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PREFACE

There are many ways to teach and learn sociology. This book is
brief by design, to allow for the greatest possible amount of freedominits
use. Its short length allows it to be combined with supplementary
materials, whether library reserve articles, a series of monographs, or an
anthology of readings. It may be used in acourse taught in seminar format,
with servicelearning, or with traditional lecturesand discussions. Because
of its simplicity and clarity, it may also be used outside of the context of
a course by anyone who would like to know what sociology is about.

Special featuresintended to facilitate active learning appear as boxed
items in each chapter. “Where am | in all this?” encourages readers to
explore some aspect of the chapter that can be applied to their own
experiences or observations. “On the Web” provides suggestions for
enhancing the material in the chapter through the exploration of Internet
sites. Because | have experienced the frustration of assigning Internet
exercises from atextbook, only to discover that the links are dead, | have
made the effort to use sites that are long standing and not likely to
disappear soon. However, there is no way to guarantee this. If it does
happen that any of the sites suggested in this book become inactive, |
encourage readers to do their own Internet searches on related topics.

Writing this book has been a joyful experience that grew out of my
enthusiasm for teaching sociology during the past thirty years. Although
| have taught a considerable range of courses, the first course has always
been my favorite one. Perhaps this is because it provides an opportunity
for sharing the discovery of sociology with people who are encountering
it for thefirst time and who do not yet know about the positive impact that
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it can have on their lives. Some students come to their first sociology
course with an interested curiosity, while others are indifferent or even
resistant, believing that this discipline has nothing to offer them. It is a
special joy to observe those students as they discover some topic in the
course that awakens their interest, usually something that explains an
aspect of their own life experiences. | wrote this book with those students
in mind, as well as for other people who would like to know how
sociology may help them to make sense of the world.

Another positive aspect of thiswriting experience wasthe encourage-
ment that | received from colleagues and students who agreed to read the
manuscript and who provided helpful feedback. These include—in
addition to Paule Verdet, to whom the book is dedicated—Wayne
Alexander, Thomas Birks, Susan Farrell, Britta Fischer, Mark Heyman,
Sarah Holmgren, Jack Levin, Karen Miranda, and Frances Fox Piven. My
husband, Jonathan Campbell, was extremely helpful in avariety of ways,
from critical feedback on the manuscript and patient proofreading to doing
far more than his share of cooking and housecleaning. Without his
enthusiastic support it would have been difficult to get thisbook done. But
it would not have even gotten started without strong encouragement from
David Demers, Editor-in-Chief of Marquette Books. Writing a brief
paperback text in introductory sociology was alongtime dream, and | am
deeply grateful to Dr. Demers for his tremendous support in helping me
to realize that dream, as well his sensitivity to my concern about keeping
the book affordable, hiswillingness to allow me a great deal of input into
the production process, and hisopennessto frequent communication. This
has been my most pleasant publication experience.

Itisagiven that | am responsible for the final content. However, the
contributions of all these people were essential in assuring that the
scholarship, the relevance, and, most of all, the readability of this book
would justify offering it to teachers of sociology as an effective means of
communicating the essence of our discipline to present and future
generations of students.
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Chapter 1
INTRODUCING SOCIOLOGY

Sudying sociology is unnatural. It demands a change in our
thinking, stretching our imaginations beyond what feels normal to us.
Sociological thinking requires us to let go of a basic assumption that is
dear to the hearts of many of us—that everything is up to the individual,
and that we are all independent of one another. It challenges us to think
again, to see connections that we may not have seen before, and to
acknowledge that each of us both influences the world around us and
experiences that world’s influence on us. It leads us to question what we
have always believed to be true. But it is well worth the effort, because
studying sociology enables usto discover awhole new world and to get a
better understanding of our own life experiences in the context of that
world.

If you are willing to enter into this unnatural state, a state in which
you will learn to think in a different way, | can offer you an interesting
adventure. And there are no strings are attached. W hen you finish reading
this book, or when you complete the course for which it is assigned, you
will be free to go back to your old way of thinking. But you will also have
the option of using the new tools—the new ways of dealing with the world
in which you live—that sociology promisesto give you.

SOCIOLOGY AND OTHER WAYS OF THINKING

Sociology and Philosophy
Sociology stands in contrast to three other ways of thinking:
philosophy, psychology, and common sense. M any issuesthat are relevant
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to sociology werefirst raised and discussed by philosophers. For example,
how is a society possible? Are human beings good or evil, social or anti-
social? Is society helpful or harmful to people? How would the perfect
society be structured? How do societies maintain order? How do they
change? However, an important difference between philosophy and
sociology isthat philosophers work mainly with ideas, while sociol ogists
and other social scientists relate ideas to research in what we sometimes
call “the real world.” By that we mean the reality that exists outside of
books and discussions. Studying this reality means going beyond the
library or the classroom—unless we are specifically studying human
behavior inlibrariesand classrooms—to discover what people actually do
or think in concrete situations. Then we organize our findings and look for
general patterns.

Sociology and Psychology

A second way of thinking that may be contrasted with sociology is
psychology. Psychologistsgenerally study people’ sexperiencesinrelation
to what iswithinthemselvesand their social environments—their families,
their friends, and other people with whom they frequently interact. In
contrast, sociologists relate people’s experiences to the larger societal
context, especially economic, political, and educational systems. These
differences are visible even in those aspects of psychology and sociology
that are closest to the borderline between these two fields—that is, social
psychology and the interactionist approach within sociology. Within these
subfields there have been numerous studies of race and prejudice.

In studying racism, psychologists examine the processes of
conditioning and social learning that lead people to be prejudiced. They
have noted the importance of certain experiences related to these
processes, including contact with people who are different from oneself,
parental example, and media exposure (Allport 1954; Miranda 2005).
Sociologists, on the other hand, are likely to call attention to social-
structural factors (also called institutional factors) that place people in
situations of positive or negative contact, and to analyze the whole system
of unequal societal relations. Individuals may get away with acts of
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discrimination, and even murder, if aracist social system enables them to
engagein thisbehavior without punishment (Levinand Levin 1980; Levin
and M cDevitt 2002). A racist social system also enables an employer to
pay lower salariesto people of color than to whites, which resultsin higher
profits for the company. The higher profits are in effect a reward for
discrimination. In this type of situation, sociologists define the problem
not in terms of individual prejudice, but rather in terms of the unequal
opportunity structure that characterizes the society as a whole. In fact,
sociologists have noted that people may even engage in discriminatory
practices without necessarily being personally prejudiced (M erton 1948;
Levin and Levin 1980), as would be the case with the employer who
discriminates for the sake of financial gain.

When we give this kind of explanation, it is not to excuse
discrimination. Instead it means we are focusing on what needs to be
changed in the structure of society in order to make it unprofitable for
employers to discriminate or in order to create environments in which
contact between people of different races will be generally positive. We
will come back to this subject in Chapter 6.

Thisdescription of thedifferences between psychology and sociology
shows that, while psychology is helpful in providing an understanding of
attitudes and motivations that exist within the individual, including those
that are influenced by the social environment, sociology calls attention to
the system of rules and rewards that are part of the larger social structure
and that provide the societal context for human behavior. W hen students’
education includes both psychology and sociology, they are able to gain
a more complete understanding of human experience than they would
learn from each field by itself, because human beings are both individuals
and members of a society.

Sociology and Common Sense

Then there is common sense. People usually assume that common
sense represents what everyone knows, and so it must be true. We
sometimes hear people say, “Sociology is nothing more than common
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sense.” This comment suggests that, because everyone knows it, there is
no point of studying it. Therefore, sociology has no right to exist.

