Sociology transition activity 2025

This work is designed to prepare you for studying A-level Sociology. As we don’t offer Sociology at GCSE at The Grey Coat
Hospital so it is important that you arrive in September with a basic knowledge of sociological concepts and
perspectives. | don’t mind if you complete the work as a word document, in writing or as an amended version of this
document.

What is Sociology?
Task 1

e Read an ‘introduction to sociology Anthony Giddens and Philip Sutton’ then answer the
questions.
e Do not write any more than 2 sides.
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WHAT IS SOCIOLOGY?

-

How did this world come about? Why are
the conditions of life today so different from
those of the past? Why is the human world
riven with such gross inequalities? Where
are today’s societies heading in the future? If
you have ever asked yoursedf such large ques-
tions, then consider yvourself a novice soci-
ologist. These and many more are among the
prime concerns of sociology, a field of study
that has a fundamental role to play in modern
life.

Sociology can be simply defined as the
scientific study of human ife, social groups,
whole societies and the human world as such.
It can be a dazzling and concpelling enterprise,
as its subject matter is our own behaviour as
social beings in relationships with many other
people. The scope of sociology is extremely
wide, ranging from the analysis of passing
encounters between individuals on the street
to the investigation of crime, international
reladons and global forms cf terrorism.

Most of us see the world in terms of the
familiar features of our own lives - our
families, friendships and working lives, for
example. But sociology insists that we take a
broader view in order to understand why we
act in the ways we do. It teaches us that much
of what we regard as natural, inevitable, good
and true may not be so, and that things we take
for granted are actually shaped by historical
events and social processes., Understanding
the subtle yet complex and profound ways in
‘which our individual lives reflect the contexts
of our social experience is basic to the sociolo-
gist’s outlook.

What to expect from this
chapter

This chapter is the first of a block of three.
Taken together, these provide a broad intro-
duction to sociology: what it is, where it came
from, how it developed over time, how soci-
ologists go about their work and what kinds
of explanations they use. As the opening to
the whole book, this chapter provides a brief
introduction to what sociolegy is, how and why

it came into existence and what it is used for,
Chapter 2 then covers how sodologists actu-
ally 'do’ sociology. It describes the questions
they ask, the wide range of research methods
they use to answer those questions and how
they assess their findings. It ako tackles the
thorny issue of whether sociology is a science
atall.

Chapter 3 looks at sociological theories.
Theories are an essential part of all academic
subjects because they allow us to provide
explanations rather than simplylisting a series
of facts, For example, we might find that the
proportion of married women in the UK who
are in work today is higher than in the 1950s.
The bare statistics are certaindy useful, but
they are crying out for an explanation - why
are more married women workeng today than
in the past? - and that is what good theories
provide. They try to tell us why something
has happened or changed and in that way
they broaden our knowledge. In chapter 3
you will find some important modern socio-
logical theories such as feminism, functional-
ism, structuration theory, figurational stud-
ies, postmodernism and more. You should
not be put off by these apparently difficult
terms. They are really just a shorthand way
of describing the different ways that soci-
ologists interpret and understand the social
world,

In the rest of this chapter we first discuss
sociology as a way of thinking about the world
or as a different way of seeing which, once
you have mastered it, becomes very difficult
to avoid. In short, once a sociologist, always a
sociologist! World events, personal relation-
ships, family life, internationad politics and
much more: you will see all of these in a differ-
ent light once you have developead a sociologi-
cal way of seeing and thinking.

Second, we introduce the ideas of some of
the very earliest sociological thinkers of the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries -
those who essentially founded modern soci-
ology as an academic discipline. We connect
these thinkers to the times they lived through
in order to illustrate the new social problems
they tried to solve and how they went about



it. We then discuss some of the approaches to
sociology that came afterwards. However, this
is not a comprehensive list, and you will need
to read chapter 3 an "Theories and Perspec-
tives' for the more recent theories.

Third, we look at some of the uses of
sociology. Many students are attracted to
sociology because they have a desire to help
others and see the subject as a way into a
suitable ‘people-centred’ career. For exam-
ple, sociology graduates find careers in the
caring professions, social work, teaching
or the criminal justice system. Others use
their research skills and knowledge to good
effect in management, market research, local
and national government administration
or research consultancy. Still others (after
more study) become professional sociologists
working in universities and colleges. Studying
sociology can be the first step on the path w0
a rewarding and satisfying career. However,
others study sociology simply because they
want to understand better the world we live in.
This is sociology as a kind of personal enlight-
enment, which may or may not lead down a
particular career path.

Some sociologists use their training and
skills to try to improve the world by Interven-
ing to change an existing situation. This is
‘applied sociology’, and much of the research
on social problems such as homelessness,
poverty, unemployment, drug addictdon, self-
harm, and so on, is applied research. Based on
their findings, applied researchers may try out
possible solutions or make recommendations
for changes to government policies or service
provision.

Finally, the chapter ends with recent ideas
of the need for sociologists to engage with the
general public and the media if sociology is 1o
have a greater impact on society, We are used
to seeing psychologists, historians and politi-
cal scientists as experts on television news and
documentaries, but rarely do we see sociolo-
gists. This section discusses why this is so and
what sociologists can do about it. However,
we begin by outlining what it means to “think
saciologically’ - a basic prerequisite to the
practice of ‘doing sociology’.

What is Sociology?

The sociological
imagination

Learning to think sociologically means culti-
vating our imagination. Studying sociology is
not just a routine process of acquiring knowl-
edge from books like this one. A soclologist has
to be able to break free from the immediacy of
their personal circumstances to see things ina
wider social context. Doing sociological work
depends on developing what the American
sociologist C. Wright Mills (1970), in a famous
phrase, called a soctolagical imagination.

The sociological imagination demands that
we should ‘think ourselves away’ from the
fam liar routines of our daily lives in order to
look at them from a new point of view. The
best way to illustrate this is with something
many millions of people do every day without
a second thought, the simple act of drink-
ing a cup of coffee. What could we possibly
find to say, from a sociological point of view,
abouat such a commonplace and uninterest-
ing act?

F rst, coffee is not just a refreshing drink but
it has symbolic value as part of our day-to-day
soclal activities. Often the rituals associated
with coffee drinking are more important than
consuming the drink itself. The moming cup
of eoffee is often the centrepiece of a personal
routine and an essential first step to starting
the day. Morning coffee can then be followed
later in the day by coffee with others - the
basis of & group, not just an individual ritual.
Two people who arrange to meet for coffee
are probably more interested in socializing
and chatting than drinking coffee. In all soci-
etles, drinking and eating provide occasions
for social interaction, and these offer a rich
subject matter for sociological study.

Second, coffee contains caffeine, a drug
which has a stimulating effect on the brain,
and many people drink coffee for the ‘extra
lift" it provides. Long days at the office or late
nights studying sociology - some students do
this, we are told - are made more tolerable by
regular coffee breaks. Coffee is a habit-forming
substance, but coffee addicts are not regarded
as ‘drug users’. This is because, like alcohol,
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Meeting friends for coffee is part of a social ritual which also situates people within their
broader social context

coffee is a socially acceptable drug, whereas
cocaine and heroin, for example, are not. Yet
some societies tolerate the consumption of
cocaine but frown on both coffee and alcohol.
Sociologists are interested in why these differ-
ences exist and how they came about.

Third, when we drink a cup of coffee we
are unwittingly caught up in a complex set of
social and economic relationships that stretch
right across the planet, Coffee links people
in the wealthiest and the n:ost impoverished
parts of the world. Itis consumed mainly in the
relatively rich countries but grown primarily in
relatively poor ones. Coffee is one of the most
valuable commodities in international trade,
providing many countries with their largest
source of foreign exchange. The production,
transportation and distribution of coffee
require continuous transactions between
people thousands of miles away from the
coffee drinker. Studying such global connec-
tions is an important task for sociologists,

Fourth, sipping coffee is not ‘natural’ but
presumes a long process of social, politi-

cal and economic development. Along with
other familiar items of Western diets - like tea,
bananas, potatoes and white sugar - coffee
became widely consumed only from the late
1800s, though it was fashionable among social
elites before then. The drink originated in the
Middle East, but its mass consumption dates
from the period of Western colonial expan-
sion more than 200 years ago. Virtually all
the coffee we drink today comes from areas
such as South America and Africa that were
colonized by Europeans. The drink is not a
‘natural’ part of the Western diet, however
normal buying and consuming coffee appears
to people today.

Finally, coffee has been ‘branced’ and polit-
icized within current debates about globaliza-
tion, international fair trade, human rights
and environmental damage. The decisions
consumers make about what kind of coffee 1o
drink and where to buy it are political as well
as lifestyle choices. Some people drink only
organic coffee, decaffeinated caffee or coffee
that is ‘fairly traded’ through schemes that



coffee plant

pay the full market price to small producers in
developing countries. Others patronize ‘inde-
pendent’ coffee houses rather than ‘corporate’
chains such as Starbucks and Costa.

