
Chapter 1 



Sociology is the systematic study of human society 
and social interaction. 

 

It is systematic because sociologists apply 
theoretical perspectives and research methods 
while examining human social behaviour. And, they 
study human societies and social interactions in 
order to develop theories of how human behavior is 
shaped by group life and how, in turn, group life is 
affected by individuals. As sociologists examine 
these issues, they begin to use their Sociological 
Imagination. 

 



Sociological Imagination – coined by C. Wright 
Mills is the capacity to shift from the perspective of 
the personal experience to the grander, societal 
scale that has caused or influenced the personal 
experience. This sociological reasoning is the 
ability to see the relationship between individual 
experiences and the larger society. This awareness 
enables us to understand the link between our 
personal experiences and the social contexts in 
which they occur. For example, unemployment and 
suicide are actually related to larger social forces. 
The sociological imagination helps us distinguish 
between personal troubles and social (or public) 
issues. 



Personal troubles are the private problems of 
individuals. As a result these problems must be 
solved by individuals within their immediate 
social settings. For example, a person being 
unemployed may be a personal trouble.   

 

Public issues are matters beyond an 
individual’s control that are caused at a 
societal level. Widespread unemployment 
because of economic changes, such as plant 
closings, is an example of a public issue.  

 



The sociological imagination helps us place 
seemingly personal problems into the larger social 
context and lets us see that some personal 
problems may be related to public issues. 

 

Suicide as a Personal Trouble – Many people think 
if a person commits suicide, it is the result of his 
or her own personal problems, but many of our 
individual experiences may be beyond our 
personal control.  They may be determined by 
society – by its historical development and its 
organization.  In everyday life, we don’t often look 
at personal experiences in these terms.   



Suicide as a Public Issue – We can use the 
sociological imagination to look at the problem of 
suicide as a public issue – a societal problem. For 
example, we may use our sociological imagination 
to understand why suicide rates are so high in 
some Aboriginal communities in Canada. 

 

Early sociologist Emile Durkheim refused to accept 
commonsense explanations of suicide.  In this first 
sociological study to use scientific research 
methods, he discovered suicide to be related to the 
issue of cohesiveness (or lack of cohesiveness) in 
society instead of viewing suicide as an isolated act 
that could be understood only by studying 
individual personalities or inherited tendencies.  

 



Why Study Sociology: 

1. It helps us gain a better understanding of our 
social world and ourselves. 

2. It enables us to see how our behaviour is 
largely shaped by the groups to which we 
belong and the society in which we live. 

3. Examining the world helps us to understand 
that each of us is affected by global 
interdependence – a relationship in which the 
lives of all people are interconnected and any 
one nation’s problems are part of a larger 
global problem. Environmental problems are an 
example.  
 Ted Talk: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=en4XzfR0FE8 

 Oprah: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iVESX5HCq-
s&feature=related 

 

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=en4XzfR0FE8
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iVESX5HCq-s&feature=related
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iVESX5HCq-s&feature=related
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iVESX5HCq-s&feature=related


4. Individuals can make use of sociology on a 
more personal level. That is, it helps us move 
beyond established ways of thinking, and gain 
new insights into ourselves and others. 
According to the sociologist, Peter Berger, 
sociology helps us see that “things are not what 
they seem”.  

5. It provides a new way of approaching problems 
and making decisions in everyday life.  

6. It promotes understanding and tolerance by 
making us look beyond our personal 
experiences, and common sense, as well as 
develops a better understanding of diversity.  

7. Allows us to discover patterns and 
commonalities in human behaviour.  

 



 It is important to understand that one’s 
politics of location can influence the way 
people interpret information from their 
environment or the way they approach 
various problems. Thus, we need to be 
reminded that our way of viewing the world is 
not the only way, nor necessarily the correct 
way.  

 



 Practice the opposite of the expert’s mind, 
which is so filled with facts, assumptions, 
opinions and explanations that it cannot learn 
anything new. 