Obviously people who write books about sociology must think that it
has a right to exist, but the reader has the right to know why. Common
sense refers to the ideas that most people in a society accept, as though
they were absolute truths that applied to everyonein the world. However,
by comparing the beliefs characteristic of two different societies, we may
see how thisis not necessarily the case. For example, in the United States
it is a common practice among professionals and business managers to
change employers one or more times over the course of their lives.
Although their co-workers and supervisors may be sorry to seethem go (or
not!), they usually consider it to be a good idea for someone to be moving
on to accept a better position. Americans consider it common sense that
people should look out for their individual interests as they climb the
ladder of success. This attitude would be lesscommon in Japan, however,
where about 20 percent of the workforce, including many managers and
professionals, has lifetime employment. Rather than leaving a job to go
after a better opportunity, these employees usually prefer to advance in
their careers by being loyal to a single company.

Sometimes common sense turns out to be false, which we may
discover with the wisdom of hindsight. Let uslook at some beliefs of 150
years ago. At that time, many Americans considered it acceptable to have
black people asslaves, as though they were less human than white people.
Today most Americans no longer accept that idea. Back then, there also
were many people who believed that women should not receive much
education, because that would make them unable to produce children.
Even a prominent sociologist of that era, Herbert Spencer (1897),
expressed thisidea, which shows that sociologists are not alwaysimmune
to the common sense notions of their times. Today we know that, although
some women may make the decision to postpone motherhood until they
complete an advanced degree, academic study is not in itself an effective
contraceptive. These two examples enable usto see that the common sense
of the past was not always true.

Themain difference between sociology and common senseis not that
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sociologists are always right, but that we test our theories by means of
empirical research—that is, though the systematic study of what happens
in the real world. Examples of present-day beliefs that do not hold up
under empirical testing include the ideas that the death penalty serves as
adeterrent to violent crime, that all women on public assistance have large
numbers of children, and that astrong welfare state makes people lazy and
unproductive. If we design studiesin away that is honest and that enables
usto put aside our preconceived ideas, we may gain a clear understanding
of these issues. For example, we could learn about the effectiveness of the
death penalty by looking at FBI crime statistics and comparing homicide
rates in states that have capital punishment with those that do not. We
could learn about the range of family size among recipients of Temporary
Aid to Needy Families by studying public assistance records. We could
investigate whether awelfare state makes peoplelazy and unproductive by
comparing the academic and professional achievements of successful
people in the United States to those of their counterparts in England,
Germany, and other European countriesin which the governmentsprovide
large subsidiesfor higher education, health care, and a variety of forms of
assistance to families and individuals of all social classes.

WAYS OF DOING SOCIOLOGY

Sociologists use several research methods to explore these topics and
others. These methods include:

« surveyresearch—thedesign and administration of questionnaires
with fixed-choice answers to a large number of people and the
subjecting of the results to mathematical calculations;

« secondary data analysis—the use of datafrom the censusor other
public sources, as well as from studies that have been done by
other researchers;

e participant observation—spending time becoming closely
acquainted with an organization or acommunity and taking notes
on everything that one sees and hears;
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e in-depth interviewing—soliciting detailed information from
people by means of open-ended questions and active listening
techniques;

« content analysis—the systematic study of documents, which may
include anything from newspapersto religious hymns, in order to
discover patterns that have sociological meaning;

« demographic mapping—the study of a neighborhood in order to
learn the locations of householdswith avariety of characteristics,
such as race, ethnicity, occupation, and the presence of children,
the elderly, and single people;

« historical analysis—the study of documents, diaries, and other
records from the past in order to discover patterns in people’s
livesand to understand how those patterns may have animpact on
contemporary societies;

« comparative (or cross-national) analysis—theapplication of any
of these methods to the study of more than one society, in order
to discover the consequences that variations in particular social
factors will produce in different contexts.

Sociologistsoften combineseveral
of these methods in one research pro-
ject. For example, W. E. B. DuBois, an
early African American sociologist,
combined participant observation,
demographic mapping, in-depth inter-
viewing, and statistical analysis into
one massive study. He published the
resultsin 1899 in his book, The Phila-
delphia Negro. This book represented
the first major piece of empirical re-
search conducted by an American soci-  W. E. B. Du Bois (1868-1963)
ologist.
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THE WHOLE PICTURE AND THE INDIVIDUAL

Good research is usually linked in
some way with social theory—that is, a set
of ideas about how societieswork. About a
hundred years ago, a French sociologist
named Emile Durkheim, in his book about
sociological method, made a theoretical
statement that is fundamental to sociology.

He wrote, “A whole is not identical with  Emjije Durkheim (1858-1917)
the sum of its parts” (Durkheim 1895:102).

W hat he meant was that societies are more than acollection of individuals.
People frequently ask, “But isn’t society made up of individuals?”
Durkheim would have explained that when people come together they
create something that goes beyond each of them as individuals. This
“something” includes groups, organizations, communities, social
institutions, and other social units. These social unitsthen take on alife of
their own and can provide advantages or disadvantagesfor people, aswell
as make demands on the very people who created them.

A number of years ago this sociological theory was brought home to
me in avery concrete and somewhat painful way. | started a human rights
project and organized a steering committee to help run it. One evening
during a meeting, | presented an idea for the use of some of our funds to
the committee. | thought it was a very good idea and assumed that
everyone would go along with it. But the treasurer of the project, who
happened to be aformer student of mine, opposed my idea and persuaded
everyone else to do so as well. | had to accept the decision of the
committee that | had organized. At that moment | understood all too well
what Durkheim meant about social structurestaking on alife of their own,
although my personal feeling at the time was that | had created a monster.

This is only one example of the countless ways that individuals
interact with social structures. In all of our actions, great and small, we
have an impact on our society, at the same time that it influences us. M ost
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of our actions contribute to maintaining existing social and political
structures. For example, if you are reading this book in connection with a
course, you are cooperating with the requirements of your professor, as
you do when you attend class, study for tests, do written assignments,
participate when the professor initiates a discussion, cooperate with
interactive activities, and take notes during a lecture. The professor also
helps to maintain the existing structure by showing up for classes,
preparing lectures and activities, selecting appropriate readings, and
grading tests, papers, and other assignments. This observance of regular
procedures by students and professors helps to maintain the structure of
higher education. Likewise, the observance of regular procedures by
people in a variety of situations contributes to the maintaining of other
social structures.

In addition to helping to maintain the existing social order, you may
also be aparticipant in change. For example, if you are attending a college
that is coeducational and multiracial, this is different from what many
students were doing fifty years ago, when more colleges were single-sex
and fewer people of color were attending. Y ou may also choose to get
involved in a direct effort to try to bring about change, such as by
participating in a public demonstration for a cause that you believe in.

SOCIAL ORDER AND SOCIAL CHANGE

An Early Theorist of Social Order

The first sociologist who observed the rules and behaviors that help
to maintain social order was Harriet M artineau, a British researcher who
traveled to the United Statesin 1834. Shewasthefirst person knownto do
empirical research in sociology. Not only did Martineau conduct a very
thorough study of American society, observing and interviewing people
from many different walks of life, such as political leaders and prisoners
(Martineau 1837). But also before arriving in this country, while still on
the ship crossing the Atlantic Ocean, she wrote the notes that would
become the first book on doing sociology, called How to Observe Morals
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and Manners (M artineau 1838). Despite
the seemingly quaint title, this book was
actually a manual in research
methodology. Theterm “morals” referred
to social norms, or rules, and “manners’
to the behavior that reflected those norms.
In addition, M artineau’ s method included
suspending one’s judgment, questioning
the obvious, making careful observations,
and being as objective as possible. She
wrote that researchers must always
remember that they are studying “things,”

Harriet Martineau (1802-1886)

which meant phenomenathat are out there
in the world, like objects, directly
observable, rather than imaginings in one’s own subjective mind.

However, M artineau did not believethat objectivity required shutting
off one’s sense of justice or sympathy with human suffering. After
completing her careful, systematic observations, she expressed criticism
of some aspects of American society, including the enslavement of black
people, inequality between men and women, and poor wages and working
conditions in factories.

