facts”), we place them into a framework 

of more-or-less related ideas. Sociologists do this, too, but they place their observations 

into a conceptual framework called a theory. A theory is a general statement about how 

some parts of the world fit together and how they work. It is an explanation of how two 

or more “facts” are related to one another.

Sociologists use three major theories: symbolic interactionism, functional analysis, and 

conflict theory. Each theory is like a lens through which we can view social life. Let’s 

first examine the main elements of each theory and then apply each to the U.S. divorce 

rate to see why it is so high. As we do this, you will see how each theory, or perspective, 

provides a distinct interpretation of social life.

1.4 Explain the basic ideas of 
symbolic interactionism, functional 
analysis, and conflict theory.

Watch on MySocLab 
Video: George Ritzer: Importance 
of Sociological Theory
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Symbolic Interactionism
The central idea of symbolic interactionism is that symbols—things to which we attach mean-

ing—are the key to understanding how we view the world and communicate with one 

another. Charles Horton Cooley (1864–1929) and George Herbert Mead (1863–1931) 

developed this perspective in sociology. Let’s look at the main elements of this theory.

Symbols in Everyday Life. Without symbols, our social life would be no more 

sophisticated than that of animals. For example, without symbols, we would 

have no aunts or uncles, employers or teachers—or even brothers and sisters. I 

know that this sounds strange, but it is symbols that define our relation-

ships. There would still be reproduction, of course, but no symbols to tell 

us how we are related to whom. We would not know to whom we owe 

respect and obligations, or from whom we can expect privileges—two ele-

ments that lie at the essence of human relationships.

George Herbert Mead (1863–
1931) is one of the founders 
of symbolic interactionism, a 
major theoretical perspective 
in sociology. He taught at the 
University of Chicago, where 
his lectures were popular. 

Although he wrote little, 
after his death students 
compiled his lectures 
into an influential book, 
Mind, Self, and Society.

Cultural Diversity in the United States

Unanticipated Public Sociology: 
Studying Job Discrimination
Basic sociology—research aimed at learning more about 
some behavior—can turn into public sociology. Here is 
what happened to Devah Pager (2003). When Pager was a 
graduate student at the University of Wisconsin in Madison, 
she did volunteer work at a homeless shelter. When some 
of the men told her how hard it was to find work if they had 
been in prison, she wondered if the men were exaggerating. 
Pager decided to find out what difference a prison record 
makes in getting a job. She sent pairs of college men to apply 
for 350 entry-level jobs in Milwaukee. One team was African 
American, and one was white. Pager prepared identical 

résumés for the teams, but with one difference: On each 
team, one of the men said he had served eighteen months in 
prison for possession of cocaine.

Figure 1.4 shows the difference that the prison record 
made. Men without a prison record were two or three times 
more likely to be called back.

But Pager came up with another significant finding. Look 
at the difference that race–ethnicity made. White men with a 
prison record were more likely to be offered a job than Afri-
can American men who had a clean record!

Sociological research often remains in obscure journals, 
read by only a few specialists. But Pager’s findings got 
around, turning basic research into public sociology. Some-
one told President George W. Bush about the research, 
and he announced in his State of the Union speech that he 
wanted Congress to fund a $300 million program to provide 
mentoring and other support to help former prisoners get 
jobs (Kroeger 2004).

And it isn’t just Wisconsin. When Pager repeated her re-
search in New York City, she found similar results (Pager et al. 
2009).

As you can see, sometimes only a thin line separates basic 
and public sociology.

For Your Consideration↑

What findings would you expect if women had been in-
cluded in this study?

FIGURE 1.4 Call-Back Rates by 
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I know it is vague to say that symbols tell you how you are related to others and how 

you should act toward them, so let’s make this less abstract:

Suppose that you have fallen head over heels in love. Finally, after what seems forever, it 

is the night before your wedding. As you are contemplating tomorrow’s bliss, your mother 

comes to you in tears. Sobbing, she tells you that she had a child before she married your 

father, a child that she gave up for adoption. Breaking down, she says that she has just 

discovered that the person you are going to marry is this child.

You can see how the symbol will change overnight—and your behavior, too!

The symbols “boyfriend” and “brother”—or “girlfriend” and “sister”—are certainly 

different, and, as you know, each symbol requires rather different behavior.

Not only do relationships depend on symbols, but so does society itself. Without 

symbols, we could not coordinate our actions with those of others. We could not make 

plans for a future day, time, and place. Unable to specify times, materials, sizes, or goals, 

we could not build bridges and highways. Without symbols, we would have no movies 

or musical instruments, no hospitals, no government, no religion. The class you are tak-

ing could not exist—nor could this book. On the positive side, there would be no war.

In Sum: Symbolic interactionists analyze how social life depends on the ways we define 

ourselves and others. They study face-to-face interaction, examining how people make 

sense out of life and their place in it.

Applying Symbolic Interactionism. Look at Figure 1.5, which shows U.S. 

marriages and divorces over time. Let’s see how symbolic interactionists would use 

changing symbols to explain this figure. For background, you should understand that 

marriage used to be a lifelong commitment. A hundred years ago (and less), getting 

divorced was viewed as immoral, a flagrant disregard for public opinion, and the 

abandonment of adult responsibilities. Let’s see what changed.

The meaning of marriage: Marriage had been based mainly on the obligations and 

duties that a couple vowed to one another. By the 1930s, young Americans were com-

ing to view marriage in a different way, a change that was reported by sociologists of 
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the time. In 1933, William Ogburn observed that people were placing more emphasis 

on the personality of their potential mates. Then in 1945, Ernest Burgess and Harvey 

Locke reported that people were expecting more affection, understanding, and compat-

ibility from marriage. As feelings became more important in marriage, duty and obliga-

tion became less important. Eventually, marriage came to be viewed as an arrangement 

that was based mostly on feelings—on attraction and intimacy. Marriage then became an 

arrangement that could be broken when feelings changed.

The meaning of divorce: As divorce became more common, its meaning also 

changed. Rather than being a symbol of failure, divorce came to indicate freedom and 

new beginnings. Removing the stigma from divorce shattered a strong barrier that had 

prevented husbands and wives from breaking up.

The meaning of parenthood: Parents used to have little responsibility for their chil-

dren beyond providing food, clothing, shelter, and moral guidance. And they needed 

to do this for only a short time, because children began to contribute to the support of 

the family early in life. Among many people, parenthood is still like this. In Colombia, 

for example, children of the poor often are expected to support themselves by the age 

of 8 or 10. In industrial societies, however, we assume that children are vulnerable 

beings who must depend on their parents for financial and emotional support for many 

years—often until they are well into their 20s. In some cases, this is now being extended 

into the 30s. The greater responsibilities that we assign to parenthood place heavier 

burdens on today’s couples and, with them, more strain on marriage.

The meaning of love: And we can’t overlook the love symbol. As surprising as it may 

sound, to have love as the main reason for marriage weakens marriage. In some depth 

of our being, we expect “true love” to deliver constant emotional highs. This expec-

tation sets people up for crushed hopes, as dissatisfactions in marriage are inevitable. 

When they come, spouses tend to blame one another for failing to deliver the illusive 

satisfaction.

In Sum: Symbolic interactionists look at how changing ideas (or symbols) of marriage, 

divorce, parenthood, and love put pressure on married couples. No single change is the

cause of our divorce rate. Taken together, however, these changes provide a strong push 

toward marriages breaking up.

Functional Analysis
The central idea of functional analysis is that society is a whole unit, made up of inter-

related parts that work together. Functional analysis (also known as functionalism and 

structural functionalism) is rooted in the origins of sociology. Auguste Comte and 

Herbert Spencer viewed society as a kind of living organism, similar to an animal’s body. 

Just as a person or animal has organs that function together, they wrote, so does society. 

And like an organism, if society is to function smoothly, its parts must work together in 

harmony.

Emile Durkheim also viewed society as being composed of many parts, 

each with its own function. He said that when all the parts of society fulfill their 

functions, society is in a “normal” state. If they do not fulfill their functions, society 

is in an “abnormal” or “pathological” state. To understand society, then, functional-

ists say that we need to look at both structure (how the parts of a society fit together 

to make the whole) and function (what each part does, how it contributes to 

society).