When we begin to develop a sociological
imagination, our morning coffee becomes a
thing of great fascination which we approach
with a new understanding. Indeed, as we will
see throughout the book, the best sociological
studies always tell us something we did not
know before or make us sce the familiar
routines and patterns of life in new ways.

™

IHINKING CRITICALLY
Sociology deepens our understanding
of routine activities such as coffee
drinking, but it has been argued
that sociological research findings
could also lead to changes in
behaviour. In what ways might a wider
understanding of the ‘sociology of
coffee’ lead individuals to alter their

\_ own behaviour?

What is Soclology?

1d societies

It is often said that sociology is simply the
‘'science of soclety’. But what then is 'soci-
ety’? When sociologists speak of a society,
they generally mean a group of people living
in a bounded territory who share common
cultural features such as language, values
and basic norms of behaviour, Hence we can
discuss, say, French society, Danish society or
Argentinian society. However, ‘society’ also
includes institutions - such as particular types
of government, education systems and family
types - and the relatively stable relationships
between them. The enduring patterns formed
by relationships among people, groups and
institutions form the basic social structure of
a society. When we start thinking about social
life through the concepts of society, institu-
tlons and social structures, we are beginning
to use a sociological imagination and to ‘think
sociologically’.

Adopting a sociological imagination allows
us to see that events that affect the individual
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person actually reflect larger social issues.
Divorce, for instance, may be emotionally
waumatic for someone who goes through
it - what Mills calls a ‘personal trouble’. But
the level of divorce is also a significant ‘public
issue' that has an impact on pension provi.
stons, welfire benefit systems and housing
need, Simikrly, losing a job and being unable
to find another one quickly may be a personal
wragedy for the Individual. However, it Is far
more than a matter of private despair when
millions of neople find themselves in the same
sttuation; It ls a public issue expressing broad
economic and social trends.

Try (o apply a sociological imagination to
your own L¥e. It Is not necessary to think only
of troubling events. Consider why you are
tumning the pages of this book at all - why did
you decide to study saciology? You could be a
reluctant scciology student (surely not?) taking
a course to fulfil the degree requirement for a
career in law, teaching, journalism or manage-
ment. Or you might just be enthusiastic 1o
understand better the world you live in. What-
ever your motivation. you are likely to have
a good deal in common, without necessarily
knowing I, with other sociology students. This
is because your private decision also reflects
your position within the wider society,

Do any of the following characteristics apply
1o you? Areyou young? White? From a profes-
sional or white-collar background? Have you
done, or do you still do, some part-time work
to boost your Income? Do you want to find
a good job when you finish your educaton
but are not especially dedicated to study-
ing? More than three-quarters of readers will
answer ‘yes' to all of these questions. That Is
because uriversity students are not typical of
the population as a whole but tend to be drawn
from more privileged soclal groups, and thelr
attitudes generally reflect those held by friends
and acquantances, The social backgrounds
from which we come have a great deal to do
with the kind of lifestyle cholces we make.

On the other hand, none of the characteris-
tics above may apply to you. You might come
from a minarity ethnle group, from & working-
class familr or from a background of relative

poverty. You may be in mid-life or older. All the
same, we can make some entative assump.-
tions about you. You are likely to have had two
struggle to get where you are; you probably
had to overcome hostile reactions from [riends
and others who thought you were guite mad
1o glve up a decent job, take on a large debt or
risk failing, and you may well be combining
higher education study with full-time parent-
hood. For sociologists, there is no such thing
as the ‘isolated individual” who makes choices
without any reference to other people.

While we are all influenced by soclal
context, our behaviour is never determined
entirely by that context. Sociolegy investi-
gates the connections between what soclety
makes cf us and what we make of society and
ourselves, Our activities both structure - or
give shape to - the social world around us and,
at the same time, are structured by that world.
The social contexts of our lives are not a mass
of completely random events and actions; they
are structured, or patterned, In distinet ways.
There are certain regularities in the ways we
behave and in the relationships we have with
one anather,

Although the Idea of a 'structure’ reminds
us of a building, social structures are not really
like phwsical structures, which, once built,
exist independently of our actions. Human
societies are always In the process of siructur-
ation (Giddens 1984), That is, they are recon-
structed at every moment by the very ‘building
blocks” that compose them - human beings
like us. Consider again the case of coffee. A cup
of coffee does not drop into your hands, You
choose % go to a particular coffee shop, you
choose whether to drink a latte, a cappuccino
or an espresso, As you make those decisions,
along with millions of other people, you also
help 10 shape the world market for coffee, and
that affects the lives of coffee producers in
distant countries whom you will never meet.

In recent decades, the malleable character
of social structures has been dramartically
demonstrated, The communist regimes of
Eastern Europe, including the former Soviet
Union, collapsed rapidly in the late 19808 and
19905 as ordinary people ook to the streets 1o



protest at the lack of freedom and economic
development. No one foresaw that the appar-
ently solid and unyielding soclal structures
of communism would wilt as people simply
withdrew their legitimacy from the regimes
and their leaders. In 2011, countries of the
Middle East and North Africa saw numerous
uprisings against authoritarian governments
in the region as people expressed their dissat-
Isfaction and called for change. In Libya, the
42-year regime of Colonel Muammar Gaddafi
was ended and, in Egypt, President Hosnl
Mubarak was forced from office after protest-
ers took over Tahrir Square in the capital city,
Cairo. Such revolutionary events show us that
social structures are always ‘In process’ and
are never set in stone, however solid or ‘natu-
ral' they may feel,

The development of
sociological thinking

When they begin studying sociology, many
students are puzzled by the diversity of theo-
ries they encounter. Sociology has never been
a discipline where a single body of ideas is
accepted as valid by everyone, though some
theories have been more widely accepted
than others. Sociologists often disagree about
how to study human behaviour and how
research findings should be interpreted. This
is quite normal and is an aspect of all scientific
subjects. However, unlike physics or chemis-
try, sociology involves studying ourselves, and
this can severely challenge our long-beld views
and attitudes. Sociology can be very unsettding
and disturbing, Nonetheless, we have to make
every effort to set aside our emotional and
political commitments, at least while we are in
the process of ‘doing sociology'. If we do not,

What Is Sociology?

then there is a risk that we will be misled and
our findings will not be valid,

Theories and theoretical
perspectives

It Is a fact that I bought a cup of coffee this
morning, that it cost a certain amount of
money and that the coffee beans used to make
itwere grown in Central America. But in sociol-
ogy we also want to know why things happen,
and that means we have to construct theories
which explain the bare facts. For Instance, we
know that many millions of people now use
the Intemet and social networking sites to stay
in touch with friends or maintain an online
diary. But this Is a very recent development
which begs some questions. Why did Internet
use spread so rapidly? Why did online soclal
media come about and why do so many people
get Involved with them? Why are younger
people more likely to use social media than
older people? What impact is social media
having on earlier forms of communication? To
address questions such as these, we need to
collect and assemble the evidence and engage
in theorizing.

Theorizing means constructing abstract
interpretations of events using a series of logi-
cally related statements that explain a wide
variety of empirical or ‘factual’ situations.
A theory about soclal media, for example,
would be concerned with identifying how
communications technology has developed
over time and what were the prerequisites for
thelr success, [n the best sociology, factual
research and explanatory theories are closely
related. We can only develop valid theoreti-
cal explanations if we are able to test them by
means of empirical research; soclological
theories are not mere speculation, Contrary to
popular belief, the facts do not speak for them-
selves; they need to be interpreted, and inter-
pretation takes place within a set of underlying
theoretical assumptions. Many sociologists
work primarily on factual research projects,
but, unless they are guided by some knowl-
edge of theory, their work is unlikely to explain
satisfactorily the complexity they find., This is
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In this painting by Brueghel, a chaotic range of often bizarre activities can be ssen which

collectively make little sense. However, the title

- Netherlandish Proverbs — providas the key

to mterpreting the painting. There are more than a hundred proverbs illustrated here that
were commaon in the sixteerth century. For example, at the bottom left someaone is ‘banging
their head against a brick wall', on which sits a man who is ‘armed 1o the teeth’. The evidence
collected by sociologists can appear aimilarly unintelligible unless it is st within the context
of a general theory which guides our interpretation of the facts

true even of research carried out with strictly
practical objectives.

Many people see themselves as essentially
practical and ‘down to earth’ and are suspi-
cious of theorists and thearies which seem
far removed from their everyday life. Yet all
apparently practical decisions make some
theoretical assumptions. The manager of a
business, for example, may have no regard for
‘theory'. Nonetheless, she might also believe
that her employees are motivated by monetary
rewards and that the promise of these leads
them to work hard. This is a simple underlying
theoretical interpretation of human behav-
iour, which the manager takes for granted
without realizing or acknowledging it. An
alternative view is that most people work in
order to make a decent life for their families

10

and monetary reward is merely a means to
that less individualistic end. Once we begin to
look for satisfactory interpretaticns of human
actions we have to become interested in
competing theories.

