


Chapter 1: The Sociological 
Imagination
� A new focus on the global econo-
mic crisis with particular emphasis 
on how it is being played out in the 
United States has been added.

� Ferrante includes a new, clear, 
concise defi nition of sociology. The 
traditional defi nition of sociology—
the study of social structure, 
groups, and social interaction—
leaves students unclear about 
what sociology is. The defi nition 
in this Update defi nes sociology 
as the study of social forces. 
That defi nition is reinforced by six 
effective examples of social forces 
that sociologists study.   

� This chapter now considers the 
social forces that have created the 
global economic crisis—which 
is really a crisis of unrealistic 
expectations for investments 
and overextended credit or 
indebtedness.

� The text introduces six classic 
theorists, and now applies each 
theorist’s ideas to the current 
economic crisis.

� Jane Addams is now one of 
the six classic theorists, replacing 
Harriet Martineau.

� The defi nition and discussion 
of globalization and global 
interdependence has been 
signifi cantly expanded. 

� An Intersection of Biography 
and Society box has been added 
in which college students write 
about the experience of taking out 
loans for college, cars and homes 
between 2001-2007—the years 
leading up to the economic crisis. 

Chapter 8: Social 
Stratifi cation: With Emphasis 
on the World’s Richest and 
Poorest
� This chapter incorporates the 
experiences of an American 
sociology student, who upon 
graduation joins the Peace Corps 
and is assigned to Mauritania. 
The student’s experiences are 
incorporated throughout the 
chapter to help convey what life is 
like in one of the world’s poorest 
countries for someone from the 
world’s richest country. 

� New sections are included on the 
distribution of global household 
wealth, types of social mobility, 
the symbolic interactionist view 
of social inequality, modernization 
theory, dependency theory and 
sociologist Erik O. Wright’s analysis 
of social class. 

� An update was added on the 
United Nations’ plan to signifi cantly 
reduce global inequality by 
2015 and how that plan is being 
impacted by the global economic 
crisis.

� A new Intersection of Biography 
and Society box that includes 
writings by college students 
regarding the impact of the 
economic crisis on their work, life, 
and job prospects.

� New examples that are particularly 
relevant to the global economic 
crisis are included, such as the large 
divide between the haves and the 
have nots, including a new section 
on the indebted.

Chapter 11: Economics and 
Politics: With Emphasis on 
Iraq (partially revised)
Three sections have been heavily 
revised: (1) the chapter opening 
which explains why Iraq is a good 
choice to pair with economic and 
political topics, and (2) the section 
on “The U.S. Economy” (a profi le 
of its major characteristics); and a 
new description of post-industrial 
society.

� The new opening begins with 
a memorable photograph of an 
American soldier and two small 
Iraqi boys.  Whether they know 
it or not, the soldier and children 
have something in common—both 
depend on oil. Iraq’s economy is 
oil and the U.S. economy is driven 
by oil. There is little doubt that oil 
shapes the economy and politics of 
both countries. 

� The section on the U.S. economy 
(the largest economy in the world) 
has been revised to emphasize 
the characteristics relevant to the 
current and ongoing economic 
crisis including the national debt, 
consumer debt, the dependence 
on oil and other minerals from 
foreign sources, and the infl uence 
of the fi nancial sector on the 
overall economy. 

� A strong overview of U.S. 
dependence on oil has been 
added, with emphasis on the 
effi cacy of drilling for oil in Alaska 
as a way of reducing dependence 
on foreign oil imports. 

Updates to the Seventh Edition of 
Sociology: A Global Perspective

College loans. Finding a job. Living within one’s means.
The ongoing economic crisis in the United States in the context of a larger global 

economic crisis affects us all. Because of this, Joan Ferrante has updated the Seventh Edition 
to present the most accurate look at sociology in America. 

Chapters 1 and 8 have been thoroughly revised. Chapter 11 has been partially revised. 
Specifi c changes to these chapters include:
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Preface

   x ix

Over the seven editions of Sociology: A Global Perspective,
I have never done (or ever thought about doing) an update 
to an edition until now. Because this sociology textbook is 
written from a global perspective, it is imperative that it be 
updated to refl ect the dramatic economic downturn that 
is affecting not just the United States, but every country in 
the world. All indicators suggest that what is being called a 
global recession will continue for some time—perhaps for 
as long as a decade—as the United States and other con-
sumption-oriented countries attempt to transition from 
economies based on borrowing (credit) and overconsump-
tion to economies based on living within one’s means, sav-
ing, and sustainability. Literally every area of life is being 
affected in some way by this new economic reality.