Robert Merton and Functionalism. Robert Merton (1910–2003) dismissed 

the comparison of society to a living organism, but he did maintain the essence 

of functionalism—the image of society as a whole unit composed of parts 

that work together. Merton used the term functions to refer to the beneficial 

Robert K. Merton 
(1910–2003), who 
spent most of his 
academic career at 
Columbia University, 
was a major proponent 
of functionalism, 
one of the main 

theoretical perspectives 
in sociology.

functional analysis a theoreti-
cal framework in which society is 
viewed as composed of various 
parts, each with a function that, 
when fulfilled, contributes to 
society’s equilibrium; also known
as functionalism and structural
functionalism
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consequences of people’s actions: Functions help keep a group (society, social system) in 

balance. In contrast, dysfunctions are the harmful consequences of people’s actions. They 

undermine a system’s equilibrium.

Functions can be either manifest or latent. If an action is intended to help some 

part of a system, it is a manifest function. For example, suppose that government 

officials become concerned that women are having so few children. Congress offers 

a $10,000 bonus for every child born to a married couple. The intention, or mani-

fest function, of the bonus is to increase childbearing within the family unit. Merton 

pointed out that people’s actions can also have latent functions; that is, they can have 

unintended consequences that help a system adjust. Let’s suppose that the bonus 

works. As the birth rate jumps, so does the sale of diapers and baby furniture. Because 

the benefits to these businesses were not the intended consequences, they are latent 

functions of the bonus.

Of course, human actions can also hurt a system. Because such consequences usually 

are unintended, Merton called them latent dysfunctions. Let’s assume that the govern-

ment has failed to specify a “stopping point” with regard to its bonus system. To col-

lect more bonuses, some people keep on having children. The more children they have, 

however, the more they need the next bonus to survive. Large families become com-

mon, and poverty increases. As welfare and taxes jump, the nation erupts in protest. 

Because these results were not intended and because they harmed the social system, 

they would be latent dysfunctions of the bonus program.

In Sum: From the perspective of functional analysis, society is a functioning unit, with 

each part related to the whole. Whenever we examine a smaller part, we need to look for 

its functions and dysfunctions to see how it is related to the larger unit. This basic ap-

proach can be applied to any social group, whether an entire society, a college, or even a 

group as small as a family.

Applying Functional Analysis. Now let’s apply functional analysis to the U.S. divorce 

rate. Functionalists stress that industrialization and urbanization undermined the tradi-

tional functions of the family. For example, before industrialization, the family formed 

an economic team. On the farm, where most people lived, each family member had jobs 

or “chores” to do. The wife was in charge not only of household tasks but also of rais-

ing small animals, such as chickens, milking cows, collecting eggs, and churning butter. 

She also did the cooking, baking, canning, sewing, darning, washing, and cleaning. The 

daughters helped her. The husband was responsible for caring for large animals, such as 

horses and cattle, for planting and harvesting, and for maintaining buildings and tools. 

The sons helped him.

This certainly doesn’t sound like life today! But what does it have to do with divorce? 

Simply put, there wasn’t much divorce because the husband and wife formed an eco-

nomic unit in which each depended on the other for survival. There weren’t many 

alternatives.

Other functions also bound family members to one another: educating the children, 

teaching them religion, providing home-based recreation, and caring for the sick and 

elderly. All these were functions of the family, certainly quite different from today’s situ-

ation. To further see how sharply family functions have changed, look at this example 

from the 1800s:

When Phil became sick, he was nursed by Ann, his wife. She cooked for him, fed him, 

changed the bed linens, bathed him, read to him from the Bible, and gave him his medi-

cine. (She did this in addition to doing the housework and taking care of their six chil-

dren.) Phil was also surrounded by the children, who shouldered some of his chores while he 

was sick. When Phil died, the male neighbors and relatives made the casket while Ann, her 

mother, and female friends washed and dressed the body. Phil was then “laid out” in the 

front parlor (the formal living room), where friends, neighbors, and relatives paid their 

last respects. From there, friends moved his body to the church for the final message and 

then to the grave they themselves had dug.
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In Sum: When the family loses functions, it becomes more fragile, making an increase 

in divorce inevitable. These changes in economic production illustrate how the family 

has lost functions. When making a living was a cooperative, home-based effort, husbands 

and wives depended on one another for their interlocking contributions to a mutual en-

deavor. With today’s individual paychecks, husbands and wives increasingly function as 

separate components in an impersonal, multinational, and even global system. The fewer 

functions that family members share, the fewer are their “ties that bind”—and these ties 

are what help husbands and wives get through the problems they inevitably experience.

Conflict Theory
Conflict theory provides a third perspective on social life. Unlike the functionalists, who 

view society as a harmonious whole, with its parts working together, conflict theorists 

stress that society is composed of groups that compete with one another for scarce 

resources. The surface might show cooperation, but scratch that surface and you will 

find a struggle for power.

Karl Marx and Conflict Theory. Karl Marx, the founder of conflict theory, witnessed 

the Industrial Revolution that transformed Europe. He saw that peasants who had left 

the land to work in cities earned barely enough to eat. Things were so bad that the aver-

age worker died at age 30, the average wealthy person at age 50 (Edgerton 1992:87). 

Sociologists who use the 
functionalist perspective stress how 
industrialization and urbanization 
undermined the traditional functions 
of the family. Before industrialization, 
members of the family worked 
together as an economic unit, 
as in this photo of a farm family 
in Minnesota in the 1890s. As 
production moved away from the 
home, it took with it first the father 
and, more recently, the mother. One 
consequence is a major dysfunction, 
the weakening of family ties.
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Shocked by this suffering and exploitation, Marx began to analyze society and history. 

As he did so, he developed conflict theory. He concluded that the key to human his-

tory is class conflict. In each society, some small group controls the means of production 

and exploits those who are not in control. In industrialized societies, the struggle is 

between the bourgeoisie, the small group of capitalists who own the means to produce 

wealth, and the proletariat, the mass of workers who are exploited by the bourgeoisie. 

The capitalists control the legal and political system: If the workers rebel, the capitalists 

call on the power of the state to subdue them.

When Marx made his observations, capitalism was in its infancy and workers were at the 

mercy of their employers. There was none of what many workers take for granted today—

minimum wages, eight-hour days, coffee breaks, five-day work weeks, paid vacations and 

holidays, medical benefits, sick leave, unemployment compensation, Social Security, and, 

for union workers, the right to strike. Marx’s analysis reminds us that these benefits came 

not from generous hearts but from workers forcing concessions by their employers.

Conflict Theory Today. Many sociologists extend conflict theory beyond the relation-

ship of capitalists and workers. They examine how opposing interests run through every 

layer of society—whether in a small group, an organization, a community, or an entire 

society. For example, when teachers, parents, or the police try to enforce conformity, 

this creates resentment and resistance. It is the same when a teenager tries to “change 

the rules” to gain more independence. Throughout society, then, there is a constant 

struggle to determine who has authority or influence and how far that dominance goes 

(Turner 1978; Piven 2008; Manza and McCarthy 2011).

Sociologist Lewis Coser (1913–2003) pointed out that conflict is most likely to 

develop among people who are in close relationships. These people have worked out 

ways to distribute power and privilege, responsibilities and rewards. Any change in this 

arrangement can lead to hurt feelings, resentment, and conflict. Even in intimate rela-

tionships, then, people are in a constant balancing act, with conflict lying uneasily just 

beneath the surface.

Feminists and Conflict Theory. Just as Marx examined conflict between capitalists 

and workers, many feminists analyze conflict between men and women. Their primary 

focus is the historical, contemporary, and global inequalities of men and women—and 

how the traditional dominance by men can be overcome to bring about equality of the 

sexes. Feminists are not united by the conflict perspective, however. They tackle a variety 

of topics and use whatever theory applies. (Feminism is discussed in Chapter 10.)

Applying Conflict Theory. To explain why the U.S. divorce rate is high, conflict 

theorists focus on how men’s and women’s relationships have changed. For millen-

nia, men dominated women, and women had few alternatives other than to accept that 

dominance. As industrialization transformed the world, it brought women the ability to 

meet their basic survival needs without depending on a man. This new ability gave them 

the power to refuse to bear burdens that earlier generations accepted as inevitable. The 

result is that today’s women are likely to dissolve a marriage that becomes intolerable—

or even just unsatisfactory.

In Sum: The dominance of men over women was once considered natural and right. 

As women gained education and earnings, however, they first questioned and then re-

jected this assumption. As wives strove for more power and grew less inclined to put up 

with relationships that they defined as unfair, the divorce rate increased. From the con-

flict perspective, then, our high divorce rate does not mean that marriage has weakened 

but, rather, that women are making headway in their historical struggle with men.