Without some kind of theoretical approach,
we do not even know what to look for when
beginning a study or when interpreting results
at the end of the research process. But the
interpretation of factual evidence is not the
only reason for theorizing. Theoretical think-
ing must also tackle general problems of how
social life can and should be studied in the
first place. Should sociological methods be
modelled on the natural sciences? How can we
conceptualize human consciousness, social
action and social institutions? How can soci-
ologists avoid introducing perscnal bias into



their research? Should they even try? There
are no easy answers to such questions, which
have been answered in different ways since
the emergence of sociology in the nineteenth

century.

Founders of sociology

Human beings have long been curious about
the sources of their own behaviour, but for
thousands of years attempts to understand
people relied on ways of thinking passed down
from generation to generation, Before the rise
of modemn sciences, ‘folkways' - traditional
knowledge and practices passed down though
generations - held sway in most communities,
and these persisted well into the rwentieth
century. One example is people’s understand-
ing of their health or illness. Older people,
with a good knowledge of a community’s
folkways, provided advice on how to prevent
illness and cure diseases. Reflecting on his
American childhood in Lawrence County,
Kentucky, Cratis Williams gives us a flavour of
the Appalachian culture of the time (Williams
2003: 397-8):

A plaque of lead suspended on a string
around a child’s neck warded off colds
and kept witches away while the child was
sleeping. Children plagued by nightmares
could wear these lead charms to assure
themselves of sweet sleep and pleasant
dreams, for nightmares were caused by
witches and evil creatures that could not
operate in the presence of lead. Adults given
(o snoring and nightmares sought relief by
smelling a dirty sock as they went to sleep.

In today’s modern societies, very few
people advocate such measures or hold simi-
lar beliefs. Instead, a more scientific approach
to health and illness means that children
are vaccinated against previously common
diseases and taught that nightmares are
normal and generally harmless, Pharmacies
do not routinely sell smelly socks to cure snor-
ing either. The origins of systematic studies of
social life lie in a series of sweeping changes
ushered in by the French Revolution of 1789
and the mid-eighteenth-century Industnal

What is Sociology?

fevolution in Europe, These events shat-
tered older, traditional ways of life, and the
founders of sociology looked to understand
how such radical changes had come about.
But, in doing so, they also developed more
systematic, scientific ways of looking at the
social and natural worlds, which challenged
conventional religious beliefs.

Auguste Comte

No single individual can found a whole field
of study, and there were many contributors to
early sociological thinking. However, particu-
lar prominence is usually given to Auguste
Comte (1798-1857), who invented the word
‘sociology’ around 1840. Comte had originally
used the term ‘social physics’ to describe the
new subject, but some of his intellectual rivals
at the time were also using that term, To distin-
guish his own approach from theirs he coined
the term ‘sociology’ - the systematic study of
the social world.

Comte’s thinking reflected the turbulent
events of his age. He looked to create a science
of society that would discover the ‘laws’ of
the social world, just as natural science had
discovered laws in the natural world. Although
he recognized that each scientific discipline
has its own subject matter, Comte thought
that a similar logic and scientific method could
be applied to them all. Uncovering the laws
that govern human societies could help us to
shape our destiny and improve the welfare of
all humanity.

Comte wanted sociology to become a
‘positive science’ that would use the same
rigorous methods as astronomy, physics and
chemistry. Positiviam is a doctrine which says
that science should be concemned only with
observable entities that are known directly to

n
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experience, On the basis of careful observa-
tion, laws can then be inferred that explain
the relationships between those observed
phenomena. By understanding the causal
relationships between events, scientists can
then predict how future events will occur,
A positivist approach In sociology aims to
produce knowledge about society based on
evidence drawn from observation, compari-
son and experimentation,

Comte argued that human efforts to under-
stand the world have passed through three
broad stages: the theological, the metaphysi-
cal and the positive. In the theological stage,
thinking was guided by religious ideas and a
belief that society was an expression of God's
will. In the metaphysical siage, society came
to be seen in natural rather than supernatural
terms, with events being explained by refer-
ence to natural laws. The positive stage,
ushered in by the discoveries of Copernicus,
Galileo and Newton, encouraged the applica-
tion of scientific methods. Comte regarded
sociology as the last of the sciences to develop,
but he argued that it was also the most signifi-
cant and complex.

In the latter part of his career, Comte was
keenly aware of the state of the society in which
he lived and was concerned with the inequali-
ties produced by industrialization and the
threat they posed to social cohesion. The long-
term solution, in his view, was the production
~of moral consensus through a new ‘religion of
humanity’ to hold soclety together despite the
new patterns of inequality, Although Comte's
vision was never realized, his contribution in
founding a science of society was important to
the later professionalization of sociology as an
academic discipline.

Emile Durkheim

The ideas of another French sociologist, Emile
Durkheim (1858-1917), had a more lasting
impact on sociology than those of Comte.
Durkheim saw sociology as a new science that
turned traditional philosaphical questions
into sociological ones which demanded real-
world - empirical - research studies. He argued
that we must study social life with the same
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objectivity as scientists study the natural world,
which he summed up in his famous injunction
to ‘study social facts as things'. By this he meant
that social institutions have a hard, objective
reality that enables them to bz analysed as
rigorously as objects in the natural world.

But what is a social fact? Durkheim
explains that social facts are all those institu-
tions and rules of action which constrain or
channel human behaviour. For the individual,
social facts can feel rather like an external
force, though most of the time they are simply
taken for granted as ‘natural’ or 'normal’ parts
of life. For instance, the monetary system is a
social fact we rarely think about. We are paid
in money, we borrow money from banks to buy
a car or a house, and if we have not been good
at managing money we will be considered a
high risk and may not be allowed to borrow.
But the monetary system was already In place
before we were borm and, as we are forced to
use it if we want to take part in our society, we
are subject to its rules. In that sense, the system
constrains or shapes our actions, This is typi-
cal of all soclal facts; they exist independently
of the individual and shape their choices and
actions.

In his analysis of suicide rares, Durkheim
used the concept of social facts to explain
why some countries have higher suicide rates
than others (see the ‘Classic study’, p. 13).
Suicide seems to be a purely individual act, the
outcome of extreme unhappiness or perhaps
deep depression. Yet Durkheim showed that
social facts such as religion, marriage, divorce
and social class all exert an influence on
suicide rates, And, as there are regular patterns
across different countries, these patterns must
be explained in a sociological not a psycho-
logical way.

Durkheim was preoccupied with the
changes transforming society in his own life-
time and was particularly interested in social
and moral solidarity - what itis that binds soci-
ety together. Solidarity is maintained when
individuals are integrated into social groups
and regulated by a set of shared values and
customs. In The Division of Labour in Society,
Durkheim (1984 [1893]) argued that the advent
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PR IS B 8 Emile Durkheim’s study of suicide

The research problem

One of the more unsettling aspects of our lives
iz the phenomenon of suicide, which often
Jeaves those left behind with more questions
than answers, Why do some people decide to
take their own lives? Where do the pressures

{hey experience actually come from? One of the

early sociological classics which explores the
relationship between the individual and society
iz Emile Durkheim's analysis of suicide rates,
Suicide: A Study in Sociology (Durkheim 1952
[1887]). Even though people see themselves
as individuals exercising free will and choice,
Durkheim'’s study showed that even a highly
perscnal act such as suicide is influenced by
what happens in the social world.

Research had been conducted on suicide
before Durkheim's study, but he was the first
1o insist on a sociclogical explanation. Previous
viriters had acknowledged the influence of
‘racial type', climate or mental disorder to
explain an individual's iikehihood of committing
suicide. But Durkheim argued that the suicide
rate — the percentage of suicides per 100,000

of the population — was a social fact that could
only be explained by ather social facts and that
suicide rates vary widely across the world's
societies (see figure 1,1).

By examining official statistics in France,
Durkheim found that certain social groups were
more likely to commit suicide than others. He
discovered that more men commitied suicide
than women, more Protestants than Catholics,
the wealthy more than the poor, and single
people more than those who were married. The
question was, why?

Durkheim's explanation

These findings led Durkheim to conclude that
there are social forces external to the individual
which influence suicide rates. He related his
explanation 1o the idea of social solidarity and

to two types of bonds within scciety ~ social
mtegration and social requlation. Durkheim
argued that people who were strongly
mtegrated into social groups, and whose desires
and aspirations were regulated by social norms,
were less likely to commit suicide. From this he
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Figure 1.1 Age-standardized suicide rates by country and region, 2012
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deduced four types of auicide, in accordance
with the relative presence or absence of
integration and regulation.