Agents of Change

M artineau’ s approach suggests that, in addition to studying sources
of order in a society, such as norms and the behavior that conforms to
those norms, sociologists may also advocate change. This view was
evident in the work of Jane Addams, an early American sociologist who
not only did research and wrote a number of books, but also campaigned
for an end to child labor and founded one of the nation’s first settlement
housesto reach out to poor peoplein Chicago. Sociologistswho represent
the change-oriented tradition are still around today. They include Frances
Fox Piven, a recent president of the American Sociological Association,
whose numerous books and articles both analyze and support the efforts
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of ordinary people to bring about major transformations in their society
(see Piven 2006; Piven and Cloward 1977).

Sometimes people may feel overwhelmed by social problemsand find
it hard to believe that they can do anything to improve the world. Thereis
awonderful story that demonstrates what one person can do if that person
isopen to working for change and receives support from otherswho share
that belief. One evening a little more than fifty years ago, a seamstressin
M ontgomery, Alabama, whose namewasRosa Parks, completed her day’s
work and got on a bus to go home. The bus was divided into seats for
white people at the front and seats for black people at the back. There was
asign that separated these two sections, but thedriver could movethesign
to provide more seats for whites. Asthe bus began to fill and all the seats
at the front became occupied, the driver placed the sign behind Mrs. Parks
and told her to stand. She was tired, not so much in the physical sense as
tired of conforming to an unjust situation. She refused to move and was
arrested.

Rosa Parks was not the first
African American to be arrested for
refusing to give up a bus seat, and
her individual action might have
been forgotten, just like the actions
of others before her. But this time
the social context was different. In
that same city the Rev. Martin Lu-
ther King was working in religious
ministry in the black community—a
ministry in which people took seri-
ously the biblical command for so-
cial justice. Dr. King was acquainted

with Mrs. Parks, who was a member WS A

of the NAACP (National Associa-
tion for the Advancement of Colored
People). Thisorganization waslook-
ing for a test case to challenge the

The refusal by Rosa Parksto yield her
seat on a bus to awhite person helped
to mobilize the Civil Rights
Movement. Dr. Martin Luther Kingis
in the background of this picture.
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“back-of-the-bus” law and quickly spread the news of her arrest through-
out the community. When people received the news, they immediately
responded. Within twenty-four hours the Montgomery bus boycott had
begun. For afull year no black people rode the buses. Mrs. Parks' refusal
to move to the back of the busis considered to be an early key event in the
Civil Rights M ovement.

A SOCIOLOGICAL IMAGINATION

Most of us will not see such dramatic results from our individual
actions. But we do contribute, at least in small ways, to the shaping of our
social environment and are also influenced by forcesin that environment.
An awareness of our connectedness to the social world is called a
sociological imagination. This way of thinking was best described by an
American sociologist, C. Wright Mills(1959), who pointed out that people
are not usually conscious of the connection of their individual experiences
to history and social structure. We often go through our everyday lives
feeling trapped by various demands and restrictions, without
understanding how those traps are created. But Mills had great hopes for
sociology. He believed that, if people would catch on to that way of
thinking, they could find ways out of their traps. Instead many people
struggle against them, thinking that the causes of their problemsare purely
individual, or if they are outside of theindividual, that thereisno solution.

Mills distinguished between per sonal troubles, which are problems
that people see as entirely individual, and public issues, which are caused
by something in society. He pointed out how the two are often connected.
For example, if one person in a large city is unemployed, that is the
person’s own individual problem. To help him or her out of the problem,
we need to ask what the person’s talents and strengths are and what
character defects make it hard for this person to hold down a job.
Solutions may include job training, education, contacts with prospective
employers, finding a mentor, employment counseling, psychotherapy, or
some combination of any of these.
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ON THE WEB

wwWw.asanet.or g
Visit this Web site to learn about the American Sociological
Association. Follow links to obtain information about the
organization, as well as many other topics, including careers in
sociology, research, and the annual meeting.

www.cwrightmills.org
This site, maintained by the son and two daughters of C. Wright
Mills, contains a photo gallery, as well asinformation about several
of his books.

www.rosaparks.org
Learn about the life of Rosa Parks and about the organization that
carries on her work.

Onthe other hand, if the rate of unemployment isvery high, being out
of work may not be the fault of the individual. Perhaps a company that
provided many jobsin aparticular geographic areamay have closed down
or laid off a large number of workers. Today we see jobs lost through
automation, downsizing, and the movement of production to countries
where wages are low. Cutsin government spending may cause job losses
in public works, human services, health care, education, police and fire
departments, and other areas that are supported by public funds. These
factors are beyond the immediate control of the individual. When people
apply for jobsduring aperiod of high unemployment, they find themselves
in competition with hundreds of other applicants, and only one of these
will get each available job. Because the source of the problem is beyond
the level of the individual, solutions must also go beyond that level, such
as tax breaks for companies that contribute jobs to a community, or
organized pressure from citizens to change government spending
priorities.
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Mills also talked about war, a public issue, and showed how it creates
personal troubles for individuals as well. They may interrupt their
education, postpone getting married, or become disabled in combat.
People may become widowed or orphaned when a spouse or parent is
killed, or they may lose a son, daughter, brother, sister, or close friend.
Other peoplemay gain advantages, for example, if their businessesprosper
because they sell productsto the military, or if they find work in a defense
industry, or if they return from the war with body and mind intact and
attend college with the help of government benefits.

By meansof exampleslikethese, Millsshowed how we are connected
with society. He also showed our connection to history, insofar asthereare
various advantages and disadvantagesthat people experience according to
the time when they are living. Today, for example, many students find it
difficult to pay for college. They may have to work long hours at ajob and
struggle to find time to study. They may accumulate large loans and have
to work for many years after graduation to pay them. It was easier to pay
for an education in the 1960s. Thetuition at state colleges and universities
was much lower than it is now because both the state and federal
governments paid alarger part of the cost of higher education. At the same
time, private universities were also receiving considerable funding from
the federal government, enabling them to charge less for tuition than they
must charge at the present time. In addition, scholarships and grants were
plentiful. However, it was much harder to get into a good college at that
time than it would be twenty years later. Because of the increase in the
birthrate after World War Il (the “baby boom”), the number of people
applying to college in the 1960s was unusually high. So we see that in
each time period there are both advantages and difficultiesfor individuals.

Today many people make take for granted that the accumulation of
large student loans is a “normal” part of getting an education. The
previous paragraph suggests that this was not true in the past. Neither isit
true everywhere in the world. In most other modern industrial nations and
in many developing countries as well, education is heavily subsidized by
governments, and so the costs are much lower on average than in the
United States. However, in some countries, there are so many applicants
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WHERE AM | IN ALL THIS?

Think about something that you experience as a*“ personal trouble,”
as described by C. Wright Mills. Can you connect it to something in the
larger society, in other words a “public issue”? If not, try approaching
this question from the opposite point. Think about a public issue—for
example, something in the news—and describe how it affects you
personally.

to every university that it can be difficult for even good studentsto getin.
As aresult, people from other countries who are able to pay the tuition at
colleges and universities in the United States frequently send their sons
and daughters to study here.

These examples of the effects of social structure and history on
people’s lives are not intended to suggest that individuals have no free
will. What they do show is that each of us makes our choices within a
specific social context, and that context provides both opportunities and
limitations. The study of sociology helps us to understand how those
opportunities and limitations come about and how we may develop ways
of responding to them.

DEFINING SOCIOLOGY

Now that we have explored some aspects of sociological thinking, it
may be meaningful to offer adefinition of sociology. It isthe science that
seeksto understand people’ sbehavior and ideasinrelation to unitsthat are
larger than the individual. This definition is only one way of explaining
this field of study. Y ou may look for definitions in other textbooks or in
a dictionary of sociology. Y our professor may give a definition in class.
At some point you should also try to come up with one in your own words.
Why go through all this trouble, you may ask, instead of simply
memorizing one definition? Because by thinking of the same concept in
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different words, by playing with the words, by turning the concept upside-
down and inside-out, you will be making it your own. It will make sense
to you, and you will be more likely to remember it. Y ou may consider
doing this with all the definitions found in this book.