Putting the Theoretical Perspectives Together
Which of these theoretical perspectives is the right one? As you have seen, each is a lens 

that produces a contrasting picture of divorce. The pictures that emerge are quite differ-

ent from the commonsense understanding that two people are simply “incompatible.” 

conflict theory a theoretical 
framework in which society is 
viewed as composed of groups that 
are competing for scarce resources
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Because each theory focuses on different features of social life, each 

provides a distinct interpretation. Consequently, we need to use all 

three theoretical lenses to analyze human behavior. By combining 

the contributions of each, we gain a more comprehensive picture of 

social life.

Levels of Analysis: Macro and Micro
A major difference between these three theoretical perspectives is 

their level of analysis. Functionalists and conflict theorists focus on 

the macro level; that is, they examine large-scale patterns of soci-

ety. In contrast, symbolic interactionists usually focus on the micro

level, on social interaction—what people do when they are in one 

another’s presence. These levels are summarized in Table 1.1.

To make this distinction between micro and macro levels clearer, 

let’s return to the example of the homeless, with which we opened 

this chapter. To study homeless people, symbolic interactionists 

would focus on the micro level. They would analyze what homeless 

people do when they are in shelters and on the streets. They would 

also analyze their communications, both their talk and their non-

verbal interaction (gestures, use of space, and so on).

This micro level would not interest functionalists and con-

flict theorists. They would focus instead on the macro level, how 

changes in some parts of society increase homelessness. Functional-

ists might stress that jobs have dried up—how there is less need for 

unskilled labor and that millions of jobs have been transferred to 

workers overseas. Or they might focus on changes in the family, that families are smaller 

and divorce more common. This means that many people who can’t find work end up 

on the streets because they don’t have others to fall back on. For their part, conflict the-

orists would stress the struggle between social classes. They would be interested in how 

the decisions of international elites affect not only global production and trade but also 

the local job market, unemployment, and homelessness.

TABLE 1.1 Three Theoretical Perspectives in Sociology

Theoretical Perspective Usual Level of Analysis Focus of Analysis Key Terms
Applying the Perspective to 
the U.S. Divorce Rate

Symbolic
Interactionism

Microsociological: exam-
ines small-scale patterns 
of social interaction

Face-to-face interaction, 
how people use symbols 
to create social life

Symbols
Interaction
Meanings
Definitions

Industrialization and urbaniza-
tion changed marital roles and 
led to a redefinition of love, 
marriage, children, and divorce.

Functional Analysis

(also called functionalism 
and structural functional-
ism)

Macrosociological: exam-
ines large-scale patterns 
of society

Relationships among the 
parts of society; how these 
parts are functional (have 
beneficial consequences) 
or dysfunctional (have 
negative consequences)

Structure
Functions (manifest 

and latent)
Dysfunctions
Equilibrium

As social change erodes the 
traditional functions of the fam-
ily, family ties weaken, and the 
divorce rate increases.

Conflict Theory Macrosociological: exam-
ines large-scale patterns 
of society

The struggle for scarce 
resources by groups in a 
society; how the elites use 
their power to control the 
weaker groups

Inequality
Power
Conflict
Competition
Exploitation

When men control economic 
life, the divorce rate is low 
because women find few alter-
natives to a bad marriage. The 
high divorce rate reflects a 
shift in the balance of power 
between men and women.

Source: By the author.

Because sociologists find all human 
behavior to be valid research topics, 
their research ranges from the macro 
level of the globalization of capitalism 
to the micro level of fads and fashion. 
Peer pressure can be so strong in fads 
and fashion that some people are 
willing to sacrifice their health, as with 
this woman in 1899.
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How Theory and Research Work Together
Theory cannot stand alone. Nor can research. As sociologist C. Wright Mills (1959) 

argued so forcefully, theory without research is abstract and empty. But research without 

theory, Mills added, is simply a collection of unrelated “facts.”

Theory and research, then, are both essential for sociology. Every theory must be 

tested, which requires research. And as sociologists do research, often coming up with 

surprising findings, those results must be explained: For that, we need theory. As soci-

ologists study social life, then, they combine research and theory.

And how do sociologists do research? Let’s find out.

Doing Sociological Research
Around the globe, people make assumptions about the way the world “is.” Common 

sense, the things that “everyone knows are true,” may or may not be true, however. It 

takes research to find out. Are you ready to test your own common sense? Take the little 

quiz below.

As you can see, to understand social life, we need to move beyond “common sense” 

and learn what is really going on. Let’s look at how sociologists do their research.

A Research Model
As shown in Figure 1.6 on the next page, scientific research follows eight basic steps. 

This is an ideal model, however, and in the real world of research, some of these steps 

may run together. Some may even be omitted.

1. Selecting a Topic
The first step is to select a topic. What do you want to know more about? Many soci-

ologists simply follow their curiosity, their drive to learn more about social life. They 

become interested in a particular topic and they pursue it, as I did in studying the home-

less. Some sociologists choose a topic because funding is available, others because they 

want to help people better understand a social problem—and perhaps to help solve it. 

Let’s use spouse abuse as our example.

1.5 Explain why common sense 
can’t replace sociological research.

1.6 Know the 8 steps of the 
research model.

Enjoying a Sociology Quiz—Testing Your Common Sense

Some findings of sociology support commonsense 
understandings of social life, and others contradict them. 
Can you tell the difference? To enjoy this quiz, complete all

the questions before turning the page to check your answers.

1. True/False More U.S. students are killed in school shoot-
ings now than ten or fifteen years ago.

2. True/False The earnings of U.S. women have just about 
caught up with those of U.S. men.

3. True/False With life so rushed and more women work-
ing for wages, today’s parents spend less time with their 
children than parents of previous generations did.

4. True/False It is more dangerous to walk near topless 
bars than fast-food restaurants.

5. True/False Most rapists are mentally ill.
6. True/False A large percentage of terrorists are mentally ill.
7. True/False Most people on welfare are lazy and looking 

for a handout. They could work if they wanted to.
8. True/False Compared with women, men make more eye 

contact in face-to-face conversations.
9. True/False As measured by their divorce rate, couples 

who live together before marriage are usually more satis-
fied with their marriages than couples who did not live 
together before marriage.

Down-to-Earth Sociology

macro-level analysis an exami-
nation of large-scale patterns of 
society; such as how Wall Street 
and the political establishment are 
interrelated

micro-level analysis an examina-
tion of small-scale patterns of soci-
ety; such as how the members of a 
group interact

social interaction one person’s 
actions influencing someone else; 
usually refers to what people do 
when they are in one another’s 
presence, but also includes com-
munications at a distance

nonverbal interaction com-
munication without words through 
gestures, use of space, silence, and 
so on

Read on MySocLab
Document: Herbert Blumer, The 
Nature of Symbolic Interactionism
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2. Defining the Problem
The second step is to define the problem, to specify what 

you want to learn about the topic. My interest in the home-

less grew until I wanted to learn about homelessness across 

the nation. Ordinarily, sociologists’ interests are much more 

focused than this; they examine some specific aspect of a 

topic, such as how homeless people survive on the streets. 

In the case of spouse abuse, sociologists may want to know 

whether violent and nonviolent husbands have different work 

experiences. Or they may want to learn what can be done to 

reduce spouse abuse.

3. Reviewing the Literature
You must read what has been published on your topic. This 

helps you to narrow the problem, identify areas that are 

already known, and learn what areas need to be researched. 

Reviewing the literature may also help you to pinpoint the 

questions that you will ask. You might even find out that the 

question has been answered already. You don’t want to waste 

your time rediscovering what is already known.

4. Formulating a Hypothesis
The fourth step is to formulate a hypothesis, a statement 

of what you expect to find according to predictions from a 

theory. A hypothesis predicts a relationship between or among variables, factors that 

change, or vary, from one person or situation to another. For example, the statement 

“Men who are more socially isolated are likelier to abuse their wives than men who are 

more socially integrated” is a hypothesis.

Your hypothesis will need operational definitions—that is, precise ways to measure 

the variables. In this example, you would need operational definitions for three variables: 

social isolation, social integration, and spouse abuse.

5. Choosing a Research Method
You then need to decide how you are going to collect your data. Sociologists use 

seven basic research methods (or research designs), which are outlined in the next 

section. You will want to choose the research method that will best answer your 

particular questions.