 You need a beginner’s mind : approaching 
the world without preconceptions in order to 
see things in a new way. 

 Culture Shock 
◦ This state of mind is very useful.  When we 

completely lack an understanding of our 
surroundings, we start to truly perceive what is in 
front of our eyes. 



 It is important to view a problem from more 
than one perspective. 

 Prior assumptions are dangerous. 

 Details that do not fit expected patterns are 
often of crucial importance. 

 Persistence is the key. 

 The study of the humanities is an enterprise 
that is frustrating, exciting, and requires 
considerable courage 

 



 Race is a term used by people to specify 
groups of people distinguished by physical 
characteristics such as skin colour; in fact, 
there are no “pure” racial types, and the 
concept of race is considered by most 
sociologists to be a social construction that 
people use to justify existing inequalities. 

 
 Ethnicity refers to the cultural heritage or 

identity of a group based on factors such as 
language or country of origin. 



 Class is the relative location of person or 
group within a larger society, based on 
wealth, power, prestige, or other valued 
resources. 

 

 Sex refers to the biological and anatomical 
differences between females and males.  

 

 Gender refers to the meanings, beliefs, and 
practices associated with sex differences 
referred to as femininity and masculinity. 

 



 The early sociological thinkers stated what 
they thought society ought to be like, rather 
than describing how society actually was. The 
idea of observing how people lived to find out 
how they thought, and doing so in a 
systematic manner that could be verified, 
began around the Industrial Revolution.  

 

 What about this period might have led to the 
development of sociological thinking? 



 Examine the primary sources given to you 
and discuss the following: 
◦ What do you see? 

◦ What does this tell you about Industrial society? 







This sketch was drawn in 1866, 
around the same time that John 
Snow published his definitive 
studies on cholera transmission. 
The contaminated water supply 
of London, like that of other 
major European capitals, was 
untreated river water.  
 
(Illustration: John Pinwell) 
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 Auguste Comte 
◦ Founder or Father of Sociology 

◦ Coined the term “Sociology” to describe a new 
science that studied society. 

 Harriet Martineau 
◦ Translated Comte’s work into English 

◦ Received little recognition because she was female 

◦ Studied consequences of industrialization and 
capitalism on society, paying special attention to 
differences in class, gender, and race. 



 Herbert Spencer 
◦ Societies developed through survival of the fittest 

◦ Natural Selection dictated that the “fittest” members 
of society would succeed. 

◦ He opposed social programs that favoured the 
“unfit” members of society, as they went against the 
natural selection process. 

◦ Problems with this line of thinking? 



 Emile Durkheim 
◦ Directly opposed to Spencer 
◦ People are a product of their social environment 
◦ Limits of human potential are socially, not 

biologically based. 
◦ “Social Facts” influence our behaviour. 

 Customs, norms that influence society, but were not 
consciously created by society. 

◦ Anomie 
 When there is a mismatch between an individual’s 

values and society’s values.  People have no sense of 
purpose. 

◦ One of the deepest roots of the sociological 
imagination. 



 Karl Marx 
◦ Class conflict is necessary for social change and 

progress 

◦ Economic changes are the most important 

◦ Capitalism is responsible for the poverty in the 
Industrial Revolution 

 The Capital Class (Bourgeoisie) exploit the working 
class (Proletariat). 

◦ Society should be changed since the status quo 
involves oppression of the majority by a few 
wealthy members. 

◦ Problems with this line of thinking? 

 



 Max Weber (VAY-ber) 
◦ Agreed with Marx, but did not place so much 

emphasis on economic change. 

◦ Thought that sociological research should be as 
value-free as possible. 

◦ Put aside your interests and values and try to view 
things from multiple perspectives. 

 



1. Functionalist Perspective 
◦ Assumes society is a stable, 

orderly system. 