Now let us go back to the definition of sociology, beginning with the
last phrase, “units larger than the individual.” Such units include groups,
organizations, bureaucracies, government, business, education, the mass
media, social classes, races, ethnic groups, and social movements. These
units will be discussed in the various chapters of this book.

Another phrase is “people’s behavior and ideas.” This means that
sociology is concerned not only with what people do, but also with what
they think, feel, and experience.

Between the two phrases mentioned above we find “in relation to.”
This part of the definition is especially important because it suggests that
the influence between people and the larger unitsis reciprocal—meaning
that it goes both ways. We are not robots programmed by society. We
have an influence on our society as well, but that influence is not purely
individual. It results from the combination of our actions with those of
other people. As we saw earlier, everything that we do in our everyday
lives serves either to contribute to keeping society asit is or to changing
it.

W hen we go to school, go to work, pay our taxes, and do other things
expected of us, we are helping to maintain society. Another way of saying
thisis that we are giving our consent to the existing social arrangements.
When we participate in a new pattern, such as sending our children to
racially integrated schools, we are participating in change. Our influence
on society is most visible when we deliberately join together with other
people to withdraw our consent. W e may see this happening, for example,
when people get involved in a social movement, whether they do this by
marching in the streets or writing aletter to an elected official. Aswe will
see in Chapter 8, some movements are attempts to make changes in
society, such as movements for racial or gender equality, for prison
reform, or for an end to war. Other movements are attempts to keep
society as it is or to reverse changes, such as movements against school
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desegregation, against abortion, or against gay marriage.

Now we are left with the beginning of the definition: “The science
that seeks to understand.” Understand? But aren’t scientists supposed to
experiment, measure, and predict outcomes? That is true in physics and
chemistry, but sociology cannot match the precision of those sciences. We
are dealing with human beings, not molecules. Human behavior does not
usually fitinto exact categories. Also, people have views of their own, and
if researchers do not try to understand those views, people may not
cooperate with them.

Actually, it is a good thing that we cannot predict human behavior
with perfect precision. If that were possible, asociologist, or agovernment
leader who hired a sociologist, could manipulate everyone’s behavior at
all times. So if sociology were as precise as physics, we might lose our
freedom. However, this absence of perfect precisionin sociology does not
mean that we cannot learn anything about human behavior. There are
patterns in what people think and do, and we can make careful
generalizations about those patterns.

Sereotypes and Generalizations

Inrelation to that last statement, it isimportant to emphasize the word
“careful.” A generalization is not the same as a stereotype. A stereotype
is the classification of all people in a particular category as having the
same trait, whether that trait is positive (good at music or good at sports)
or negative (stupid or lazy). In other words, one would be stereotyping if
one were to say, “All those people are like that.”

A study of stereotypes about athletes on a college campus revealed
that some students held the view that athletes are stupid, in other words,
the “dumb jock” stereotype. Furthermore, because of another stereotype
that blacks are better than whites at sports, many of these students assumed
black “jocks” to be even “dumber.” Although the author of the study
provides data to demonstrate that these stereotypes are not true, he notes
that many people still believe them (Sailes 1996).

In contrast to stereotyping, ascientific generalization is astatement,
based on evidence from empirical research, about what the majority of
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people will do or experience in a
given situation. To continue with the
example of college athletes, we
might discover through careful re-
search that at colleges where black
students have been recruited specifi-
cally to play a sport, the pressure to
excel at that sport may make it diffi-
cult for these students to devote
enough attention to their academic

work so that they will be able to -
A sociologist might challenge

graduate (see Purdy et al., 1982).
o o ) stereotypes about black college
Thiskind of generalization provides gthietes by investigating the external

an explanation that is very different pressuresto which these students may
be subjected.

from the above-mentioned stereo-
type.

Other Important Concepts

In each chapter of this book you will find concepts and definitions
specific to the topic being introduced. However, there are some general
concepts that apply to sociology as a whole. Y ou have already read the
definition of sociology given above, as well as a discussion of Mills's
concept of sociological imagination. Hereisamore specific definition of
that concept: The ability to understand the experiences of individualsin
relation to the times when they are living and their positionsin the social
structure.

Oneway of making thisdefinition more meaningful isto imagine how
some specific aspect of your life—getting an education, getting a job,
getting married (or choosing not to marry), having children (or choosing
not to)—would have been different if you had been born a century ago.
W here were your ancestorsliving at that time? If you had been alive then,
isit likely that you would have gone to college? Or, if you were a man,
would you have been already married and living on afarm or working at
atrade? If you were a woman, would you have already had children?
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This kind of exercise helps us to notice how the times when we are
livinginfluenceour individual life experiences. Asfor social structure, one
very visible aspect of that isinequality. So you might also try to imagine
how some specific aspect of your life would have been different if you had
been born into a much wealthier family. What would be the advantages
and disadvantages? Then try to imagine what your life would have been
like if you had been born into amuch poorer family. If you think that your
family is as poor as an American family could be, then imagine having
been born into the poorest class in a developing country. Under those
circumstances, it is not likely that you would be attending college, even
part-time.

Another important general concept is social system. Thisrefersto a
set of elements of society that depend on one another and that may be
understood as a unit. For example, a family may be described as a social
system, because the elements within it (individual people) depend on one
another. The very fact that we have a word for this collection of people,
afamily, shows that it is some kind of unit. A group of friends may also
constitute a social system. So may an organization, such as a college. But
this now brings us to a level where the interdependent elements are no
longer individual people, because a college is composed of
departments—admissions, financial aid, the president’s office, physical
plant, food service, library, computing services, and all the academic
divisions. A government is an even larger system. It has within it many
sub-units, which are further divided into other sub-units. So now we see
that a social system may be very large and that its elements may contain
elements of their own. One of the largest social systemsis a society, but
even that system can be studied as an element within alarger unit. Today
many sociologists analyze the whole world as a system and examine the
interdependence among the societies that constitute its elements.

The general concept of social structure mentioned above may be
defined as the way that a particular social system is put together. For
example, we may analyze the specific structure of asocial system, such as
afamily. It may consist of two parents and two children or a single parent
with one or more children. The children may enter thefamily through birth
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or adoption. A grandparent or other relative may also be part of the
household. There may be different expectations of male and female
members of the family.

This concept of social structure is also useful for distinguishing
sociological analysisfrom anindividualistic viewpoint. When we say that
something is structural, we mean that the cause of it originates in the
society, rather than in the actions of particular individuals. For example,
if we say that poverty is structural, this is the opposite of blaming an
individual for being poor. Although we acknowledgethat someindividuals
make bad choicesthat lead them to have financial difficulties, sociologists
do not usually explain the overall rate of poverty in thisway. W e study the
ways that systems of wealth, power, and privilege develop over time, the
processes by which certain sectors of the population acquire the largest
share of the wealth, how they maintain that share and pass it on to
subsequent generations, and how they maintain the power to determinethe
sharesthat other sectors of the population will receive. We also ook at the
wages and salaries that are paid for various occupations and compare that
compensation to the cost of living. Finally, we examine the opportunity
structure—including access to good jobs, education, housing, legal
services, and health care—to learn about the possibilities available to
people for improving or maintaining the position into which they were
born.

The concept of social structure, along with social system and
sociological imagination, helps us to understand how each individual
connects with something larger than himself or herself, and gives some
idea of what sociology is about. These concepts provide aframework for
the material that will be presented in the rest of this book.

Key Points

« Sociology provides a way of thinking that goes beyond the
individual.
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e It places the experiences of the individual in a larger social
context.

« It challenges notions of “common sense” by means of careful
research.

It shows how the whole is more than the sum of its parts.

« It enables people to see both how they influence the social
structure and how they are influenced by it.

Key Concepts
scientific generalization social system sociology
social structure sociological imagination  stereotype

Study Questions

1. How issociology different from common sense? Can you think
of something that many people believe and that could be tested
through sociological research?

2. What did Harriet Martineau and W. E. B. Du Bois contribute to
sociology? How was their work especially significant in terms
of “firsts’?