6. Collecting the Data
When you gather your data, you have to take care to assure their validity; that is, 

your operational definitions must measure what they are intended to measure. In 

this case, you must be certain that you really are measuring social isolation, social 

integration, and spouse abuse—and not something else. Spouse abuse, for example, 

seems to be obvious. Yet what some people consider abusive is not regarded as abuse 

by others. Which definition will you choose? In other words, you must state your 

operational definitions so precisely that no one has any question about what you are 

measuring.

You must also be sure that your data are reliable. Reliability means that if other 

researchers use your operational definitions, their findings will be consistent with yours. 

If your operational definitions are sloppy, husbands who have committed the same act 

of violence might be included in some research but excluded from other studies. You 

would end up with erratic results. If you show a 10 percent rate of spouse abuse, for 

example, but another researcher using the same operational definitions determines it to 

be 30 percent, the research is unreliable.

Select a topic. 1

Define the problem.

Review the literature.

Share the results.

Stimulates more
ideas for research

Generates hypotheses

Formulate a hypothesis.

• Surveys
• Participant observation
• Case studies
• Secondary analysis

• Analysis of
  documents
• Experiments
• Unobtrusive
   measures

Choose a research method.

Collect the data.

Analyze the results.

2

3

4

5

7

6

8

FIGURE 1.6 The Research Model

Source: Adapted from Figure 2.2 of Schaefer 1989.

hypothesis a statement of 
how variables are expected to 
be related to one another, often 
according to predictions from a 
theory

variable a factor thought to be 
significant for human behavior, 
which can vary (or change) from 
one case to another

operational definition the way 
in which a researcher measures a 
variable

research method (or research 
design) one of seven procedures 
that sociologists use to collect data: 
surveys, participant observation, 
case studies, secondary analysis, 
analysis of documents, experi-
ments, and unobtrusive measures

validity the extent to which an 
operational definition measures 
what it is intended to measure

reliability the extent to which 
research produces consistent or 
dependable results
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7. Analyzing the Results
You will have been trained in a variety of techniques to analyze your data—from those 

that apply to observations of people in small settings to the analysis of large-scale sur-

veys. If a hypothesis has been part of your research, now is when you will test it. (Some 

research, especially participant observation and case studies, has no hypothesis. You may 

know so little about the setting you are going to research that you cannot even specify 

the variables in advance.)

8. Sharing the Results
To wrap up your research, you will write a report to share your findings with the 

scientific community. You will review how you did your research and specify your 

operational definitions. You will also compare your findings with published reports 

on the topic and examine how they support or disagree with theories that others have 

applied. As Table 1.2 on the next page illustrates, sociologists often summarize their 

findings in tables.

Let’s look in greater detail at the fifth step to see what research methods sociologists use.

Research Methods (Designs)
As we review the seven research methods (or research designs) that sociologists use, we will 

continue with our example of spouse abuse. As you will see, the method you choose will 

depend on the questions you want to answer. So that you can have a yardstick for comparing 

the results of your research, you will want to know what “average” is in your research find-

ings. Table 1.3 on page 24 summarizes the three ways that sociologists measure average.

Surveys
Let’s suppose that you want to know how many wives are abused each year. Some hus-

bands also are abused, of course, but let’s assume that you are going to focus on wives. 

An appropriate method for this purpose would be the survey, in which you would ask 

1.7 Know the main elements 
of the 7 research methods: 
surveys, participant observation, 
case studies, secondary 
analysis, analysis of documents, 
experiments, and unobtrusive 
measures.

Testing Your Common Sense—Answers to the Sociology Quiz

1. False. More students were shot to death at U.S. schools 
in the early 1990s than now (National School Safety 
Center 2013). See page 419.

2. False. Over the years, the wage gap has narrowed, but 
only slightly. On average, full-time working women earn 
about 72 percent of what full-time working men earn. This 
low figure is actually an improvement over earlier years. 
See Figures 10.7 and 10.8 on pages 310–311.

3. False. Today’s parents actually spend more time with 
their children (Bianchi 2010). To see how this could be, 
see Figure 12.2 on page 373.

4. False. The crime rate outside fast-food restaurants is con-
siderably higher. The likely reason is that topless bars hire 
private security and parking lot attendants (Linz et al. 2004).

5. False. Sociologists compared the psychological profiles 
of prisoners convicted of rape and prisoners convicted 
of other crimes. Their profiles were similar. Like robbery, 
rape is learned behavior (Scully and Marolla 1984, 2012). 

6. False. Extensive testing of Islamic terrorists shows that 
they actually tend to score more “normal” on psychologi-
cal tests than most “normal” people do. As a group, they 
are in better mental health than the rest of the popula-
tion (Sageman 2008b:64). 

7. False. Most people on welfare are children, young 
mothers with few skills, or are elderly, sick, mentally 
challenged, or physically handicapped. Less than 2 
percent fit the stereotype of an able-bodied man. 
See page 242.

8. False. Women make considerably more eye contact 
(Henley et al. 1985).

9. False. Until recently, the divorce rate of couples who 
cohabited before marriage was higher than those who did 
not cohabit. Now the divorce rate seems to be about the 
same (Manning and Cohen 2011). Neither divorce rate 
indicates that the couples who previously cohabited are 
more satisfied with their marriages.

Down-to-Earth Sociology

survey the collection of data by 
having people answer a series of 
questions

Read on MySocLab
Document: Sense and Nonsense 
About Surveys
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The headnote is not 
always included in a table. 
When it is present, it is 
located just below the 
title. Its purpose is to 
give more detailed infor-
mation about how the 
data were collected or 
how data are presented 
in the table. What are the 
first eight words of the 
headnote for this table?

The headings tell what 
kind of information is 
contained in the table. 
There are three headings 
in this table. What are 
they? In the second head-
ing, what does
n = 25 mean?

The columns present 
information arranged 
vertically. What is the 
fourth number in the 
second column and the 
second number in the 
third column?

TABLE 1.2 How to Read a Table

Tables summarize information. Because sociological findings are often presented in tables, it is important to understand how to read them. 
Tables contain six elements: title, headnote, headings, columns, rows, and source. When you understand how these elements fit together,
you know how to read a table.

The title states the topic. 
It is located at the top 
of the table. What is the 
title of this table? Please 
determine your answer 
before looking at the 
correct answer at the 
bottom of this page.

1

2

3

Some tables are much more complicated than this one, but all follow the same basic pattern.
To apply these concepts to a table with more information, see page 276.

Comparing Violent and Nonviolent Husbands

Source: Modification of Table 1 in O’Brien 1975.

Based on interviews with 150 husbands and wives in a
Midwestern city who were getting a divorce.

Husband’s Achievement 
and Job Satisfaction

Violent
Husbands
(n = 25)

Nonviolent
Husbands
(n = 125)

He started but failed
to complete high school
or college.

44% 27%

He is very dissatisfied
with his job.

44% 18%

His income is a source
of constant conflict.

84% 24%

He has less education
than his wife.

56% 14%

His job has less prestige
than his father-in-law’s.

37% 28%

4

The rows present infor-
mation arranged horizon-
tally. In the fourth row, 
which husbands are more 
likely to have less educa-
tion than their wives?

5

The source of a table, usu-
ally listed at the bottom, 
provides information on 
where the data in the 
table originated. Often, as 
in this instance, the infor-
mation is specific enough 
for you to consult the 
original source. What is 
the source for this table?

6

ANSWERS

1.Comparing Violent and Nonviolent Husbands
2.Based on interviews with 150 husbands and wives
3.  Husband’s Achievement and Job Satisfaction, Violent Husbands, Nonviolent Husbands. The n

is an abbreviation for number, and n = 25 means that 25 violent husbands were in the sample.
4.56%, 18%
5.Violent Husbands
6.A 1975 article by O’Brien (listed in the References section of this text).
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individuals a series of questions. Before you begin your research, however, you must deal 

with practical matters that face all researchers. Let’s look at these issues.

Selecting a Sample. Ideally, you might want to learn about all wives in the world, 

but obviously you don’t have enough resources to do this. You will have to narrow your 

population, the target group that you are going to study.

Let’s assume that your resources (money, assistants, time) allow you to investigate 

spouse abuse only among the students on your campus. Let’s also assume that your col-

lege enrollment is large, so you won’t be able to survey all the married women who are 

enrolled. Now you must select a sample, individuals from among your target popula-

tion. Not all samples are equal. For example, married women enrolled in introductory 

sociology and engineering courses might have quite different experiences. If so, survey-

ing just one or the other would produce skewed results.

Remember that your goal is to get findings that apply to your entire school. For 

this, you need a sample that represents the students. How can you get a representative

sample?