1 Egoaistic suicides are marked by low
integration and occur when an individual
becomes isolated or when their testo a
social group are weakened or broken. For
t_example.tholowrateeofsuicideamong
Catholics could be explained by their strong
community, while the personal and moral
freedom of Protestants meant that they ‘stand
alone' before God. Marmage protects against
suicide by integrating the individual into a
stable social relationship, while single people
remain more isolated.

2 Anomic suicide ia caused by a lack of social
regulation. By this, Durkheim referred to
the condition of anomie, when people are
rendered ‘normless’ as a result of rapid
change or economic instability. The loss
of a fixed point of reference for norms and
desires — such as in times of economic
upheaval or in personal troubles such as
divorce — can upset the balance betwean
people's circumstances and their desires such
that they no longer know how to carry on.

3 Altrutstic suicide occurs when an individual
is ‘over-integrated’ — social bonds are too
strong — and comes to value the group more
than him- or hersell In such a case, suicide
becomes a sacrifice for the ‘greater goed'.
Japanese kamikaze pilots or Islamist ‘suicide
bombers' are examples. Durkheim saw these
as more common in traditional societies
where mechanical solidarity prevails.

4 The final type is fatalistic suicide. Although
Durkheim saw this as of little contemporary
relevance, it occurs when an individual is
over-requlated by society. The oppression
of the individual in dictatorial regimes can
result in feelings of powerlessness and
hopelesaness.

Suicide rates vary across societies but are also
quite stable within particular sccieties over time.
Durkheim took this as evidence that there are
consistent social foroes that influence suicide
rates, and therefore we can see that general

individual actions.

Critical points

Since its publication, many objections have
been raised to Durkheim’s study of suicide,
particularly i relation to his uncritical use of
official statistics, his dismissal of non-social
influences and his insistence in classifying all
types of suicide together. Some critics have
shown that it is vitally important to understand
the social process involved in collecting data
on suicides, as coroners’ definitons and
criteria influence the number of deaths that are
recorded as ‘suicides’ in the first place. Because
of this, suicide statistics may be highly variable
across societies, as Durkheim suggests, but
this is not necessarily because of differences in
suicidal behaviour; rather, it is due to divergent
practices adopted by coroners in recording

Contemporary significance

The arguments of his critics are legitimate, yet
Durkheim's study remains a sociological classic.
It helped to establish sociology as a discipline
with its own subject — the study of social facts —
and his fundamental argument retains much of
its force: that to grasp fully even the apparently
most personal act of suicide demands a
sociological explanation rather than simply one
rooted in the exploration of personal motivation.
Durkheim's identification of suicide rates as a
subject for study is today widely accepted, and
the study is also important for its demonstration
that social phenomena are amenable to
systematic, scientific analysis using a rigorous
methodolegy.

THINKING CRITICALLY L

Durkheim's study relied on official
government statistics, which are now
seen as somewhat unreliable. But does
this criticism undermine his underlying
argument that ‘suicide’ is not an exclusively
personal act and therefore it requires a
sociological rather than individualistic

» psychological explanation?




of the industrial age also led to a new type of
solidarity.

According to Durkheim, older cultures with
a low division of labour (specialized roles
such as work occupations) are characterized
by mechanical solidarity, Most people are
Involved in similar occupations and bound
together by common experlences and shared
beliefs. But the development of modern indus-
try and the enlargement of cities produced
an expanding division of labour which broke
down mechanical forms of solidarity. With the
increasing specialization of tasks and roles, a
new type of organic solidarity was created.
As the division of labour expands, people
become Increasingly dependent upon one
another, because each person needs goods
and services that those in other occupations
supply. Like the human ‘organic’ body, each
part or organ depends on all the others if the
whole society or body is to function properly.

Nonetheless, Durkheim thought that social
change in the modern world was so rapid and
intense that major difficulties could arise.
As societies change, so do lifestyles, morals,
beliefs and accepted patterns of behaviour,
But, when change Is rapid and continuous,
the old values lose their grip on people with-
out any new ones becoming established.
Durkheim called such an unsettling condition
anomie - deep feelings of aimlessness, dread
and despalr, as many people are left perceiv-
ing that their lives lack meaning and structure
without clear guidelines for action. The big
question is whether people can ever get used
to continuous rapid change as the ‘normal’
condition of living in conditions of modernity.

Karl Marx

The ideas of Karl Marx (1818-83) contrast
sharply with those of Comte and Durkheim,
though he too sought to explain the changes
associated with the Industrial Revelution,
When he was a young man, Marx’s political
activities brought him into conflict with the
German authorities, and after a brief stay
In France he setided permanently in exile in
Britain, where he saw the growth of factories
and industrial production as well as growing
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inequality. His interest in the European labour
movement and socialist ideas were reflected
In his writings, and much of his work concen-
trated on political and economic issues. Yet,
since he connected economic problems to
social Institutions, his work was rich in socio-
logical insights,

Although he wrote about the broad sweep
of human history, Marx's primary focus was
on the development of capitalisim: a system
of production that contrasts radically with all
previous economies. Marx identified two main
elements of capitalism, The firstis capital - that
is, any asset, including money, machines or
even factories, that can be used or Invested to
make future assets. The accumulation of capi-
tal goes hand in hand with the second element,
wage-labour, Wage-labour refers to the pool of
workers who do not own any means of produc-
tion themselves but must find employment
provided by the owners of capital,

Marx argued that those who own capital -
capitalists - form a ruling class, while the
mass of the population make up a class of
waged workers - the working class. Asindus-
trialization spread, large numbers of peasants,
who used to support themselves by working
the land, moved to the expanding cities and
helped to form an urban industrial working
class, which Marx also called the proletanat,
For Marx, this means that capitalism is a class
system in which relations between the two
malin classes are characterized by an underly-
ing conflict. Although owners of capital and
workers are dependent on each other - capi-
talists need labour, workers need wages - this
dependency is unbalanced. Workers have little
or no control over their labour, and employers
are able to generate profit by appropriating the
products of the workers' labour - paying them
less than their labour Is worth.

Marx saw conflicts between classes as the
motivation for historical development; as he
put it, they are the ‘motor of history’. Marx and
Engels (2008 [1848]) wrote at the beginning of
The Communist Manifesto, '"The history of all
hitherto existing society is the history of class
struggles.” According to Marx, there have been
a series of historical stages, beginning with

15
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So-called Occupy protests around the world target ‘greedy’ forms of capitalism in which vast

wealth accumulates among a tiny percentage of the population while ‘the 99 per cent’ majority
struggle to make a living. Twenty-first-century anti-capitalist movements continue to take their
mspiration from the analysas of Marx and Engels, though they rarely advocate communism as

their preferred alternative

'primitive communist” societies of hunters and
gatherers and passing through ancient slave-
owning systems and feudal systems with land-
owners and peasant farmers, The emergence of
a new commercial or capitalist class displaced
the landed nobility, and, just as capltalists had
overthrown the feudal order, so too would the
capitalists be overthrown by the proletariat.
Marx theorized that a workers' revolution
would bring about a new society in which there
would be no large-scale division between
owners and workers, He called this historical
stage communisi, This does not mean that
all inequalities would magically disappear, but
society would no longer be split into a small

class that monopolizes economic and poliri-
cal power and a mass of people who benefit
little from their labour. The economic system
would be under communal ownership and
a more humane, egalitarian society would
slowly emerge.

Marx's ideas had a far-reaching effect on the
twentieth century, Until only a generation ago,
more than a third of the Earth’s population
lived in societies whose governments derived
inspiration from Marx's ideas. However, since
the revolutionary wave that began in Poland
in 1989 and swept aside communist regimes
across Eastern Europe, ending with the
collapse of communism in the Soviet Union



itself in 1991, Marx’s ideas have lost ground.
Even In China, where a communist party still
holds political power, capitalist economic
development has taken a firm hold. In spite
of the spread of capitalism around the world,
the working-class revolution that Marx looked
forward to seems further away today than itdid
In Marx's own time.

Max Weber

Like Marx, Max Weber (1864-1920) was not
just a sociologist; his interests ranged across
many areas. He was bomn in Germany, where
he spent most of his academic career, and his
work covered economics, law, philosophy and
comparative history as well as sociology. He
was also concerned with the development of
capitalism and how modem societies differed
from earlier types. In a series of studies, Weber
set out some of the basic characteristics of
modern industrial societies and identified key
issues that remain central 1o sociology today.