◦ It is made up of 
interdependent parts that 
work together to help society 
survive and remain stable. 

◦ Societal consensus: members 
share a set of values, beliefs, 
and behavioural 
expectations. 



Family 
Religion 

Government Economy 

Stable Society 



Talcott Parsons believed there should be a 
division of labour between husband and wife 
for family stability and order. 

 Husbands: Instrumental tasks 
◦ Leadership 

◦ Financial Support 

 Wives: Expressive Tasks 
◦ Managing the home 

◦ Care for children 

◦ Emotional support 



Robert K. Merton classified the various 
functions of society in two ways: 
 Manifest Functions 
◦ Intended and recognized function 

 Latent Functions 
◦ Unintended and unacknowledged 

 

Merton also acknowledged that not all features 
of a society are functional at all times. 
 Dysfunctions are undesirable consequences 

of any element of society. 



 Example: Cell Phones 
◦ What is its manifest (intended) function? 

 To help us communicate 

◦ What might be a latent (unintended) function? 

 Use the reverse camera to check for lettuce in my teeth 

 Disconnects us from other bc we stare at our screens 
rather than interact with those around us. 

◦ Dysfunction? 

 Bullying 

 Distraction while driving 



 Assumes that groups in society are engaged 
in a continuous power struggle for control of 
scarce resources (such as…?) 

 

 One group benefits at the expense of 
another. 

 

 The masses are not bound to society by their 
consensus on shared values, but by coercion 
at the hands of those in power. 



 Karl Marx saw class (economic) inequality as a 
driving force of conflict in society, but Weber 
and more recent theorists find social conflict 
between any groups in which the potential for 
inequality exists: racial, gender, religious, 
political, economic, and so on. 
 

 Functionalist and conflict perspectives focus 
on macrolevel analysis – an examination of 
whole societies, large scale social structures, 
and social systems.    
 
 



 Feminism is the belief that all people – both 
women and men – are equal and that they 
should be valued equally and have equal 
rights. 
 

 Feminist perspectives focus on the 
significance of gender in understanding and 
explaining inequalities between men and 
women in the household, in the paid labour 
force, and in the realms of politics, law, and 
culture. 
 



 Feminist perspectives assume that gender 
roles are socially created rather than 
determined by one’s biological inheritance, 
and that change is essential for people to 
achieve their human potential without limits 
based on gender.   

 

 Feminism assumes that society reinforces 
social expectations through social learning. 

 



 Began as a result of the belief that traditional 
sociological theory did not acknowledge the 
experiences of women. Written by men, sociology 
involved the study of men and not humankind, much 
less women; sociology examined only half of social 
reality. 
 

 Feminist scholar, Dorothy Smith argued that 
sociological methods, concepts, and analyses were 
products of the “male social universe.”  If women 
appeared at all, it was as men saw them and not as 
women saw themselves. In this way, feminist 
sociologists argued, sociology was actually 
contributing to the subordination and exploitation of 
women (Anderson, 1996). 

 
Emma Watson- He for She Campaign 
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 People use symbols to interpret day to day 
interactions.  (Symbols are often agreed upon 
in a culture, so that people have similar 
interpretations.) 

 People behave based on how they interpret a 
situation, not based on how it may actually 
be. 

 Society is thus socially constructed through 
human interpretation. 

 Society as a whole is made up of all our 
interpretations, added together. 
 
 
 
 



 Focuses on microlevel analysis – an examination 
of everyday interactions in small groups rather 
than large-scale social structures. 

 

 The belief is that society is the sum of the 
interactions of individuals and groups. George 
Herbert Mead and Herbert Bloomer were the co-
founders of this perspective. 



 Problems: 
◦ Places too much emphasis on the individual and 

small group behaviour and ignores the larger forces 
affecting their behaviour. 



 Believes that all the existing theories have 
been unsuccessful in explaining social life in 
modern societies. 

 Postmodernists question everything in order 
to establish what is true. 