3. What do you think is the point of the story about Rosa Parks?
What do her actions and the results of her actions show about
the relationship of an individual to her or his society?

4. How is ascientific generalization different from a stereotype?
What do you think makes it easy to believe stereotypes? What
can people do to counter some especially harmful stereotypes,
such as those related to race, nationality, or disability?
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Chapter 2
CULTURE AND SOCIALIZATION

D 0 human beings haveinstincts? M ost peoplewould say yes. They
are likely to mention the impulse for survival, people’s desire for sex, a
mother’s knowledge of how to take care of her child, and the ability of
anyone to find food and eat it. But let us stop to consider a scientific
definition of instinct: behavior that is inborn and complex and that does
not vary within the species. This is the definition used by biologists,
sociologists, and anthropologists.

Let ustake alook at each of the four parts of this definition:

¢ Aninstinct is a behavior. This means that it is something that
someone actually does and may be observed. By this definition,
having a feeling about something would not be considered an
instinct, because a feeling is not a behavior and because one
person cannot directly observe another’s feelings. One can only
imagine someone’ s feelings on the basis of what the other person
says or does.

¢ An instinct is inborn, not learned. Can you remember many
specific details of your everyday life before the age of five? A
good deal of learning went on during thosefirst few years of your
life. If you cannot remember the process of learning how to
speak, how to walk, how to drink from a cup, or many other
behaviorsthat you now takefor granted, those behaviors may feel
as though they were instinctive. However, if you learned a
particular behavior, it is not an instinct.

¢ Aninstinctiscomplex. If someone strokesthe cheek of anewborn
infant, and the infant turns and sucks whatever is there, that is a
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reflex. Itisasimple behavior, not acomplex one. Drives, such as
hunger and sex, are also simple. Anything that can be classified
as areflex or adrive does not qualify as an instinct.

¢ An instinct does not vary within the '
species. For example, birds of each
species are consistent in their complex
behaviors. All robins get their food the
same way, build their nests the same
way, matethe sameway, and feed their
young the same way. Humans, on the
other hand, show a great deal of
variety in the ways we get our food,
build our homes, make love, and take obi all uiI dtheir neststhe
care of children. Although there are  sme way and care for their
some consistent patterns within a young the same way. Unlike
society in the ways that people do humans, their actions are
thesethings, these patternswill bevery directed by instinct. (Photo by

Anthony Marquette)

different from the customs of another
society. Because all humans are of the same species (homo sapiens),
an instinctive behavior would have to be the same in all societies.

HOW HUMANS SURVIVE: CULTURE

On the basis of these four criteria—behavioral, inborn, complex, and
invariable within the species—sociologists conclude that humans do not
have instincts. But then how do we survive? We spend our whole lives
learning.

Thislearning begins at birth and goes at great speed for the first five
yearsof life. So by thetimewe arefiveyearsold, we already “know” what
is considered to be “normal” behavior for men and for women. We know
how to use the toilet. We know how to eat. We look at our parents and
know that daddies are bigger than mommies, unlesswe have atall mother,
or no mother, or no father, or two mothers, or two fathers. What we learn
during those first five years forms the basis for what we define as normal,
right, and true.

40 CHAPTER 2—CULTURE AND SOCIALIZATION



Much of what we learn is shared by other people who live in our
society. So these beliefs and ways of behaving are not purely individual,
but are collective. We call these shared learnings culture. A formal
definition of culture is the set of beliefs, values, attitudes, and norms that
prescribe the behavior expected of groups, communities, or whole
societies.

VALUES, NORMS, AND SANCTIONS

Two important termsin this definition are values and norms. Values
are general ideas about what isgood, true, and desirable that are shared by
people in a group, community, or society. Note that values are general.
They do not give us specific information about what to do in particular
circumstances, but rather provide broad principles, such as freedom or
generosity. Norms, on the other hand, are specific rules for behavior that
are linked to consequences. For example, pay your taxes or you will have
to pay afine.

Folkways and Mores

This mention of consequences leads into a discussion of two types of
norms whose violation can produce very different kinds of reactions. The
first sociologist to suggest thisclassification wasWilliam Graham Sumner
(1906), who called these two types of cultural norms folkways and mores.
Folkways are a society’s common customs, collective habits that satisfy
everyday needs—such as ways of consuming food, selecting clothing,
keeping one’s body clean, and interacting with other people. If someone
violates these norms, our reactions may range from curiosity (“They eat
that?” or “What on earth are they wearing?”) to revulsion (“Ugh! He
stinks!” or “What arevolting lack of manners!”). However, we would be
unlikely to demand that someone be arrested, ostracized, or put to death
for violating such norms. On the other hand, there are other norms whose
violation might lead people to think about excluding someone from their
community or even executing that person.
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Sumner called the rules of behavior that generate that type of
sentiment mor es (pronounced like“morays”). These are normsthat people
connect to the well being of the society asawhole. They consider them to
be facts; that is, something they take for granted as absolute reality. To
violate mores constitutes what people define as a serious threat to their
collective way of life, and the consequencestend to be harsh. Examples of
mores include the maintenance of human life and the protection of those
defined asweak, such aschildren, aswell asbeliefsabout normal sexuality
and, most recently, about homeland security. As a result people tend to
have especially strong negative reactions toward murderers, child
molesters, and anyone defined as a terrorist.

Folkways and mores may change as social conditions evolve,
although mores generally change more slowly than folkways. A historical
view is helpful for finding an instance of a change in mores. For example,
during the Middle Ages many people believed that the killing of a close
relative would have to be avenged by killing the killer or one of his close
relativesin order to preserve the family honor. In our present-day society
such an avenger would likely face a charge of murder.

The Relationship of Norms to Values

Norms are closely related to values, as the following examples will
illustrate. In general, Americans like to choose their own partners and to
decide whether they will get married or not. We may or may not consult
our parents or other relatives for advice on the choice of a mate—usually
not. We also like to decide for ourselves how to make a living and what
to do with the money that we earn. W e expect to share it with our spouse
and children, if we have any. We do not feel obliged to share it with
anyone else, although we may choose to do so. In fact, we are often
cautious about offering money to friends or relatives in need, so as not to
insult them. Americansgenerally have an attitude of independence, and do
not like to admit that they cannot earn what they need. So rather than
offering an outright gift of alarge sum of money, we may offer aloan, and
later cancel it if the individual has difficulty with repayment.
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In India many young people still accept marriages arranged by their families.
(Photo by Jaisingh Rathore)

These norms about marriage and money are not the same all over the
world. In India, for example, many young people still accept marriages
that are arranged by their parents. And in many cultures of Africa and the
Middle East, people who earn a considerable amount of money know that
their relatives expect them to share it. At the same time, people who have
money can expect that, if they become needy in the future, their relatives
will share what they have with them.

Another set of American norms is evident in the way we ride
elevators. You may have noticed that as people get on an elevator they
press their own buttons, face forward, stare at their shoes or their
fingernails or at the lighted numbers above the door, and stand fairly
evenly spaced away from everyone else. People who are having a
conversation while waiting for the elevator are likely to stop talking or
lower their voices as they get on. As the elevator fills, there is a specific
set of movements that occurs. It is almost like a dance. Those already on
the inside rearrange themselves to accommodate the newcomers, usually
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without thinking about it. If they then find themselves standing closer to
some peoplethan to others, they make minor movementsto establish more
or less equal distances. As more people get on, everyone shifts again,
standing even closer than before but still maintaining equal spaces. Once
it becomes nearly impossible to maintain any space at all, many people
begin compressing their bodies, standing with their feet closer together
and folding their arms or pressing them to their sides. They also
compensate for the lack of physical distance by substituting social
distance. They do this by avoiding talking with anyone or looking at
anyone—hence the tendency to stare at the indicator lights, even when
they are broken.! As the elevator reaches the higher floors and begins to
empty, people relax their bodies and move farther away from one another,
still without speaking or looking at anyone. To the careful observer, itis
an interesting performance, and yet it all happens automatically.