Weber recognized class conflict but saw it as
less significant than Marx did. In Weber's view,
economic factors are important, but ideas and
values can also bring about social change. His
celebrated and much discussed work The Prot-
estant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (1992
[1904-5]) proposed that religious values -
especially those associated with Puritanism -
were of fundamental importance in creating
a capitalistic outlook. Unlike the other early
sociologists, Weber argued that sociologists
should study social action - the subjectively
meaningful actions of people that are orlented
towards others. It is the job of sociology to
understand the meanings behind all of those
individual actions.,

An important element in Weber’s sociologi-
cal perspective is the (deal tvpe, Ideal types
are models that are created to alert us to some
social phenomenon and to help us 1o make
sense of it. These hypothetical constructions
can be very useful in pointing researchers
towards a subject. For example, we could
construct a simple ideal-typical ‘terrorist
group’, based on the most striking aspects that
have been observed in the cases of the IRA
in Northern Ireland, ETA in Spain, the Red
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Brigades in Italy and the global networks of
al-Qaeda. We might note that all these groups
operate outside mainstream politics; they use
violence against the state and they often target
civilians to demonstrate their power. We can
then use this ideal type to analyse other real-
world instances of political violence.

Of course, in reality there are many differ-
ences between our four groups. The Red
Brigades were communist, the IRA was an Irish
nationalist group, ETA is a Basque separatist
organization and al-Qaeda is a global Islamist
network. Nonetheless, using our ideal type we
can accommaodate these differences while also
recognizing that they share enough features to
be described collectively as ‘terrorist groups'. It
Is important to note that, by 'ideal’ type, Weber
did not mean that the conception was perfector
desirable. Ideal types are 'pure’ or ‘one-sided”
forms of real social phenomena. But construct-
ing an ideal type of terrorism (or anything else)
from common aspects of many observed cases
is more effective and useful than using one real
terrorist group as a template for others.

Weber saw the emergence of modern society
as accompanied by important shifts in patterns
of social action. People were moving away
from traditional beliefs grounded in supersti-
tion, religion, custom and longstanding habit.
Instead, they engaged increasingly in rational,
instrumental calculation that took into account
efficiency and the furure consequences of
the action. In industrial society, there was
little room for sentiment or doing things just
because they had "always been done that way',
The emergence of science, modern technology
and bureaucracies was described by Weber
as rationalization - the organization of social
life according to principles of efficiency and
on the basis of technical knowledge. If religion
and longstanding customs previously guided
people’s attitudes and values, modern society
was marked by the rationalization of politics,
religion, economic activity and even music.

Weber had major concerns about the
outcome of the rationalization process. He
feared that the spread of bureaucracy, which
is the most efficient form of administra-
tion, would stifle creativity and imprison
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individuals in a ‘steel-hard cage’ from which
there would be little chance of escape. This
bureaucratic domination, although based on
rational principles, could crush the human
spirit by over-regulating every aspect of life.
For Weber, the seemingly progressive agenda
of the eighteenth-century Age of Enlighten-
ment, of scientific progress, rising wealth and
increasing happiness, also brought with it a
dark side with new dangers.

As we have seen, the classical founders of
sociology - Durkheim, Marx and Weber -
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adopted different approaches to their studies.
Durkheim emphasized the coercive strength
of social forces in generating shared values
and consensus. Marx also saw social struc-
tures as powerful, but argued that conflict
and Inequality were endemic in all societies,
On the other hand, Max Weber focused atten-
tion on the meaningful character of social life
and the social actions of individuals. These
basic differences have persisted throughout
the history of sociology, developing into three
broad soclological traditions: functionalism
{Durkheim), conflict theory (Marx) and soclal
action or 'interactionist’ approaches (Weber),

The three traditions are introduced briefly
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1,1 Neglected founders of sociology?

Although Comte, Durkheim, Marx and Weber
are, without doubt, foundational fiqures in
sociology, there were some in the same

iod and others from earlier times whose
contributions should also be taken into account,
Sociology, like many academic fields. has not
always lived up to its )deal of acknowledging the
importance of every thinker whose work has
intrinsic merit. Vary few women or members
of minority ethnic groups had the opportunity
to become prefessicnal sociologists during
the ‘classical’ period of the late nineteenth and
early twentieth century. In addition, the few who
were given the opportunity to do sociclogical
research of lasting importance have frequently
been neglected. Important scholars such as
Harriet Martineau and the Muslim scholar
{bn Khaldun have atiracted the atention of

socologists in recent years.

Harriet Martineau (1802-76)
Harnet Martineau has been called the 'first
woman sociclogist’, but, like Marx and
Weber, she cannot be thought of simply as
asociclogist. She was born and educated in
England and was the author of more than fifty
books as well as numerous essays, Martineau
15 now credited with introducing scciology
to Britam through her translation of Comte’s
founding treatise, Positive Phuiosophy (see Rossi
1573). In addition, she conducted a first-hand,
gystematic study of American society during
her extensive travels throughout the United
States in the 1830s, the subject of her book
Sociely in America (Martineau 1862 [1837]).
Martineau is significant to sociologists today for
several reasons,

First, she arqued that, when one studies
a society, one must focus on all its aspects,
including key political, religious and social
institutions. Second, she insisted that an analysis
of 4 society must include an understanding of
women's lives, something that only became
commonplace in mamstream sociclogy with
ferninist interventions in the 1970s, Third,
she was the first to tum a sociological eye
on previously ignored issues, among them

and race relations. As she once wrote: 'The
nursery, the boudoir, and the kitchen are all
excellent schools in which to learn the morals
and marmers of a people’ (1962 [1837]). Finally,
she argued that sociclogists should do more
than just observe, they should alsc act in ways to
benefit a society. As a result, Martineau was an
active proponent of both women's nghts and the
emancipation of slaves.

Ibn Khaldun (1332-1406)

The Muslim scholar Ion Khaldun was borm

in what is today Tunisia and is famous for his
histarical, sociclogical and political-economic
studies. He wrote many books, the most widely
known of which is a six-volume work, the
Mugaddimah ('Intreduction’), completed
1378, This is viewed by some scholars today
as essentially an early foundational werk of
sociclogy (see Alatas 2006), The Mugaddimah
criticized existing histonical approaches and
methods as dealing only with description,
claiming mnstead the discovery of a new ‘science
of social organization’ or ‘science of society’,
capable of getting at the underlying meaning of
events.

Ien Khaldun devised a theory of social
conflict based on understanding the central
characteristics of the ‘nomadic’ and 'sedentary’
societies of his time. Central to this theory was
the concept of 'group feeling’ or sclidarity
(asabiyyah). Groups and scciaties with a
strong group feeling were able 1o dominate
and control those with weaker forms of internal
solidarity. Ion Khaldun developed these ideas
in an attempt to explain the rise and decline
of Maghribian and Arab states, and in this
sense he may be seen as studying the process
of state-formation - itself a main concern of
modern, Western historical sociology. Nomadic
Bedouin tribes tended towards a very strong
group feeling, which enabled them to overrun
and dominate the weaker sedentary town-
dwellers and establish new dynasties. However,
the Bedouin then became settled mto more
urbanized lifestyles and their previously strong
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group feeling and military force diminished,
thus leaving them open to attack from external
enemies once agan. This completed a long
cycle in the rise and decline of states. Although
Western historians and sociologists of the late
nineteenth and early twenteth century referred
to Ibn Khaldun's work, only in very recent years

THINKING CRITICALLY
Why do you think Harriet Martineau’s
sociological ideas on marriage, children
and the domestic life of women were largely
ignored in her own time? How might we
account for the renewed interest in Ibn
Khaldun's fourteenth-century ideas in the

has it again come to be seen as potentially
sigmificant.

below, but you will encounter arguments and
ideas that draw upon them throughout the
book. After a while you should be able to iden-
tify which tradition any particular research
study you come across is closest to.

Functionalism

Functionaiiam holds that society is a complex
system whose various parts work together to
produce stability and that sociology should
investigate their relationships. For exam-
ple, we can analyse the religious beliefs and
customs of a society by showing how they

~relate to other institutions because the differ-
ent parts of a society always develop in close
relation to one another. Functionalists, includ-
ing Comte and Durkhelm, have often used an
organic analogy, comparing the operation of
soclety to a living organism. They argue that
the parts of society work together, just as the
various parts of the human body do, for the
benefit of society as a whole. To study a bodily
organ such as the heart, we need to show how
it relates to other parts of the body. By pump-
ing bloed around the body, the heart plays a
vital role in the continuation of the life of the
organism. Similarly, analysing the function
of a soclal institution such as the education
system means showing the part it plays in the
smooth running of a society.
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Functionalism emphasizes the importance
of moral consensos in maintaining order and
stability. Moral consensus exists when most
people in a society share the same values,
Functionalists regard order and balance as
the normal state of society, and this social
equilibrium is grounded in the moral consen-
sus among society’s members. For instance,
Durkheim argued that religious beliefs reaf-
firm people's adherence to core social values,
thereby contributing to the maintenance of
social cohesion.