The best way is to use a random sample. This does not mean that you stand on some 

campus corner and ask questions of any woman who happens to walk by. In a ran-

dom sample, everyone in your population (the target group) has the same chance of being 

included in the study. In this case, because your population is every married woman 

enrolled in your college, all married women—whether first-year or graduate students, 

full- or part-time—must have the same chance of being included in your sample.

How can you get a random sample? First, you need a list of all the married women 

enrolled in your college. Then you assign a number to each name on the list. Using a 

table of random numbers, you then determine which of these women will become part 

TABLE 1.3 Three Ways to Measure “Average”

The Mean The Median The Mode

The term average seems clear enough. As
you learned in grade school, to find the
average you add a group of numbers
and then divide the total by the number of
cases that you added. Assume that the
following numbers represent men
convicted of battering their wives.

EXAMPLE

321
229
57

289
136
57

1,795

The total is 2,884. Divided by 7 (the number 
of cases), the average is 412. Sociologists call 
this form of average the mean.

The mean can be deceptive because it is 
strongly influenced by extreme scores, either 
low or high. Note that six of the seven cases 
are less than the mean.

Two other ways to compute averages are 
the median and the mode.

To compute the second average, the
median, first arrange the cases in
order—either from the highest to the
lowest or the lowest to the highest. That 
arrangement will produce the following
distribution.

EXAMPLE

57 1,795
57 321

136 289
229 or 229
289 136
321 57

1,795 57

Then look for the middle case, the one that 
falls halfway between the top and the bot-
tom. That number is 229, for three numbers 
are lower and three numbers are higher. 
When there is an even numbers of cases, the 
median is the halfway mark between the two 
middle cases.

The third measure of average, the mode, is 
simply the cases that occur the most often.
In this instance the mode is 57, which is way 
off the mark.

EXAMPLE

57
57

136
229
289
321

1,795

Because the mode is often deceptive, and 
only by chance comes close to either of the 
other two averages, sociologists seldom use 
it. In addition, not every distribution of cases 
has a mode. And if two or more numbers 
appear with the same frequency, you can 
have more than one mode.

To attain their goal of objectivity and 
accuracy in their research, sociologists 
must put away their personal opinions.
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of your sample. (Tables of random numbers are available in statistics 

books and online, or they can be generated by a computer.)

A random sample will represent your target population fairly—in 

this case, married women enrolled at your college. This means that you 

will be able to generalize your findings to all the married women stu-

dents on your campus, even if they were not included in your sample.

What if you want to know only about certain subgroups, such as the 

freshmen and seniors? You could use a stratified random sample. You 

would need a list of the freshmen and senior married women. Then, 

using random numbers, you would select a sample from each group. 

This would allow you to generalize to all the freshmen and senior mar-

ried women at your college, but you would not be able to draw any 

conclusions about the sophomores or juniors.

Asking Neutral Questions. After you have decided on your popula-

tion and sample, the next task is to make certain that your questions 

are neutral. The questions must allow respondents, the people who 

answer your questions, to express their own opinions. Otherwise, you 

will end up with biased answers, which are worthless. For example, if 

you were to ask, “Don’t you think that men who beat their wives should 

go to prison?” you would be tilting the answer toward agreement with 

a prison sentence. The Doonesbury cartoon on the next page illustrates 

another blatant example of biased questions. For other examples of 

flawed research, see the Down-to-Earth Sociology box on the next page.

Types of Questions. You must also decide whether to use closed- 

or open-ended questions. Closed-ended questions are followed by a 

list of possible answers. This format would work for questions about 

someone’s age (possible ages would be listed), but not for many other 

items. For example, how could you list all the opinions that people hold about what 

should be done to spouse abusers? The choices provided for closed-ended questions can 

miss the respondent’s opinions.

As Table 1.4 below illustrates, you can use open-ended questions, which allow peo-

ple to answer in their own words. Although open-ended questions allow you to tap the 

full range of people’s opinions, they make it difficult to compare answers. For example, 

how would you compare these answers to the question “Why do you think men abuse 

their wives?”

“They’re sick.”

“I think they must have had problems with their mother.”

“We ought to string them up!”

If sociologists were to study land 
diving on Pentecost Island in Vanuatu, 
they could use a variety of methods. 
Based on what you have learned 
in this chapter, how do you think 
this activity should be studied? 
Remember that there are both 
participants and observers.

sample the individuals intended 
to represent the population to be 
studied

random sample a sample in 
which everyone in the target 
population has the same chance of 
being included in the study

stratified random sample a
sample from selected subgroups 
of the target population in which 
everyone in those subgroups has 
an equal chance of being included 
in the research

respondents people who respond 
to a survey, either in interviews or 
by self-administered questionnaires

A. Closed-Ended Question B. Open-Ended Question

Which of the following best fits your 
idea of what should be done to some-
one who has been convicted of spouse 
abuse?

1. Probation
2. Jail time
3. Community service
4. Counseling
5. Divorce
6. Nothing—It’s a family matter

What do you think should be done 
to someone who has been convicted 
of spouse abuse?

TABLE 1.4 Closed- and Open-Ended Questions
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Loading the Dice: How Not to Do Research

The methods of science lend themselves to distortion, 
misrepresentation, and downright fraud. Consider these 
findings from surveys:

Americans overwhelmingly prefer Toyotas to Chryslers.
Americans overwhelmingly prefer Chryslers to Toyotas.

Obviously, these opposite conclusions cannot both 
be true. In fact, both sets of findings are misrep-
resentations, even though the responses came 
from surveys conducted by so-called indepen-
dent researchers. It turns out that some con-
sumer researchers load the dice. Hired by firms 
that have a vested interest in the outcome of the 
research, they deliver the results their clients are look-
ing for (Armstrong 2007). Here are six ways to load the dice.

1. Choose a biased sample. If you want to “prove” 
that Americans prefer Chryslers over Toyotas, interview 
unemployed union workers who trace their job loss to 
Japanese imports. The answer is predictable. You’ll get 
what you’re looking for.

2. Ask biased questions. Even if you choose an unbiased 
sample, you can phrase questions in such a way that you 
direct people to the answer you’re looking for. Suppose 
that you ask this question:

We are losing millions of jobs to workers overseas who 
work for just a few dollars a day. After losing their jobs, 
some Americans are even homeless and hungry. Do you 
prefer a car that gives jobs to Americans, or one that 
forces our workers to lose their homes?

This question is obviously designed to channel peo-
ple’s thinking toward a predetermined answer—quite 
contrary to the standards of scientific research. Look 
again at the Doonesbury cartoon on page 25.

3. List biased choices. Another way to load the dice is to 
use closed-ended questions that push people into the 
answers you want. Consider this finding:

U.S. college students overwhelmingly prefer Levi’s 501 to 
the jeans of any competitor.

Sound good? Before you rush out to buy Levis, note 
what these researchers did: In asking students which jeans 

would be the most popular in the coming year, their list of 
choices included no other jeans but Levi’s 501!

4. Discard undesirable results. Researchers can keep 
silent about results they don’t like, or they can continue 
to survey samples until they find one that matches what 
they are looking for.

5. Misunderstand the subjects’ world. This route can 
lead to errors every bit as great as those just cited. Even 
researchers who use an adequate sample and word their 
questions properly can end up with skewed results. They 
might, for example, fail to anticipate that people may be 

embarrassed to express an opinion that isn’t “politi-
cally correct.” For example, surveys show that 80 
percent of Americans are environmentalists. Is this 
an accurate figure? Most Americans are probably 
embarrassed to tell a stranger otherwise. Today, 
that would be like going against the flag, mother-

hood, and apple pie.
6. Analyze the data incorrectly. Even when researchers 

strive for objectivity, the sample is good, the wording 
is neutral, and the respondents answer the questions 
honestly, the results can still be skewed. The researchers 
may make a mistake in their calculations, such as enter-
ing incorrect data into computer programs. This, too, of 
course, is inexcusable in science.

Of these six sources of bias, the first four demonstrate 
fraud. The final two reflect sloppiness, which is also not ac-
ceptable in science.

As has been stressed in this chapter, research must be ob-
jective if it is to be scientific. The underlying problem with the 
research cited here—and with so many surveys bandied about 
in the media as fact—is that survey research has become big 
business. Simply put, the money offered by corporations has 
corrupted some researchers.

The beginning of the corruption is subtle. Paul Light, dean 
at the University of Minnesota, put it this way: “A funder will 
never come to an academic and say, ‘I want you to produce 
finding X, and here’s a million dollars to do it.’ Rather, the 
subtext is that if the researchers produce the right finding, 
more work—and funding—will come their way.”