The norms described above—choosing one’s own mate, keeping
one’sown money, and maintaining personal space on an elevator—are all
related to the value of individualism, whichisacentral valuein the United
States. Thisisin contrast to Japan, for example, where the central value
is family loyalty, or among Native Americans of the Hopi culture, who
place a great emphasis on the value of community. Each culture has one
or more central values, and these values have both positive and negative
aspects. The positive side of individualism is that it tends to make
Americansvalueindependence, initiative, and achievement. The negative
side isthat it can lead to selfishness and a disregard for community.

Sanctions

M ost people conform to norms because they prefer to be accepted by
others, rather than being excluded or ridiculed. If you were to get on an
elevator and stand facing the back, people might stare at you. If you were
to stand very closeto astranger, he or she might become hostile, and some
people might even become violent if they perceived your closeness as

This behavior was actually observed by two of my students, who did a
research project on elevator behavior.
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threatening. Being accepted is a form of reward. Being excluded,
ridiculed, or physically hurt is a punishment.

Sociologists call these rewards and punishments sanctions. Rewards
for following norms are positive sanctions and punishmentsfor violating
norms are negative sanctions. However, the sanctions for cultural norms
seldom need to be applied, because most people internalize those norms
and follow them automatically. Thisinternalization serves people well as
long as they are interacting with others of their own culture. However, a
lack of knowledge of the norms that have been internalized by people of
another culture can cause serious misunderstandings.

Richard Borshay L ee, an anthropologist who did field research among
the !'Kung people in southern Africa, learned about one of their
internalized norms the hard way. At the end of hisfield work, he decided
to show his gratitude for all the help that people had given him by buying
the biggest ox he could find and allowing them to slaughter it for their
annual Christmasfeast. But as soon as he arranged for the purchase of the
oX, he began receiving visits from various members of the community,
who all told him that it was the worst animal in the area and that everyone
would go hungry. He was baffled and became increasingly dismayed right
up to the day of the feast, when it became quite evident that he had made
the right choice. Then when everyone began laughing really hard, he
realized that the whole community had played a huge joke on him and had
managed to maintain the joke for ten days.

When Lee (1969) began asking people why they had done this, he
learned that the 'Kung have no tolerance for someone who becomes
arrogant or boastful, which was how they perceived his pride in the
purchase of the ox. They survive by hunting, which requires the full
cooperation of every man in the community, without anyone placing
himself above the others. So to maintain this equality, they never praise
one another for skill in hunting, but always say the opposite of the reality,
such as to call a good kill a worthless pile of bones. Any !Kung hunter
would understand the routine and would even mock himself. But because
L ee had not grown up among them, he had not internalized this particular
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norm, and so was upset and confused by their mocking assessment of his
wonderful ox.

The Internalization of Norms

Another way of expressing the idea that norms are internalized is to
say that cultureisthe part of society that we carry around within ourselves.
If you have spent time in another country, or if you know someone from
another country, you have likely noticed variationsin the waysthat people
of different culturesthink and behave. Sometimesthose variationsbecome
negatively labeled, as the following example will illustrate. There is a
stereotype among many Americansthat peoplein Parisarerude, and many
French people have the same stereotype about Americans. This
misunderstanding is derived from a difference in folkways. Americans
tend to value straightforwardness and getting things done quickly. When
we walk into a store or restaurant or hail a taxi, we believe that we are
showing consideration for the store clerk, waiter, or taxi driver if we get
right to the point. Many Americans have so completely internalized this
norm that, no matter where in the world they happen to be traveling, such
as in France, they will walk into a store and immediately state what they
wish to purchase. They are similarly straightforward about ordering food
in a restaurant. Then they feel annoyed when the store clerk or waiter
treats them in a cool manner. Some people, after hailing a taxi, will state
their destination even before getting in. Then they are baffled when the
driver takesoff, leaving them on the curb.? They do not understand that the
French person feels annoyed by the American’s lack of attention to the
simple courtesy of saying Bonjour, monsieur (“Good day, sir’) or
Bonjour, madame (“Good day, maam”) before getting down to
business—something that is taken for granted in cultures where people
value human interaction over the accomplishment of tasks. Americanswho
arewilling to learn that simple custom of greeting a person before making
a demand are likely to find the French to be friendly, courteous, and

2This scenario was described by Platt (2000).

46 CHAPTER 2—CULTURE AND SOCIALIZATION



ON THE WEB

www.carla.umn.edu/culture/definitions.htmi
CARLA is the Center for Advanced Research on Language
Acquisition at the University of Minnesota. Because the learning of
language is cultural, this Web site includes a page that shows a
variety of ways that sociologists and anthropologists define the
concept of culture.

http://cecp.air.org/cultural
The Center for Effective Collaboration and Practice has a section of
its Web site that focuses specifically on cultural competence. This
section has links to pages that define cultural competence and
explain why it is important, especially for people working in the
areas of health care and human services.

www.mkgandhi.org

www.kamat.com/mmgandhi/gandhi.htm
These two sites provide information about the life and work of
Mahatma Ghandi, who is mentioned at the end of this chapter.

helpful. However, because people’ shehavioral normsareinternalized and
not quite conscious, it takes some effort to understand and adopt the norms
of another culture.

Another deeply internalized aspect of culture that may create
misunderstanding is a norm related to physical space. Imagine that each
person is standing within a set of circles. The first circleisfor family and
other intimate relationships. There is a larger circle for friends, a larger
one than that for acquaintances, and a still larger one for strangers. The
problem is that each culture has circles of different sizes.

For example, the circle for intimate space in the United States may be
the same as the circle for friends in Latin American cultures, and
acquaintance space in the United States may be space for strangers in
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Latin America. One may imagine a scenario in which two men, one from
V enezuel aand the other from the United States, are having aconversation.
The Venezuelan may begin the conversation standing fairly close to the
North American. Thiswill likely make the latter feel a bit uncomfortable,
although on a subconscious level, and he will automatically take a small
step back. The Venezuelan, in turn, may then feel uncomfortable by the
increased distance, again on a subconscious level, and he will move
forward. During the conversation, the North American may have a vague
sense that the Venezuelan is being aggressive, while the Venezuelan is
beginning to wonder why the other person is so unfriendly. They may not
even see the connection of their impressionsof each other to their different
perceptions of space, although a careful observer might notice that the
Venezuelan is gradually backing the North American across the room.

CULTURAL RELATIVISM AND ETHNOCENTRISM

These examples not only show that people internalize their norms.
They alsoillustrate theimportance of making an effort to understand other
people’s cultures—in other words, to adopt an attitude of cultural
relativism. This means showing equal respect for all cultures. It does not
mean that we have to like or approve of all the characteristics of another
culture or that we will adopt them as our own. In fact, we may find some
cultural features offensive. We only need to respect the right of peopleto
have their own values and practices and to refrain from passing judgment
on something with which we do not relate.

If, on the other hand, we fail to resist the impulse to make that
judgment, and decide that someone of another cultureis stupid, crazy, or
immoral, we are guilty of ethnocentrism. This is the tendency to regard
one’ sown culture asthe standard for judging others. Ethnocentrism simply
does not work these days, because we frequently meet people of other
cultures, such as tourists, business travelers, students, and immigrants.

Although we do not need to feel total appreciation for everything in
every culture, there are certain basic requirements for getting along in a
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multicultural society. These are the open-mindedness and respect that are
the essence of cultural relativism.

SUBCULTURES

The mention of society as multicultural reflects the fact that many
societies do not have asingle culture, but rather anumber of cultureswith
one of them dominant. For example, in the United States there are many
ethnic groups, and those groups often have particular customs, religious
traditions, music, foods, and holidays, as well as strongly held values and
norms. Sociologists refer to these ethnic groups as subcultures.