Untl the 1960s, functionalism was prob-
ably the leading theoretical tradition in sociol-
ogy, particularly in the United States. Talcou
Parsons (1902-79) and Robert K. Merton
(1910-2003) were two of [ts most prominent
exponents. Merton's version of functionalism
has been particularly influential, He distin-
guished between manifest and latent func-
tions. Manifest functions are those known to,
and intended by, the participants in a specific
type of social activity, Latent functions
are consequences of that activity of which
the participants are unaware, For instance,
Merton examined the rain dance performed by
the Hopl tribe of Arizona and New Mexico, The
Hopi believe that this ceremony will bring the
rain they need for their crops (4 manifest func-
tion). But the rain dance, Merton argued, also
has the effect of promoting group cohesion
of Hopi society (its latent function). A major
part of sociological explanations, according
to Merton, consists In uncovering the latent
functions of intentional social activities and
institutions.

Merton also distinguished between



Sport is part of the school curriculum
ocstensibly to encourage healthy living
However, from a functicnalist perspective

aport is also an important part of
socialization, teaching children both
competitiveness and how to work as part of
dleam

functions and dysiunctions, To look for the
dysfunctional aspects of social behaviour
means focusing on features of social life that
challenge the existing order of things. For
example, itis mistaken to suppose that religion
is always functional and that it only contrib-
utes to social cohesion. When religious groups
disagree with one another the result can be
major social conflict, causing widespread
soclal disruption. Thus, wars have often been
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fought between religious communities - as can
be seen in the struggles between Protestants
and Catholics in Europe or between Sunni and
Shia Muslims in the Middle East.

Since the late 1970s the popularity of func-
tionalism has waned as its limitations have
become apparent. Though it is not true of
Merton, many functionalist thinkers focused
on stability and social order, minimizing
soclal divisions and inequalities based on
factors such as class, ethnicity and gender.
Functionalism also placed too little empha-
sls on the role that creative social action can
play within society. Many critics argued that
functional analysis attributes to societies
social qualities that they do not have. For
instance, many functionalists often wrote
as though whole societies have ‘needs’ and
‘purposes’, even though these concepts make
sense only when applied to individual human
beings. Just as significantly, in the 1960s and
1970s there emerged a wave of so-called new
social movements - involving, among others,
students, environmentalists and peace move-
ments - which functional analysis seemed
particularly ill-equipped to understand and
explain.

O INCOries

Like functionalists, sociologists using
theories emphasize the importance of social
structures, and they advance a comprehen-
sive ‘model’ to explain how society works.
However, conflict theorists reject function-
alism’s emphasis on consensus, Instead,
they highlight the importance of divisions
in society and, in doing so, concentrate on
issues of power, inequality and competitive
struggle. They tend to see soclety as composed
of distinct groups, each pursuing its own inter-
ests, which means the potential for conflict
is always present. Conflict theorists examine
the tensions between dominant and disad-
vantaged groups, looking to understand how
relationships of control are established and
maintained.

Both Marx and later Marxist approaches
have been highly influential in conflict theory,
though it is important to note that by no means
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all conflict theories are Marxist, Feminism,
for example, Is a form of conflict theory which
concentrates on gender Inequality - the
unequal situation between men and women
that exists In most socleties. For some feminist
theorists, gender inequality is more significant
than class-based Inequality and has a much
longer history. Male domination of society
continues even today, though women's politi-
cal activism has made an impact In many areas
of life, bringing about a measure of equality
(Abbott et al. 2005).

As a conflict perspective in sociology,
feminism draws attention to issues that soci-
ologists previously ignored. In particular,
feminist research and theorizing looks at the
micro level as well as the macro world of large
social structures. For example, feminists have
studied unequal gender relations in domestic
situations and other ‘private” spheres of life
(such as sexual relations), a controversial
move in the 1960s and 1970s (Rahman and
Jackson 2010). Feminists have also carrled
out rescarch Into the use of gender stereo-
types and language In interactions, pointing
out and challenging many taken-for-granted
‘malestream’ assumptions (favouring men
over women) built into the structure of how
we describe and think about the world, We
can see this in numerous everyday words and
expressions, such as chairman, mankind (to
discuss humanity as such) and man-made.

* This is a simple {llustration of the myriad ways
in which women's subordinate position in
society is reflected in the unacknowledged
male domination of language itself,

Of course feminists do not ignore the macro
level either. Feminist studies have shown that
gender inequality is embedded within modern
social structures such as legal systems, educa-
tion and schooling, government and politics,
and many more. Similarly, in order to demon-
strate the extent and scope of gender inequal-
ity, feminist work has made use of official
statistics and examined patterns of change
over long time periods. Feminist theorizing
has continually developed into new areas and
types of theory, and these are covered in more
detail later in the book.
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The conflict tradition in sociology has bene-
fited from feminist research and theorizing. In
particular, combining macro- and micro-level
studies has shown that evidence of structured
inequality can be found in the private sphere of
social life every bit as much as in its large social
structures, The 1970s slogan ‘the personal is
political’ adequately summarizes why conflict
sociology cannot ignore the personal aspects
of our everyday lives (Jackson and Jones 1998).

Symbolic interactionism

Weber's social action approach inspired
many ‘interactionist’ forms of sociology, One
of the most influential has been symbolic
interactionizm, which also owes much to the
American social philosopher George Herbert
Mead (1863-1931). Symbolic interactionism
springs from a concern with language and
meaning. Mead argues that language allows
us to become self-conscious beings ~ aware of
our own individuality and able to see ourselves
‘as others see us’. The key element in this
process is the symbol. A symbol is something
that stands for something else. For example,
words that refer 1o objects are symbols which
represent what we mean. The word ‘spoon’ Is
a symbol we use to describe the utensil that
we use to consume soup. Non-verbal gestures
and forms of communication are also symbols.
Waving at someone or making a rude gesture
both have symbolic value.

Symbuolic interactionism directs our atten-
tion to the details of interpersonal Interaction
and how that detail is used to make sense of
what others say and do, Sociologists influ-
enced by symbolic interactionism often focus
on face-to-face interactions in the context of
everyday life. They stress the role Interactions
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In many service industries, workers’ skills extend to the management of the public display of
their emations

play in creating society and its institutions.
Max Weber was an important indirect influ-
ence on this theoretical approach because,
although he acknowledged the existence
of social structures, he held that these were
created through the actions of individuals.
While the symbolic interactionist perspec.
tive has yielded many Insights into the nature
of our actions in the course of day-to-day
social life, it has been criticized for ignoring
the larger issues of power and social structure
and how these serve to constrain individual
action. However, one very good example of
interactionism that does take into account
such issues is Arlie Hochschild's (1983) The
Managed Heart: Commercialization of Human
Feeling. Hochschild observed training sessions
and carried out interviews at Delta Airlines’
Stewardess Training Centre in Atlanta, USA.
She watched flight attendants being trained w

manage their feelings as well as learing other
skills. Hochschild recalled the comments of
one instructor, a pilot: ‘Now girls, [ want you
to go out there and really smile', he instructed,
"Your smile Is your biggest asset. I want you
to go out there and use it. Smile. Really smile,
Really lay it on.”

Hochschild's research found that, as West-
ern economies have become increasingly
based on the delivery of services, the emotional
style of the work we do needs to be understood.
Her study of ‘customer service' training might
be familiar to anyone who has worked in
fast food restaurants, shops or bars. Hochs-
child calls this training a form of ‘emotional
labour’ - [abour that requires the management
of feelings in order to create a publicly obsery-
able and acceptable facial and bodily display.
According to Hochschild, companies provid-
ing services increasingly lay claim not only
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to workers' physical activity but also to their
presentation of emotions.

This research considered an aspect of life
that most people took for granted and showed
that sociology could deepen our under-
standing of it. Hochschild found that service
workers - like physical labourers - often feel
a sense of distance or alicnaton from the
particular aspect of themselves that is given
up in work. The physical labourer’s arm, for
example, might come to feel like a plece of
machinery and only incidentally a part of the
person moving it. Likewise, service workers
often told Hochschild that their smiles were on
them but not of them. In other words, they felt
distanced from thelr own emotions. Hochs-
child’'s book is an influential application of
symbolic interactionism, and many other
scholars have built on her ideas to expand the
interactionist tradition,

Traditions and theories

Functionalism, conflict theory and symbolic
interactionism are theoretical traditions -
broad, overall orientations to the subject
matter of sociology, However, we can make
a distinction between these broad rraditions
and the particular theories which develop from
them. Theories are more narrowly focused
and are attempts to explain particular social
conditions, events or social changes. For
example, feminism is part of the conflict tradi-
tion, as feminists see a basic conflict in soclety
berween the interests of men and women. But
feminist sociologists have also devised numer-
ous narrower theories to explain specific
aspects of gender relations (patterned rela-
tionships between men and women), such as
why more married women are entering paid
work, why women are still seen as responsible
for childcare, or why young men now do less
well in education than young women. Many
theorfes of this kind have been developed
in the different areas of life that soclologists
study.