Sources: Based on Crossen 1991; Goleman 1993; Barnes 1995; Resnik 
2000; Augoustinos et al. 2009.

Down-to-Earth Sociology

Doonesbury © G. B. Trudeau. Reprinted with permission of Universal Press Syndicate. All rights reserved.

Improperly worded questions can 
steer respondents toward answers 
that are not their own, which 
produces invalid results.

Watch on MySocLab
Video: Everything’s Cool, Clip 1
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Establishing Rapport. Research on spouse abuse brings up a significant issue. You 

may have been wondering if women who have been abused will really give honest 

answers to strangers.

If your method of interviewing consists of walking up to women on the street and 

asking if their husbands have ever beaten them, there would be little reason to take your 

findings seriously. Researchers need to establish rapport (ruh-POUR), a feeling of trust, 

with their respondents, especially when it comes to sensitive topics—those that elicit 

feelings of embarrassment, shame, or other negative emotions.

Once rapport is gained (often by first asking nonsensitive questions), victims will talk 

about personal, sensitive issues. A good example is rape. To go beyond police statistics, 

researchers interview a random sample of 100,000 Americans each year. They ask them 

whether they have been victims of burglary, robbery, or other crimes. After establish-

ing rapport, the researchers ask about rape. This National Crime Victimization Sur-

vey shows that rape victims will talk about their experiences (Weiss 2009; Statistical 

Abstract 2013:Tables 322, 323, 324).

To gather data on sensitive areas, some researchers use Computer-Assisted Self-

Interviewing. In this technique, the interviewer gives the individual a laptop com-

puter, then moves aside while he or she answers questions on the computer. In some 

versions of this method, the individual listens to the questions on headphones and 

answers on the computer screen. When he or she clicks the “Submit” button, the 

interviewer has no idea how any question was answered (Kaestle 2012). Although 

many people like the privacy that this technique provides, some prefer a live ques-

tioner even for sensitive areas of their lives. They say that they want positive feed-

back from interviewers (Estes et al. 2010).

Participant Observation (Fieldwork)
In the second method, participant observation (or fieldwork), the researcher 

participates in a research setting while observing what is happening in that set-

ting. But how is it possible to study spouse abuse by participant observation? 

Obviously, you would not sit around and watch someone being abused.

Let’s suppose that you are interested in learning how spouse abuse affects 

wives. You might want to know how the abuse has changed their relationships 

with their husbands. Or how has it changed their hopes and dreams? Or their 

ideas about men? Certainly it has affected their self-concepts as well. But how? 

By observing people as they live their lives, participant observation could 

provide insight into such questions.

For example, if your campus has a crisis intervention center, you might be 

able to observe victims of spouse abuse from the time they report the attack 

through their participation in counseling. With good rapport, you might even 

be able to spend time with them in other settings, observing further aspects 

of their lives. What they say and how they interact with others might help you 

understand how abuse has affected them. This, in turn, could give you insight 

into how to improve college counseling services.

If you were doing participant observation, you would face this dilemma: 

How involved should you get in the lives of the people you are observing? 

Consider this as you read the Down-to-Earth Sociology box on the next page.

Case Studies
To do a case study, the researcher focuses on a single event, situation, or indi-

vidual. The purpose is to understand the dynamics of relationships and power, 

or even the thinking that motivates people. Sociologist Ken Levi (1981/2009), for 

example, wanted to study hit men. He would have loved having many hit men to inter-

view, but he had access to only one. He interviewed this man over and over, giving us 

an understanding of how someone can kill others for money. On another level entirely, 

sociologist Kai Erikson (1978) investigated the bursting of a dam in West Virginia that 

killed several hundred people. He focused on the events that led up to this disaster and 

Participant observation, participating 
and observing in a research setting, is 
usually supplemented by interviewing, 
asking questions to better understand 
why people do what they do. In this 
instance, the sociologist would want to 
know what this hair removal ceremony 
in Gujarat, India, means to the child’s 
family and to the community.

rapport (ruh-POUR) a feeling of 
trust between researchers and the 
people they are studying

participant observation (or
fieldwork) research in which the 
researcher participates in a research 
setting while observing what is 
happening in that setting

case study an intensive analysis of 
a single event, situation, or individual

closed-ended questions ques-
tions that are followed by a list of 
possible answers to be selected by 
the respondent

open-ended questions questions
that respondents answer in their 
own words
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how people tried to put their lives together after the devastation. For spouse abuse, a 

case study would focus on a gsingle wife and husband, exploring the couple’s history 

and relationship.

As you can see, the case study reveals a lot of detail about some particular situation, 

but the question always remains: How much of this detail applies to other situations? 

This problem of generalizability, which plagues case studies, is the primary reason that 

few sociologists use this method.

Gang Leader for a Day: Adventures of a Rogue Sociologist

Next to the University of Chicago is an area of poverty 
so dangerous that the professors warn students to 
avoid it. One graduate student in sociology, Sudhir 

Venkatesh, the son of immigrants from India, who was 
working on a research project with William Julius Wilson, 
ignored the warning.

With clipboard in hand, Sudhir entered “the projects.” 
Ignoring the glares of the young men standing around, he 
went into the lobby of a high-rise. Seeing a gaping hole 
where the elevator was supposed to be, he decided 
to climb the stairs, where he was almost overpowered 
by the smell of urine. After climbing five flights, Sudhir 
came upon some young men shooting craps in a dark 
hallway. One of them jumped up, grabbed Sud-
hir’s clipboard, and demanded to know what 
he was doing there.

Sudhir blurted, “I’m a student at the uni-
versity, doing a survey, and I’m looking for 
some families to interview.”

One man took out a knife and began to 
twirl it. Another pulled out a gun, pointed 
it at Sudhir’s head, and said, “I’ll take him.”

Then came a series of rapid-fire ques-
tions that Sudhir couldn’t answer. He had no 
idea what they meant: “You flip right or left? 
Five or six? You run with the Kings, right?”

Grabbing Sudhir’s bag, two of the men searched it. They 
could find only questionnaires, pen and paper, and a few so-
ciology books. The man with the gun then told Sudhir to go 
ahead and ask him a question.

Sweating despite the cold, Sudhir read the first question 
on his survey, “How does it feel to be black and poor?” Then 
he read the multiple-choice answers: “Very bad, somewhat 
bad, neither bad nor good, somewhat good, very good.”

As you might surmise, the man’s answer was too obscenity 
laden to be printed here.

As the men deliberated Sudhir’s fate (“If he’s here and he 
don’t get back, you know they’re going to come looking for 
him”), a powerfully built man with glittery gold teeth and a 
sizable diamond earring appeared. The man, known as J. T., 
who, it turned out, directed the drug trade in the building, 
asked what was going on. When the younger men mentioned 
the questionnaire, J. T. said to ask him a question.

Amidst an eerie silence, Sudhir asked, “How does it feel to 
be black and poor?”

“I’m not black,” came the reply.
“Well, then, how does it feel to be African American and 

poor?”
“I’m not African American either. I’m a nigger.”
Sudhir was left speechless. Despite his naïveté, he knew 

better than to ask, “How does it feel to be a nigger and poor?”
As Sudhir stood with his mouth agape, J. T. added, “Niggers 

are the ones who live in this building. African Americans live 
in the suburbs. African Americans wear ties to work. 
Niggers can’t find no work.”

Not exactly the best start to a research project.
But this weird and frightening beginning turned 

into several years of fascinating research. Over time, 
J. T. guided Sudhir into a world that few outsid-

ers ever see. Not only did Sudhir get to know 
drug dealers, crackheads, squatters, prosti-
tutes, and pimps, but he also was present at 
beatings by drug crews, drive-by shootings 
done by rival gangs, and armed robberies 
by the police.

How Sudhir got out of his predicament in 
the stairwell, his immersion into a threatening 
underworld—the daily life for many people 
in “the projects”—and his moral dilemma at 
witnessing crimes are part of his fascinating 
experience in doing participant observation

of the Black Kings.
Sudhir, who was reared in a middle-class suburb in 

California, even took over this Chicago gang for a day. This 
is one reason that he calls himself a rogue sociologist—
the decisions he made that day were violations of law, 
felonies that could bring years in prison. There are other 
reasons, too: During the research, he kicked a man in the 
stomach, and he was present as the gang planned drive-by 
shootings.

Sudhir survived, completed his Ph.D., and now teaches at 
Columbia University.
Source: Based on Venkatesh 2008.