 Research is the process of systematically 
collecting information for the purposes of 
testing an existing theory or generating a 
new one.  

 



Not all sociologists conduct research in the 
same manner. 
 Quantitative Research is based on the goal of 

scientific objectivity and focuses on data that 
can be measured with numbers. 

 Qualitative Research uses interpretive 
description (words) rather than statistics 
(numbers) to analyze underlying meanings 
and patterns of social relationships.  Some 
observations are best described verbally 
rather than through numbers. 



1. Select and define the research problem 

2. Review the literature 

3. Formulate the hypothesis 

4. Develop the research design 

5. Collect the data 

6. Analyze the data 

7. Draw conclusions and report the findings 



How do sociologists know which research 
method to use?  Which method is best for a 
particular problem?  Research methods are 
strategies or techniques for systematically 
conducting research. We will briefly look at 
four methods:  

1. Surveys 

2. Analysis of existing statistical data 

3. Field studies 

4. Experiments.  

 



 A survey is a poll in which the researcher gathers 
facts or attempts to determine the relationship 
among facts. 

 Survey data are collected using questionnaires 
and interviews. 

 STRENGTH: makes it possible to study things that 
are not directly observable – such as people’s 
attitudes and beliefs 

 WEAKNESS: the use of standardized questions 
may force people into categories they may not 
belong.  Also, it relies on self-reported 
information, and some people may be less than 
truthful because of social desirability bias, or in 
emotionally charged issues.  (Example: Tucson 
Garbage project.) 



 Researchers use existing material and analyze 
data in the public record, originally collected by 
others. (ex: vital statistics) 

 STRENGTHS: Data is readily available and 
inexpensive to obtain.  Also, the researcher is not 
collecting data personally, so bias is reduced. 

 WEAKNESS: the data may be inaccurate, 
inauthentic, or incomplete 

 Also includes content analysis, which involves 
examining artifacts (diaries, movies, garbage) to 
draw conclusions about social life by looking for 
patterns. 

 



 The study of social life in its natural setting- 
observing and interviewing people where they 
live, work, and play.  

 Participant observation – the process of 
collecting systematic observations while 
being part of the activities of the group you 
are studying. 

 Ethnography- a detailed study of the life and 
activities of a group of people by researchers 
who may live with that group over a period of 
years. 



 A carefully designed situation in which the 
researcher studies the impact of certain 
variables on subjects’ attitudes or behavior. 

 Experiments are designed to create “real life” 
situations under controlled circumstances. 

 STRENGTH: Can  be conducted with little time 
and money, and with few participants.  Easily 
replicated to strengthen the validity. 

 WEAKNESS: Social processes that occur in a 
lab setting often do not occur the same way 
in real-life settings.  



The study of people (“human subjects”) raises 
vital questions about ethical concerns in 
sociological research. Past abuses have led to a 
code of ethics being established.  The code 
weighs the societal benefits of the research 
against the potential physical and emotional 
costs to participants.   

 



1. Participation must be voluntary – no one can 
be enticed, coerced or forced. 

2. The subjects cannot be harmed in any way – 
physically, psychologically, or personally. 

3. Must respect rights of the subject – 
anonymity and confidentiality. 

4. Must report all findings – including 
unexpected or negative findings. 



Sociologists are committed to following this 
code, however many ethical issues arise that 
cannot be resolved easily, such as how honest 
a researcher should be with subjects, how far 
the “right to know” goes before the “right to 
privacy” begins. Let’s look at a specific case. 



 Studied homosexuality for his doctoral 
dissertation. 

 His research focused on homosexual acts 
between strangers in “tearooms” (public 
restrooms in parks).  

 He did not ask permission of his subjects nor did 
he inform them they were being studied. 

 His research proved many myths about 
homosexuality to be untrue, but the controversy 
surrounding his study has never been resolved.  

 Do you think his research was ethical? 

 