The fact that sociology is not dominated by
a single theoretical radition might seem to
be a sign of weakness, but this is not the case.
The jostling of rival traditions and theories
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is an expression of the vitality of the socio-
logical enterprise. In studying human beings
- ourselves - theoretical diversity rescues us
from dogma and stagnation. Human behav-
four is many-sided, and it is unlikely that a
single theoretical perspective could cover all
of its aspects, Diversity in theoretical thinking
provides a rich source of ideas which stimulate
the creative capacities that are so essential 1o
progress in soclal scientific work.

Levels of analysis: microsociology
and macrosociology

One important distinction between different
theoretical perspectives involves the level
of analysis at which each is directed. The
study of everyday behaviour In situations
of face-to-face interaction is usually called
microsociology, while macrosociology is
the analysis of large-scale soclal structures
and long-term processes of change, At first
glance, it might seem that microanalysis and
macroanalysis are entirely distinct from each
other, butin fact the two are closely connected
(Knorr-Cetina and Cicourel 1981; Giddens
1984).

Macroanalysis is essential if we are to under-
stand the institutional backdrop of daily life.
‘The ways in which people live their everyday
lives are Influenced by social institutions, as
is obvious when we consider the impact on
our lives of the education system, the political
framework and the system of laws by which we
live. Similarly, while we may choose to send
an acquaintance an email message, we can
also choose to fly thousands of miles to spend
the weekend with a friend. Neither of these
communications would be possible without
the amazingly complex global infrastructure of
our world and the many people, organizations
and institutions required to bulld and operate
them.

Microanalysis is In turn necessary for illumi-
nating the details of such broad institutional
patterns, Face-to-face interaction is clearly
the main basis of all forms of social organiza-
tion, no matter how large the scale. Suppose
we are studying a business corporation. We



can understand its activities by looking at
face-to-face behaviour - the interaction of
directors in the boardroom, workers in the
various offices, or workers on the factory floor.
We may not build up a complete picture of
the whole corporation this way, but we could
certainly make a significant contribution to
understanding how the organization works
‘on the ground'.

Of course, people do not live their lives
as isolated individuals, nor are their lives
completely determined by large social struc-
tures. Sociology tells us that evervday life
lived in families, social groups, communities
and neighbourhoods. At this level - the meso
(or ‘middle’) level of society - It is possi-
ble to see the influence and effects of both
micro- and macro-level phenomena. Many
sociological studies of local communities deal
with the macrosociological impact of huge
social changes, such as economic restructur-
ing, but they also explore the ways in which
individuals, groups and social movements
cope with such changes and turn them to their
advantage.

For example, when in the mid-1980s the
British government decided to reduce the
role of coal in its energy policy, this was disas-
trous for traditional mining communities, as
people’s livelihoods were threatened by mine
closures and unemployment. However, many
former miners retrained with local companies
to find work in other industries (Waddington
et al. 2001). Similarly, the 2008 financial crisis
led to rising unemployment and falling living
standards, but this also forced some people
to learn new skills or start their own small
businesses. Individuals are not simply at the
mercy of large-scale social and economic
changes but adapt creatively to them. Studying
the community level of social life provides a
window through which to observe the interac-
tion of micro and macro levels of society. Much
applied research (research with a practical
aim) in sociology takes place at this meso level
of social reality.

In later chapters, we will see further exam-
ples of how Interaction in micro contexts
affects larger social processes, and how macro
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systems in turn influence more confined
settings of social life. However, there remains
one fundamental issue 10 be tackied in this
chapter: what exacily is sociology for?

What is sociology for?

Sociology has several practical implications for
our lives, as C. Wright Mills emphasized when
developing his idea of the sociological imagi-
nation. First, sociology gives us an awareness
of cultural differences that allows us to see the
social world from many perspectives. Quite
often, If we properly understand how others
live, we also acquire a better understanding
of what their problems are. Practical policies
that are not based on an informed awareness
of the ways of life of people they affect have
little chance of success. For example, a white
English social worker operating in a predomi-
nantly Latin American community in South
London will not gain the confidence of its
members without being sensitive to the differ-
ent experiences of ethnic groups in the UK,

Second, sociological research provides
practical help in assessing the results of policy
initatives. A programme of practical reform
may simply fail to achieve what its designers
sought or may produce unintended conse-
quences of an unfortunate kind. In the years
following the Second World War, large public
housing blocks were built in city centres in
many countries. These aimed to provide high
standards of accommodation for low-income
groups from slum areas. However, research
later showed that many people who had
moved from their previous dwellings to large
apartment blocks felt isolated and unhappy.
High-rise apartment blocks often became
dilapidated and provided breeding grounds
for crime.

Third, many sociologists concern them-
selves directly with practical matters as profes-
sionals. People trained in sociology are to be
found as industrial consultants, researchers In
'think tanks’, urban planners, social workers
and personnel managers, as well as in many
other careers. An understanding of society and
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soclal relations can also be useful for future
careers in law and criminal justice, journalism,
business and the health professions.

Fourth, and in some ways most importantly,
sociology can provide us all with self-enlight-
enment or increased self-understanding, The
more we know about why we act as we do
and about the overall workings of our society,
the more likely we are ta be able to influence
our own future, Sociology does not just assist
powerful groups or governments. The knowl-
edge sociologists produce is made available w0
everyone and is often used by voluntary agen-
cles, charities and soclal movements to bolster
their case for change, However, sociological
research findings, in themselves, are ‘neutral’.
That is, they can tell us what society is like, how
it ‘works’ and how it changes over time, but
they cannot advise on whether it should be that
way. That is the proper subject of competing
political and moral debates involving everyone,

Public and professional sociology

In recent years, some sociologists have argued
that sociology has not engaged enough with
the public and has concentrated too much
on internal professional debates. In 2004, in
his presidential address to the annual meet-
ing of the American Sociological Association,
Michael Burawoy argued for a new ‘public
soclology’ that would forge relationships
" with audiences beyond the narrow confines
of universities. He maintains that the profes-
sionalization of sociology in the twentieth
century has been beneficial, but it also led o
sociologists talking more to each other than to
the public ‘out there’ (Burawoy 2005).
Burawoy says there are four types of soci-
ology: professional sociology, public sociol-
ogy, policy soclology and critical sociology.
Professional sociology is the conventional,
university-based, scientific soclology which
generates large research programmes and
bodies of knowledge and provides academic
careers. Policy sociology includes all those
studies which pursue goals defined by clients,
such as funding bodies and government
departments looking to tackle social problems.
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Critical sociology is ‘the conscience of profes-
sional sociology’, pointing out the assump-
tions of research projects and professional
sociology (Burawoy 2005: 9). Feminist theory
is one example of this strand, drawing atten-
tion to the lacunae in and unstated biases of
scientific soclology. Public soclology is the
fourth type and is rooted in dialogue. That is,
public soclology speaks with social groups
such as trade unions, social movements, faith
groups and organizations In civil society in a
genuine conversation about the future direc-
tion of society. In this sense, the suggestion
is that a more politically engaged sociology is
necessary, though thisis not something thatall
sociologists would support.

For Burawoy and others, public sociology
still depends on professional sociology, but
the two exist in a relationship of “antago-
nistic interdependence’. Scientific sociol-
ogy produces research methods, empirical
evidence and theories which are necessary
for public sociology’s engagement with non-
academic audiences, But, unlike professional
sociology, the public version opens up a
dialogue with those audiences, allowing the
discipline itself to be partly shaped by the
concerns of non-sociologists.

Critics point out that this Is a very stark
dividing line. In practice, much of today’s
professional sociology already tries hard to
engage with participants and outside audi-
ences. There is also much more overlap
between the four types described (Calhoun
2005; Ericson 2005). Many feminist studies,
for instance, are not simply critiques of scien-
tific sociology but are empirical themselves,
using research methods and questionnaires
and contributing to professional sociology.
Critics also argue that there is a danger that
the discipline will become subordinated to
the political motives of social movements and
activist groups. If the image and reputation of
professional soclology is tainted, then it may,
paradoxically, have serious consequences for
public support for the discipline, And if public
sociology really is dependent on the hard-won
sclentific credibility of professional sociology,
it too could suffer.