For Your Consideration↑

From this report, what do you see as the advantages of 
participant observation? Its disadvantages? Do you think 
that doing sociological research justifies being present at 
beatings? At the planning of drive-by shootings?

Down-to-Earth Sociology

Sudhir Venkatesh, who now teaches at 
Columbia University, New York City.

Read on MySocLab
Document: The Promise and 
Pitfalls of Going into the Field
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Secondary Analysis
If you were to analyze data that someone else has already 

collected, you would be doing secondary analysis. For 

example, if you were to examine the original data from a 

study of women who had been abused by their husbands, 

you would be doing secondary analysis.

Analysis of Documents
The fifth method that sociologists use is the study of 

documents, recorded sources. To investigate social life, 

they examine such diverse sources as books, newspapers, 

diaries, bank records, police reports, immigration files, 

and records kept by organizations. The term documents is 

broad and also includes video and audio recordings. 

Sociologists have even used Facebook to study the race–

ethnicity of friendships among college students (Wimmer and 

Lewis 2011).

To study spouse abuse, you might examine police reports to find out how many 

men in your community have been arrested for abuse. You might also use court 

records to find out what proportion of those men were charged, convicted, or put on 

probation. If you wanted to learn about the social and emotional adjustment of the 

victims, however, these documents would tell you nothing. Other documents, though, 

might provide those answers. For example, a crisis intervention center might have 

records that contain key information—but gaining access to them is almost impossible. 

Perhaps an unusually cooperative center might ask victims to keep diaries for you to 

study.

Experiments
Do you think abusers need therapy? This sounds like common sense, but no one knows 

whether therapy would make any difference. Here is where experiments are useful, as 

they allow us to determine cause and effect. To see the basic requirements of cause and 

effect, look at Table 1.5 on the next page. Let’s suppose that you propose an experiment 

to a judge and she gives you access to men who have been arrested for spouse abuse. 

As in Figure 1.7, you would divide the men randomly into two groups. This would 

help ensure that their individual characteristics (attitudes, number of arrests, severity of 

crimes, education, race–ethnicity, age, and so on) are distributed between the groups. 

The research methods that 
sociologists choose depend partially 
on the questions they want to 
answer. They might want to learn, 
for example, which forms of publicity 
are more effective in increasing 
awareness of spouse abuse as a social 
problem. This photo was taken in 
La Paz, Bolivia.

secondary analysis the analysis 
of data that have been collected by 
other researchers

documents in its narrow sense, 
written sources that provide data; in 
its extended sense, archival material 
of any sort, including photographs, 
movies, CDs, DVDs, and so on

Source: By the author.

FIGURE 1.7 The Experiment

Random
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No exposure to 
the independent

variable
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The Second Measure of
the Dependent Variable
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Read on MySocLab
Document: From Summer Camps 
to Glass Ceilings: The Power of 
Experiments
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You then would arrange for the men in the experimental group to receive some form of 

therapy that the men in the control group would not get.

The therapy would be your independent variable, something that causes a change 

in another variable. Your dependent variable, the variable that might change, would be 

the men’s behavior, whether they abuse women after they get out of jail. Unfortunately, 

your operational definition of the men’s behavior will be sloppy: either reports from the 

wives or records indicating who has been rearrested for abuse. This is sloppy because 

some of the women will not report the abuse, and some of the men who abuse their 

wives will not be arrested. Yet it might be the best you can do.

Let’s assume that you choose rearrest as your operational definition of the indepen-

dent variable. If fewer of the men who received therapy are rearrested for abuse, you 

can conclude that the therapy worked. If you find no difference in rearrest rates, you can 

conclude that the therapy was ineffective. And if you find that the men who received the 

therapy have a higher rearrest rate, you can conclude that the therapy backfired.

Unobtrusive Measures
Let’s suppose you go to the mall, where you stop at an information kiosk. Unknown to you, 

a face recognition camera classifies you by age and sex. As you stroll past stores, you are 

tracked by your smartphone and sent targeted ads (Ramstad 2012; Troianovski 2012). 

When you stop at a store, a bionic mannequin, one that looks like the regular ones, reports 

your age, sex, and race–ethnicity (Roberts 2012). Cameras follow you through the store, 

recording each item you touch, as well as every time you pick your nose (Singer 2010). 

The Web coupon you use to make a purchase is embedded 

with bar codes that contain your name and even Facebook 

information.

In our technological society, we are surrounded by 

unobtrusive measures, ways to observe people who are 

not aware that they are being studied. The face-recog-

nition cameras, tracking services, and coupons, which 

raise ethical issues of invasion of privacy, are part of mar-

keting, not sociological research. In contrast to these 

technological marvels, the unobtrusive measures used 

by sociologists are relatively primitive. To determine 

whiskey consumption in a town that was legally “dry,” 

for example, sociologists counted the empty bottles in 

trashcans (Lee 2000).

How could we use unobtrusive measures to study 

spouse abuse? As you might surmise, sociologists would 

consider it unethical to watch someone being abused. If 

abused or abusing spouses held a public forum on the Internet, however, you could record 

and analyze their online conversations. Or you could analyze 911 calls. The basic ethical 

principle is this: To record the behavior of people in public settings, such as a crowd, with-

out announcing that you are doing so is acceptable. To do this in private settings is not.

Gender in Sociological Research
You know how significant gender is in your own life, how it affects your orientations and 

attitudes. Because gender is also influential in social research, researchers take steps to 

prevent it from biasing their findings (Davis et al. 2009). For example, sociologists Diana 

Scully and Joseph Marolla (1984, 2014) interviewed convicted rapists in prison. They 

were concerned that gender might lead to interviewer bias—that the prisoners might shift 

their answers, sharing certain experiences or opinions with Marolla but saying something 

else to Scully. To prevent gender bias, each researcher interviewed half the sample.

1.8 Explain how gender is 
significant in sociological research.

As in this photo from Tampa, Florida, 
hidden cameras now follow us almost 
everywhere we go. How do the 
unobtrusive measures of sociologists 
differ from hidden crime surveillance?

unobtrusive measures ways of 
observing people so they do not 
know they are being studied 

experiment the use of control and 
experimental groups and depen-
dent and independent variables to 
test causation

experimental group the group of 
subjects in an experiment who are 
exposed to the independent variable

control group the subjects in an 
experiment who are not exposed to 
the independent variable

independent variable a factor that 
causes a change in another variable, 
called the dependent variable

dependent variable a factor in an 
experiment that is changed by an 
independent variable
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TABLE 1.5 Cause, Effect, and Spurious Correlations

Causation means that a change in one variable is caused by
another variable. Three conditions are necessary for
causation: correlation, temporal priority, and no spurious
correlation. Let’s apply each of these conditions to spouse
abuse and alcohol abuse.

1    The first necessary condition is correlation

If two variables exist together, they are said to
be correlated. If batterers get drunk, battering
and alcohol abuse are correlated.

Spouse Abuse + Alcohol Abuse

People sometimes assume that correlation is causation.
In this instance, they conclude that alcohol abuse causes 
spouse abuse.

Alcohol Abuse Spouse Abuse

But correlation never proves causation. Either variable
could be the cause of the other. Perhaps battering
upsets men and they then get drunk.

Spouse Abuse Alcohol Abuse

2    The second necessary condition is temporal priority.

Temporal priority means that one thing happens
before something else does. For a variable to be a
cause (the independent variable), it must precede that
which is changed (the dependent variable).

precedes
Alcohol Abuse Spouse Abuse

If the men had not drunk alcohol until after they beat
their wives, obviously alcohol abuse could not be the
cause of the spouse abuse. Although the necessity of
temporal priority is obvious, in many studies this is not
easy to determine.

3    The third necessary condition is no spurious correlation.

This is the necessary condition that really makes things
difficult. Even if we identify the correlation of getting
drunk and spouse abuse and can determine temporal
priority, we still don’t know that alcohol abuse is the
cause. We could have a spurious correlation; that is, the
cause may be some underlying third variable. These are
usually not easy to identify. Some sociologists think that
male culture is that underlying third variable.

Male Culture Spouse Abuse

Socialized into dominance, some men learn to view
women as objects on which to take out their frustration.
In fact, this underlying third variable could be a cause
of both spouse abuse and alcohol abuse.

Spouse Abuse
 Male Culture

Alcohol Abuse 

But since only some men beat their wives, while all males 
are exposed to male culture, other variables must also be 
involved. Perhaps specific subcultures that promote
violence and denigrate women lead to both spouse abuse
and alcohol abuse.