Three chapters have been substantially revised: The 
opening chapter (The Sociological Imagination) has been 
completely revised to refl ect this new economic real-
ity. Chapter 8 (Social Stratifi cation) has also been thor-
oughly revised to show how existing inequalities within 
and between countries worldwide are expected to become 
even more pronounced. Finally, the economics portion of 
Chapter 11 (Economics and Politics) has been revised to 
describe the U.S. economy in light of this new economic 
context. Strategic changes have been made to charts and 
graphs in other chapters to capture the current economic 
realities. The changes described will give context to issues 
discussed in other chapters—which by the author’s assess-
ment are still relevant as written if contextualized within 
the new economic reality. Specifi c changes to each of the 
three revised chapters are listed below.

Major Changes to Updated Edition

The revision of Chapter 1—The Sociological Imagina-
tion—was informed by the ongoing economic crisis in the 
United States in the context of a larger global economic 
crisis. This crisis will not be short-lived, if only because 
24 million Americans—16 percent of the workforce—
are currently unemployed or working fewer hours than 
desired. If we consider that even in the best of times the 
U.S. economy creates 2.5 million or so jobs each year, it 
will take at least a decade to return to a normal labor envi-
ronment. Among other things, this chapter

• considers the social forces that have created the global 
economic crisis—which is primarily a complex crisis 
of overextended credit, indebtedness, and the desire of 
fi nancial investors and related organizations to increase 
returns.

• introduces seven classic sociological theorists but now 
applies each theorist’s ideas to the current economic 
crisis.

• replaces Harriet Marineau as one of the seven classic 
theorists with Jane Addams, who advocated for sym-
pathetic knowledge, or fi rst-hand knowledge gained by 
living and working among those being studied, because 
“knowing one another better reinforces the common 
connection of people such that the potential for caring 
and empathetic moral actions increase” (Addams 1912, 
p. 7).

• refi nes and expands the defi nition and discussion of 
globalization and global interdependence.

• includes an “Intersection of Biography and Society” 
box in which college students write about the experi-
ence of taking out college, car, and home loans between 
2001 and 2007—the years leading up to the economic 
crisis.

Like Chapter 1, the revision of Chapter 8—Social Stratifi -
cation: With Emphasis on the World’s Richest and Poor-
est—has been informed by the global economic crisis, and 
it now

• incorporates the experiences of one student of sociol-
ogy, who upon graduation joins the Peace Corps and 
is assigned to Mauritania (an African country). This 
recent college graduate is from one of the world’s rich-
est countries—the United States—and he now fi nds 
himself working in one of the world’s poorest countries. 
The chapter opens with that student’s letter to his soci-
ology professor describing his self-death (in a symbolic 
sense); that is, his transition from a person who had a 
strong sense of self-directed destiny to someone who 
is now oriented toward just surviving. This student’s 
experiences are incorporated throughout the chapter to 
help convey what life is like in one of the world’s poor-
est countries.



• includes new sections on the distribution of global 
household wealth, types of social mobility, the sym-
bolic interactionist view of social inequality, modern-
ization theory, and dependency theory.

• updates the progress on the United Nations’ plan to sig-
nifi cantly reduce global inequality by 2015 and how that 
plan is being impacted by the global economic crisis.

• incorporates an “Intersection of Biography and Society” 
box in which college students write about the impact of 
the economic crisis on their work life and job prospects.

• incorporates examples that are particularly relevant 
to the global economic crisis, such as the large divide 
between the haves and the have nots, including a new 
section on the indebted, which expands on the new 
social divide: debt-free versus indebted.

• includes a strong overview of the post-industrial society.

The economics half of Chapter 11—Economics and Politics: 
With Emphasis on Iraq—has been revised so that it now

• opens with a memorable photograph of an American sol-
dier and two small Iraqi boys born after the beginning 
of the U.S. military presence in Iraq (2003). Whether 
they know it or not, the soldier and children have some-
thing in common—both depend on oil. The economy 
of the United States depends on oil, 60 percent of which 
is imported from foreign sources. The economy of Iraq 
depends on oil exports—more than 85 percent of its rev-
enue comes from oil exports. Iraq’s economy is oil and 
the U.S. economy is driven by oil. There is little doubt that 
oil shapes the economy and politics of both countries.