A subcultureisaway of life that includes some of the values, norms,
and practicesof the mainstream society and has others specific to asmaller
unit within that society. So, for example, Chinese people living in China
are participants in the main culture, but Chinese people living in the
United States constitute a subculture in relation to the dominant Anglo-
American culture. Subcultures may also be based on age, social class,
occupation, religion, and region of the country. Age subcultures are
evident in the different conversational topics and speaking styles of
teenagers and elderly people. Studies of class subculturesreveal avariety
of life styles, ways of raising children, and political views. Each of these
different types of subculture has a variety of beliefs and practices. At the
same time, most people in the United States also participate in the main
culture. Thisparticipation usually involves some knowledge of the English
language, even if not all individuals possess equal fluency; certain
common values, such beliefsabout freedom and hard work; and familiarity
with popular culture asit is presented in the mass media.

SOCIALIZATION

Becauseit was established at the beginning of this chapter that culture
isnot instinctive, one may wonder why it feelsasthoughitis. If itisinside
of us, how did it get there?
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Ch| nese people living in the United Satesare an exampl e of asubculture. (Photo
by Steffen Lorenz)

Earlier we saw that cultureislearned. The specific term for the means
by which cultural learning occurs is socialization. This is the process
through which members of a group, community, or society teach a person
their ways of thinking and behaving. Because there is more than one
meaning of the word “socialize,” it is important to emphasize that, in
sociological terms, to socialize meansto teach. But not all teaching occurs
in the same way or during the same periods of people’s lives. Some of it
isinformal, and some is highly structured. Some teaching occursin very
early childhood, some of it a bit later, and some throughout one’s life.
Sociologists distinguish these different types of socialization by calling
them primary and secondary.

Primary socialization istheteaching of values, norms, language, and
basic human interactions that happens mainly during thefirst five years of
one's life. Examples include toilet training, cooing communication
between a parent and a baby, and the instruction by a parent to a child not
to stare at people. A considerable amount of this teaching is not only
informal but also subconscious. Parents are not always aware of what they
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are teaching their children. Sometimes they may be amused to see a child
taking on their behavior in simple everyday actions, such as when a two-
year-old girl puts on her mother’s hat and walks toward the front door. At
other times they may be dismayed to find their offspring imitating a habit
that the parents do not want them to adopt, such as when a little boy
pretends that a lollipop stick is one of his father’s cigarettes.

Although primary socialization is most intensive during early
childhood, it continues to some extent throughout our lives, as we make
changes in our values and behaviors. An adult may leave the religion of
his or her parents and experience a process of learning new beliefs and
acquiring a new religious identity, or the identity of being nonreligious.
Another person may go into psychotherapy in the hope of eliminating self-
defeating attitudes or behavior.

After early childhood, however, there is another type of socialization
that predominates. Thisis secondary socialization, which isthe teaching
of skills needed by adults, such as knowing how to read, write, and count,
as well knowledge related to one’s occupation. Specific examples of this
process are school, from kindergarten or nursery school through college
or graduate school, and on-the-job training.

We may think of primary socialization as an experience that goes
deep within a person—so that it feels like instinct—and secondary
socialization as knowledge that sits more lightly on the surface of one’'s
personality. We may also distinguish between the two by asking ourselves
what our memories are of life without some particular area of knowledge.
M ost people cannot remember life without language, because language
acquisition occurs at a very early age. It is part of primary socialization.
However, if someone was born of English-speaking parents and began
studying German in high school or college, that person can certainly
remember life before German. An athlete can remember life before soccer
and a musician can remember life before the first guitar. A student can
remember life before becoming a sociology major or a design major or a
future teacher. These skills are all aspects of secondary socialization.
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Game, Play, and the Generalized Other

Another way of explaining socialization was suggested by George
Herbert Mead (1934), a philosopher who taught at the University of
Chicago about a century ago and who has been claimed by the field of
sociology because so many of hisideas contributed to its foundations. An
important focus of his work was the self, which we may define as a
person’s set of perceptions of who he or she is. Mead understood the
human self as social and as evolving over time, from an unsocialized
subject, which he called the “I,” to a member of society, which he called
the “me.” He believed that children pass through three main stages of
social development, and that these stages require interaction with others.

In the play stage the child may take on a
role, as was illustrated above with regard to the
mother’s hat or the father’'s cigarette. The very
young child has the capacity to take on only one
role at a time, without seeing any connection
between that role and others. This stage is one of
pure imitation.

In the next stage, which Mead called the

game stage, the child not only develops an George Herbert Mead
(1863-1931)

awareness of connections between roles but also
beginsto perceive general rulesthat govern theinteractionsbetween them.
At this point the child learns to control his or her behavior and also to
obtain specific reactions of others to that behavior—such as getting a
parent to smile. He or she is beginning to develop a sense of the self asa
unit that can both act and be acted upon—hence the concept of the “me
the object of actions as well as perceptions, including the perception of
one’'s own self. However, the fact that a child is capable of learning the
rulesdoes not mean that thischild believesin them or identifieswith them.
For example, a four-year-old girl may know that eating the cubes in the
sugar bow! will result in a scolding from her mother and to do this
repeatedly will result in some kind of punishment. However, she follows
the rule only while her mother is watching and raids the sugar bowl when
her mother is out of the room.
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The final stage in the development of the self is the adoption of the
generalized other. This refers to the set of norms and values of the
society or community of which oneisamember. To adopt the generalized
other means that the individual has come to identify with the larger unit
and has internalized its norms and values. In so doing the individual
develops a sense of the unity of self and society.

One way of understanding
the distinctions among these
three stages and their
relationship to the evolution of
the social self is by imagining
the concerns of the mother of
three sons® who is hosting a
childless relative as an
overnight guest. The ages of
the boys are two, seven, and
fourteen. Even before Aunt

A young child, who has not yet developed
) o the generdized other, needs to be taught
already having visions of the gpciglly appropriate behavior. (Photo by
two-year-old, still in the play Gracey Stinson)

stage, imitating his aunt’'s

behavior by taking her purse, walking around the house with it, and

Kate arrives, the mother is

possibly scattering the contents. So after showing Kate to the guest room,
she advises her to keep her belongings out of sight in the closet.

The seven-year-old is fairly well behaved, having advanced to the
game stage and knowing the rules, but M om isn’t taking any chances. So
before Kate's arrival she sits him down and warns him that if he touches
anything belonging to hisaunt there will be dire consequences, such asthe
cancellation of next week’s trip to the movies. She does not worry about
the fourteen-year-old because, although he can sometimes be difficult to

3l am deliberately presenting all three children asthe same sex so asto avoid
the debate over potentia differences in the mora development of males and
females.
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get along with, he is generally polite and considerate toward people
outside of the household and would not be likely to take anything
belonging to someone else. In other words, he has absorbed the attitude of
the generalized other where personal property is concerned.

It is obvious that there are people who never reach that final stage of
socialization, because other peopletry to protect themselves against them
by locking their homes and cars and taking other precautions for personal
safety. We may imagine that it would be wonderful to live in a world
where no one ever did anything to harm anyone else and may wonder
whether there might be some way to get everyone to absorb the
generalized other. However, we might ask ourselves whether we would
really want to live in asociety in which no one ever questioned the norms.
It might be peaceful but terribly rigid. It might also set everyone up to be
manipulated by a few unscrupulous leaders who have somehow escaped
from their socialization and have come to believe that the norms do not
apply to them.

Nevertheless, we may be reassured by the fact that Mead found an
escape hatch in his theory. He pointed out that, for most people, the me,
or the controlled self, never completely takes over the I, which is the
imaginative, spontaneous, somewhat wild self. The | is the aspect of the
self that breaks out of routine patterns, that expresses individuality, and
that has fun. It is also the aspect of the self that questions the accepted
ways of doing things.

Obviously not everyone does this to the same degree. There are
people, usually strict conformists, who closely identify the | with the me.
Nevertheless, many other people, even though they understand that life
moves along smoothly when one adopts certain cultural norms, such as
respect for other persons and their belongings, still manage to retain their
creativity and relative independence.