Spouse Abuse
Male Subculture 

Alcohol Abuse

If so, this does not mean that it is the only causal
variable, for spouse abuse probably has many causes.
Unlike the movement of amoebas or the action of heat 
on some object, human behavior is infinitely complicated. 
Especially important are people’s definitions of the
situation, including their views of right and wrong. To
explain spouse abuse, then, we need to add such variables
as the ways that men view violence and their ideas about
the relative rights of women and men. It is precisely to 
help unravel such complicating factors in human behavior
that we need the experiment method.

MORE ON CORRELATIONS

Correlation simply means that two or more variables
are present together. The more often that these
variables are found together, the stronger their
relationship. To indicate their strength, sociologists
use a number called a correlation coefficient. If two
variables are always related, that is, they are always
present together, they have what is called a perfect
positive correlation. The number 1.0 represents this
correlation coefficient. Nature has some 1.0’s such as
the lack of water and the death of trees. 1.0’s also
apply to the human physical state, such as the absence
of nutrients and the absence of life. But social life is
much more complicated than physical conditions, and
there are no 1.0’s in human behavior.

Two variables can also have a perfect negative
correlation. This means that when one variable is
present, the other is always absent. The number –1.0
represents this correlation coefficient.

Positive correlations of 0.1, 0.2, and 0.3 mean that
one variable is associated with another only 1 time
out of 10, 2 times out of 10, and 3 times out of 10.
In other words, in most instances the first variable
is not associated with the second, indicating a
weak relationship. A strong relationship may
indicate causation, but not necessarily. Testing the
relationship between variables is the goal of some
sociological research.

Source: By the author.
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Gender certainly can be an impediment in research. In our imagined research on 

spouse abuse, for example, could a man even do participant observation of women who 

have been beaten by their husbands? Technically, the answer is yes. But because the 

women have been victimized by men, they might be less likely to share their experiences 

and feelings with men. If so, women would be better suited to conduct this research, 

more likely to achieve valid results. The supposition that these victims will be more open 

with women than with men, however, is just that—a supposition. Research alone would 

verify or refute this assumption.

Gender issues can pop up in unexpected ways in sociological research. I vividly recall 

an incident in San Francisco.

The streets were getting dark, and I was still looking for homeless people. When I saw 

someone lying down, curled up in a doorway, I approached the individual. As I got close, 

I began my opening research line, “Hi, I’m Dr. Henslin from. . . .” The individual began 

to scream and started to thrash her arms and legs. Startled by this sudden, high-pitched 

scream and by the rapid movements, I quickly backed away. When I later analyzed what 

had happened, I concluded that I had intruded into a woman’s bedroom.

This incident also holds another lesson. Researchers do their best, but they make mis-

takes. Sometimes these mistakes are minor, even humorous. The woman sleeping in the 

doorway wasn’t frightened. It was only just getting dark, and there were many people 

on the street. She was just assertively marking her territory and letting me know in no 

uncertain terms that I was an intruder. If we make a mistake in research, we pick up and 

go on. As we do so, we take ethical considerations into account, which is the topic of 

our next section.

Ethics in Sociological Research
In addition to choosing an appropriate research method, we must also follow the ethics of 

sociology (American Sociological Association 1999; Joungtrakul and Allen 2012). Research 

ethics require honesty, truth, and openness (sharing findings with the scientific commu-

nity). Ethics clearly forbid the falsification of results. Rules also condemn plagiarism—that 

is, stealing someone else’s work. Another ethical guideline states that, generally, people 

should be informed that they are being studied and that they never should be harmed by 

the research. Sociologists are also required to protect the anonymity of those who provide 

information. Sometimes people reveal things that are intimate, potentially embarrassing, 

or otherwise harmful to themselves or others. Finally, although not all sociologists agree, it 

generally is considered unethical for researchers to misrepresent themselves.

Sociologists take their ethical standards seriously. To illustrate the extent to which they 

will go to protect their respondents, consider the research conducted by Mario Brajuha.

Protecting the Subjects: The Brajuha Research
Mario Brajuha, a graduate student at the State University of New York at Stony Brook, 

was doing participant observation of restaurant workers. He lost his job as a waiter 

when the restaurant where he was working burned down—a fire of “suspicious origin,” 

as the police said. When detectives learned that Brajuha had taken field notes, they 

asked to see them (Brajuha and Hallowell 1986). Because he had promised to keep the 

information confidential, Brajuha refused to hand them over. When the district attorney 

subpoenaed the notes, Brajuha still refused. The district attorney then threatened to 

put Brajuha in jail. By this time, Brajuha’s notes had become rather famous, and unsa-

vory characters—perhaps those who had set the fire—also wanted to know what was in 

them. They, too, demanded to see them, accompanying their demands with threats of a 

different nature. Brajuha found himself between a rock and a hard place.

For two years, Brajuha refused to hand over his notes, even though he grew anxious and 

had to appear at several court hearings. Finally, the district attorney dropped the subpoena. 

1.9 Explain why it is vital for 
sociologists to protect the people 
they study; discuss the two cases 
that are presented.
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When the two men under investigation for setting the fire died, 

the threats to Brajuha, his wife, and their children ended.

Sociologists applaud the way Brajuha protected his respon-

dents and the professional manner in which he handled himself.

Misleading the Subjects: The 
Humphreys Research
Another ethical problem involves what you tell participants 

about your research. Although it is considered acceptable 

for sociologists to do covert participant observation (study-

ing some situation without announcing that they are doing 

research), to misrepresent oneself is considered unethical. 

Let’s look at the case of Laud Humphreys, whose research 

forced sociologists to rethink and refine their ethical stance.

Laud Humphreys, a classmate of mine at Washington Uni-

versity in St. Louis, was an Episcopal priest who decided to 

become a sociologist. For his Ph.D. dissertation, Humphreys 

(1971, 1975) studied social interaction in “tearooms,” public 

restrooms where some men go for quick, anonymous oral sex with other men.

Humphreys found that some restrooms in Forest Park, just across from our campus, 

were tearooms. He began a participant observation study by hanging around these 

restrooms. He found that in addition to the two men having sex, a third man—called a 

“watch queen”—served as a lookout for police and other unwelcome strangers. Hum-

phreys took on the role of watch queen, not only watching for strangers but also observ-

ing what the men did. He wrote field notes after the encounters.

Humphreys decided that he wanted to learn about the regular lives of these men. For 

example, what was the significance of the wedding rings that many of the men wore? He 

came up with an ingenious technique: Many of the men parked their cars near the tea-

rooms, and Humphreys recorded their license plate numbers. A friend in the St. Louis 

police department gave Humphreys each man’s address. About a year later, Humphreys 

arranged for these men to be included in a medical survey conducted by some of the 

sociologists on our faculty.

Disguising himself with a different hairstyle and clothing, Humphreys visited the 

men at home, supposedly to interview them for the medical study. He found that 

they led conventional lives. They voted, mowed their lawns, and took their kids to 

Little League games. Many reported that their wives were not aroused sexually or 

were afraid of getting pregnant because their religion did not allow birth control. 

Humphreys concluded that heterosexual men were also using the tearooms for a 

form of quick sex.

This research stirred controversy among sociologists and nonsociologists alike. Many 

sociologists criticized Humphreys, and a national columnist even wrote a scathing 

denunciation of “sociological snoopers” (Von Hoffman 1970). One of our professors 

even tried to get Humphreys’ Ph.D. revoked. (This professor also hit Humphreys and 

kicked him after he was down—but that is another story.) As the controversy heated up 

and a court case loomed, Humphreys feared that his list of respondents might be sub-

poenaed. He gave me the list to take from Missouri to Illinois, where I had begun teach-

ing. When he called and asked me to destroy it, I burned the list in my backyard.

Was this research ethical? This question is not decided easily. Although many soci-

ologists sided with Humphreys—and his book reporting the research won a highly 

acclaimed award—the criticisms continued. At first, Humphreys defended his position 

vigorously, but five years later, in a second edition of his book (1975), he stated that he 

should have identified himself as a researcher.

Before we close this chapter, I would like to give you a glimpse of two trends that are 

shaping sociology.

Ethics in social research are of vital 
concern to sociologists. As discussed 
in the text, sociologists may disagree 
on some of the issue’s finer points, 
but none would approve of slipping 
LSD to unsuspecting subjects like this 
Marine. This was done to U.S. soldiers 
in the 1960s under the guise of 
legitimate testing—just “to see what 
would happen.”