Nonetheless, in spite of such criticisms, the
basic argument that professional sociclogy
has not done enough 0 engage with public
concerns has been quite widely welcomed,
The lack of a public presence for sociology
is seen as damaging to the public awareness
of sociological theories and evidence, which
leaves a gap to be filled hy other disciplines
such as political sclence, history or psychol-
ogy. Professional associations, such as the
British Sociological Association, have taken
steps to encourage their members to develop
more of a media presence as an initlal move
towards raising the profile of soctology in soci-
ety, and we can probably expect this trend to
continue,

Conclusion

In this chapter, we have seen that sociology has
developed as a discipline in which we set aside
our personal view of the world in order to look
more carefully at the influences that shape our
lives and those of others. Sociology emerged
as a distinct intellectual endeavour with the
development of modern societies, and the
study of such societies remains a central
concern. However, in an increasingly inter-
connected global world, sociologists must take
@ similarly global view of their subject matter
if they are properly to understand and explain
it. During the founding period of sociology,
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society's central problems included social
class conflict, wealth distribution, the allevia-
tion of poverty and the question of where the
process of modernization was headed.

In the contemporary period, though most of
these issues remain, it can be argued that soci-
ology’s central problems are shifting. Today,
societies are grappling with other Issues, such
as rapid globalization, International terror-
ism, environmental damage, global risks
with potentially high consequences, muld-
culturalism and gender inequality, 1o name
just a few. This means that sociologists have
to question whether the theories designed to
grasp the problems of an earlier period have
any purchase on the problems of today. If not,
then they will need to design new theories
that are able to perceive what Karl Mannheim
once called 'the secret of these new times'. The
ongoing debate about the status and continu-
ing relevance of the classical sociological theo-
ries occurs throughout this book.

Sociology is not just an abstract intellec-
tual field, but has practical implications for
people’s lives, Learning to become a sociolo-
gist should not be a dull or tedious endeavour.
The best way to make sure it does not become
s0 is to approach the subject in an imagina-
tive way and to relate sociological ideas and
findings to situations in your own life. In
that way, you should learn Important things
about yourself, socletles and the wider human
world.

Now you have read the chapter, based on what you have read answer the following
questions. (Feel free to say as much or as little as you like)

(This will be checked so | can get a sense of your writing style)



1 What is Sociology and what is it for?

2 Explain 2 disagreements between sociologists in the chapter.




3 Briefly explain 3 of the sociological traditions covered in the chapter.




Task 2: SOCIOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVES

Based on your reading you are going to decide which perspectives agree and disagree and which you agree with most.
Consensus theories believe society arises from agreement. Consensus theories are social theories that hold that the
political and economic systems within the state or states under investigation tend to be functional (see mainstream
political American and European attitudes towards capitalism), and that social change should take place gradually within
the social institutions provided by it. Conflict theories are theories that see society as being made up of two or more
groups with competing and incompatible interests. They are interested in how society arises from conflict and
exploitation. There are a huge variety of perspectives that you will encounter in your study of sociology here are a few of
the most significant:

1. Functionalists : these sociologists believe society runs smoothly, and is made up of different parts which all
work together to keep society stable. They believe the majority of people agree on what is important (there is
a value consensus) and people generally conform to the norms of society. They tend to focus on the positive
functions of different parts of society.

2. Marxists : based on the ideas of Karl Marx, they focus on inequalities based on social class (how much or
little economic, social and cultural capital someone has someone has). They believe this is the main inequality
in society. They argue there are two main classes: the working class (proletariat) and ruling class (bourgeoisie)
and believe the ruling class own and exploit the workers, treating them badly and giving them low pay so they
can make more money for themselves.

3. Feminists : see gender inequality, inequality between men and women, as the main inequality in society.
They argue women are treated badly and exploited by men, and that society is patriarchal (male-dominated).
Feminism is often seen as passing through different waves. The first being about women gaining property and
voting rights. The second wave was concerned with sexuality, family, domesticity, equality in the workplace,
reproductive rights and official legal inequalities. The third wave was postcolonial in character and developed
around the idea that not all women have the same experience exploitation and inequality. The third wave saw
the emergence of ideas such as intersectionality, sex positivity, ecofeminism, transfeminism, and postmodern
feminism. Whilst for many the Third wave is not yet over It appears as if a distinct Fourth-wave is emerging
online. Fourth wave feminism became a movement for women to speak up and share their experiences online
about sexual abuse, sexual harassment, sexual violence, the objectification of women, and sexism in the
workplace. The internet gave women the opportunity for their voices to be heard around the world in a
matter of seconds. Social media offered women the opportunity to speak freely about sensitive topics on their
own time and on their terms. As women all over the world began sharing their personal stories, they realized
the magnitude of the problem and how it was happening everywhere. Internet activism is a key feature of the
fourth wave.

4. Postmodernism: Postmodernism argues that the grand narratives of religion, politics and science have
failed. That we must accept the condition of post-modernity, in which meta-narratives that claim to account
for the whole of reality are replaced with a whole series of local mini-narratives that are far more modest in
their claims. In the post-modern world there is a plurality of different stories for us to choose from. None of
them can legitimately claim to be ultimately true, and we are therefore free to pick and choose between
them. The criteria for our choice is no longer that one is true and that all others are false, but simply that |
'like', 'desire', 'prefer’ or simply 'get on better' with the narratives and accounts of the world | have chosen to
identify myself with. A postmodern society traditionally will have experienced globalisation which means new
religions will be integrated into society. Therefore, society will be more likely to experience a ‘pick and mix’
culture when deciding a religion as individuals will choose a religion that best suits their lifestyle and choices.
In a postmodern society individuals have become much freer to choose the lifestyle that meets their needs.
Faced with many choices families have become more diverse but relationships have become more unstable.



5. Interpretivism / interactionism: Interactionists and interpretivists have a bottom up view of society.
Society exists in our heads and in our actions as small groups. In how we act towards each other and interpret
those actions. They think society arises from our own ideas and behaviour rather than being a ‘thing’ that is
out there causing us to act in certain ways. Interactionists and interpretivists look at how society is preserved
and created through repeated interactions and interpretations of those actions between individuals. They
believe society exists in the interpretation process that occurs between interactions and helps create and
recreate meaning. Society being the shared understanding and interpretations of meaning that affect the
interaction between individuals. Individuals act on the premise of a shared understanding of meaning within
their social context.

6. New Right theory: The New Right combines neo-liberal economics (free markets and minimal government
intervention) with more traditional conservative views on social issues (such as a traditional views on family
life, nationalism, gender identity, school discipline, sexuality and law and order). New Right ideas were
instrumental in changing modern conservatism in the 1970s and were highly influential on both Margaret
Thatcher and Ronald Reagan, New Right Ideas remain popular in Republican and Conservative policy making
communities. It would be possible to argue that the New Right is a political movement rather than a
sociological theory; its observations on those groups in society with very different and conflicting norms and
values. The modern new right sees sociological schools such as Marxism, Queer Theory and Critical Race
Theory as being dangerous and corrosive to the norms and values of society.

7. Critical Race Theory: CRT developed in the USA as a result of the civil rights movement but also has been
used to research the experiences of populations who moved from colonized countries to the states that
colonized them. Such the experience as south Asian and afro Caribbean populations in Britain. A key CRT
concept is intersectionality the way in which different forms of inequality and identity are affected by
interconnections of race, class, gender, and disability. Scholars of CRT view race as a social construct with no
biological basis. One tenet of CRT is that racism and disparate racial outcomes are the result of complex,
changing, and often subtle social and institutional dynamics, rather than explicit and intentional prejudices of
individuals. CRT scholars argue that the social and legal construction of race advances the interests of White
people at the expense of people of color, and that the liberal notion of law as "neutral" plays a significant role
in maintaining a racially unjust social order, where formally “colour-blind” laws continue to have racially
discriminatory outcomes.

8. Queer Theory. Queer Theory is a theoretical approach that critically deconstructs and challenges binaries
such as male and female or heterosexual and homosexual. The term can have various meanings depending
upon its usage, but has broadly been associated with the study and theorisation of gender and sexual
practices that exist outside of heterosexuality, and which challenge the notion that heterosexual desire is
‘normal’. Queer theorists are often critical of what they consider essentialist views of sexuality and gender.
Instead, they study those concepts as social and cultural phenomena, often through an analysis of the
categories, binaries, and language in which they are said to be portrayed.



Answers to be used group work and a ‘where do you stand’
actiVitv in Iesson 1 & 2 (they will not be marked)

Which of the 8 theories do you think are consensus theories?

Did you agree with the 3 others in your group of 4?

Which do you think are conflict theories?

Did you agree with the 3 others in your group of 4?

Which do you think are neither?

Did you agree with the 3 others in your group of 4?

Which of these theories do you think will agree with each other?

Did you agree with the 3 others in your group of 4?

Which of these theories do you think will disagree with each other?

Did you agree with the 3 others in your group of 4?

Is there one you are particularly interested to know more about? And Which is the one that sounds most correct.

Did you agree with the 3 others in your group of 4?

In first the lesson you will be asked to choose which you agree with most as part of a ‘where do you stand’ activity

There will also be a ‘balloon debate’ based on the theories