The Dramaturgical Model

Thetension between the spontaneous and the socialized aspectsof the
self was explored in depth by Erving Goffman, a twentieth century
American sociologist who wasvery muchinfluenced by thework of M ead.
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WHERE AM | IN ALL THIS?

Think about a situation in which the “me” aspect of your self is
evident—in other words, a situation in which you are automatically
following the norms of the society or of a group without having to think
about it. Now think about a situation in which the “I” takes over. How
does each of these two situations feel different from the other? Why are
both aspects of your self important?

Goffman analyzed everyday life by means of the dramaturgical
model—that is, the metaphor of a stage performance (Goffman 1959). In
his analysis people present to the world their public self, in order to get
desired results from others, while concealing those aspects of the self that
would defeat their purposes. For example, someoneinterviewing for ajob
needs to display to the prospective employer all the traits that would
indicate good qualifications for the position. At the same time, the job
candidate would withhold information that could bias the interviewer
against him or her. These mightincludereligion, sexual orientation, or the
fact that a female candidate has young children. Goffman thus
demonstrated how people who are most likely to get what they want out
of a social interaction are those who manage to conform to societal
expectations by concealing thel, or the back stage self, and displaying the
me, or the front stage self.

Symbols and Communication

Socialization requires communication, and humans communicate
through symbols. A symbol is a word, action, sign, sound, signal, color,
or object that is used to represent something other than itself, with a
meaning that people of the same culture share. There arereligious symbols
(cross, star of David, lotus, star and crescent), political symbols (flag,
eagle), traffic symbols (lights, sirens), and other everyday symbols (rose
for love, red for danger). Language is communication through symbols,
especially words and gestures, and is an important means of socialization.
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Onceachildlearnsalanguage, parentsand other caregiversare ableto tell
the child what is expected of her or him.

Language is an important aspect of culture because it defines our
reality by helping to communicate our norms and values. For example,
children raised in a traditional Christian household may be taught that to
disobey one’s parentsisasin and is displeasing to God. The parents may
also explain that some sins are so serious that people who commit them
will go to hell. On the other hand, children raised by humanistic parents
are not likely to be familiar with words like “sin” or “hell”—unless they
hear the latter when someone is expressing frustration. The parents will
have other explanations for the need for good behavior, such as by telling
the children that they will be happy if they treat others the same way as
they would like to be treated.

STARTING OVER

As mentioned earlier, the most intensive period of primary
socialization occurs during early childhood. However, sometimes adults
undergo deep changes in their values and behaviors. This is called
resocialization, and it may be defined as the reconstruction of the
individual’ s social self. This process usually involves the actions of other
people on the person being resocialized. It occurs when people enter
psychoanalysis, join a twelve step group, get confined to a prison, or go
through military basic training.

If you have friends in the military, you likely noticed a difference in
them when they came home for their first leave. There was a new
appearance of self-control in their behavior. They stood straighter and
spoke more politely. Gone were the shaggy hair, slouching posture, and
casual attitudes. They had undergone resocialization.

Another experience of resocialization is psychoanalysis. This is a
form of psychotherapy that may be chosen by people who have within
themselves some characteristic that is preventing them from living life the
way they want to. For example, aman who is still single at the age of forty
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and who longs to be married may wonder why he has never been able to
sustain a relationship for any length of time. In the course of
psychoanalysis he may rediscover the pain that he had experienced as a
young child when hisgrandmother quarreled with hismother, disappeared
from his life, and died before there could be any reconciliation. After he
comes to realize that this early experience is at the root of hisinability to
trust women, he may overcome this problem and be on the path to the life
that he desires.

Twelve-step programsare yet another instance of resocialization. For
example, members of Alcoholics Anonymous believe that a person who
wishes to recover from a serious drinking problem needs a thorough
change in mind set. The constant repetition of the words “you just don’t
drink, no matter what” replaces the thought patterns that had previously
led the person to the bottle. A new member is sponsored by a more
experienced one who has maintained a period of sobriety and takes on the
task of teaching the newcomer how to live without alcohol. Frequent
attendance at meetings reinforces this teaching, as do the slogansthat are
on the walls of the meeting places and in the printed literature. The most
successful A.A. members are those who surround themselves with people
who share their goals.

A much less pleasant resocialization process occurs when people
enter prison. Prisonersare stripped of all of their clothing, submitted to an
extremely invasive search of their bodies, and placed in a situation in
which they will be told when to eat, when to sleep, and when to be present
in specific places to be counted. Failure to observe a large number of
highly restrictive rules results in punishment, including solitary
confinement, and prisoners may be berated, ridiculed, and even physically
attacked by the guards. In addition, prisoners frequently intimidate and
abuse newer prisoners. It is the rare person who can maintain a strong
sense of his or her pre-prison identity under the dehumanizing conditions
of incarceration.
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CULTURE AND CREATIVITY

Theforegoing discussion of resocialization may raise questionsabout
the relationship of social learning to individual freedom. It is easy to think
that the process of socialization, whether occurring in early childhood or
later in life, turns people into robots, as though we were all programmed
to think the same way. Self-help groups and new religious movements
have even been accused of “brainwashing” their members. However, the
fact of having been taught almost everything we know does not mean that
this teaching has a complete hold on our minds. People are far more
complex than that.

Human beings have the capacity to be creative about the culture that
they have learned, much as a poet or acomposer iscreative. A poet learns
the same language as everyone else, but then putswords together in away
that no one has ever done before. A composer takes the same musical
theory that other people learn and writes a composition that is different
from what anyone has ever heard.

Some people show a similar creativity with regard to their cultures.
For example, Mahatma Gandhi, the leader of the nonviolent revolution
that freed Indiafrom British rule, wasraised
in aculturethat taught that peoplewere born
into social positions, or castes, from which
they could not move, and thosein the lowest
position were called “outcastes,” or
“untouchables.” But withinthat sameculture
there existed the belief that everyone is part
of the same web of life and that thisweb is
linked to the divine. Thisbelief isat the root
of the Hindu concept of reincarnation and of ,

ahimsa, or non-harming, which includes the % “‘
belief in nonviolence. Gandhi creatively Ghandi used his culture
rethought his cultural values and combined creatively and becamealeader
in a movement for socia

them in a new way. He decided to call the
change.
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untouchables Harijans, which in his language means “children of God,”
and to treat them with respect. Instead of being merely programmed by his
culture, Gandhi used it creatively and became aleader in a movement for
social change.

M ost people lead less dramatic lives than Gandhi’s but nonetheless
have the capacity to be continually evolving. We need only be open to
learning and to thinking critically about what we have learned. We may
decide what we agree with, discard what we find unconvincing, and figure
out how to integrate new learning with our sense of self. Inthisway the“1”
will not only find balance with the “me” but, as M ead suggested, may also
be the source of new ideas that will have an influence on the social
environment.

Key Points

+ Human beings do not have instincts. We survive by means of
culture.

¢ Cultureisthe part of society that is within each person.

¢ Socialization is the teaching of culture.

¢ Symbols are important for communication and socialization.

« Socialization does not program us as though we were robots. We
may think creatively about the values that we have learned and

make changes.

Key Concepts
cultural relativism | and me secondary
culture mores socialization
dramaturgical model norms self
ethnocentrism play stage socialization
folkways primary socialization subculture
game stage resocialization symbol
generalized other sanctions values

Introducing Sociology: A Whole New World

59



Study Questions

1. Why do sociologists believe that human beings do not have
instincts? How is this different from the “common sense” idea
that most people have about this subject?

2. What are the central values in the United States and Japan?
What influence might these different values have on an
important decision that a person would make—such as what to
study in college or whom to marry?

3. What kind of sanction did the !Kung people use with Richard
Borshay Lee? Was it effective? Can you think of asituation in
which aninformal sanction (such asexclusion or ridicule) would
have a powerful effect on your behavior?

4. How does the example of Ghandi show that a person may be a
product of aculture and may also be creative in one's thoughts
and actions? How would you describe the relationship between
his“me” and his“1”?
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