• includes a section on the U.S. economy (the largest in 
the world) that emphasizes the characteristics relevant 
to the current and ongoing economic crisis and incor-
porates sections on the U.S. national debt, consumer 
debt, dependence on oil and other minerals from for-
eign sources, and the infl uence of the fi nancial sector 
on the overall economy.

• offers a strong overview of U.S. dependence on oil, with 
emphasis on the effi cacy of drilling for oil in Alaska as a 
way of reducing dependence on foreign oil imports.

Finally there are a number of miscellaneous changes, such 
as including new photos that acknowledge the change in 
U.S. presidents (replacing photos of President George W. 
Bush with photos of President Barack Obama), updating 
the ten largest global corporations (since the major auto-
mobile industries have fallen from that list), and updating 
the map showing Internet connectivity by country.

Organizing Features of Sociology: 
A Global Perspective

More than 20 years ago, I signed a contract to write Sociology: 
A Global Perspective. That moment launched my academic 
career and research agenda, which since that time has been 

devoted to fi nding the most effective and interesting way to 
introduce sociology to those new to the discipline. In fact, 
it is fair to say that my area of academic specialization is 
introduction to sociology. The book’s essential purpose has 
remained unchanged: to introduce students to the disci-
pline of sociology in such a way that the fi nal product is not 
an encyclopedic overview. The book presents sociological 
concepts and theories as more than a list of terms and defi -
nitions to be memorized. Rather, the book presents them as 
powerful tools for analyzing events occurring in one’s per-
sonal life (biography), community, country, and world.

The book retains its unique approach: Twelve of the 
sixteen chapters pair a sociological topic with a country or 
territory—more specifi cally, with an issue centered on the 
chosen place but having critical relevance for understand-
ing the United States and its position in the world order. 
The other four chapters pair a sociological topic not with 
a country, but with a broad theme related to global inter-
dependence, such as McDonaldization, the world’s rich-
est and poorest countries, and the global story behind the 
peopling of the United States.

Each chapter includes a “Why Focus On” opening 
to explain the pairing. The choice of pairing is in some 
ways arbitrary, because sociological concepts are robust 
enough to be used to analyze any social situation. How-
ever, some countries and territories do lend themselves 
more than others to a particular sociological topic. The 
100-plus years of confl ict between Palestinians and Jews 
in what is now Israel and the Palestinian territories is par-
ticularly relevant to socialization, the focus of Chapter 4. 
For a confl ict to last more than a century, it must be passed 
on from one generation to the next. The 20 or so concepts 
covered in that chapter are woven together to explain how 
this transmission occurs.

Each chapter is divided into eight to ten “core concep-
tual principles” to organize the material. Imagine being a 
student new to the discipline, skimming a chapter and see-
ing 25 to 30 key terms highlighted. Unfortunately, many 
students feel overwhelmed by such a presentation, and 
they set out to memorize the terms. Each core conceptual 
principle functions as an umbrella, pulling a variety of key 
terms and theories under it. The conceptual principles 
also drive end-of-chapter summaries titled “Visual Sum-
mary of Core Concepts.” Here each core concept is paired 
with an image and a short summary.

The book features four types of boxes, each with a clear 
pedagogical focus: (1) Intersection of Biography and Soci-
ety, (2) Global Comparisons, (3) No Borders, No Bound-
aries, and (4) Working for Change.

• Intersection of Biography and Society: The agreed-on objec-
tive of Introduction to Sociology courses is to instill in 
students the sociological imagination—a quality of mind 
that allows people to make connections between biogra-
phy and seemingly remote and impersonal social forces 
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and historical events. This box reinforces that objective 
by giving concrete examples of such intersections.

• Global Comparisons: Insight about the United States 
comes from comparing it with other countries. For 
example, we know that for every 1,000 babies born in 
the United States, approximately 6 do not survive the 
fi rst year of life. Knowing that babies in 41 other coun-
tries have a better chance of surviving the fi rst year of 
life puts this statistic in perspective. Likewise, using the 
comparative approach offers insight about the countries 
over which the United States exerts the greatest infl u-
ence. For example, 1.3 million U.S. servicemen and 
servicewomen are stationed in various locations world-
wide. Knowing that more than 120,000 of those troops 
are stationed in Iraq and 414 are stationed in Honduras 
provides a rough measure of the United States’ relative 
infl uence in each country.

• No Borders, No Boundaries: This textbook takes a 
global perspective, which means that it emphasizes the 
ongoing and ever-increasing fl ow of goods, services, 
money, people, information, and culture across politi-
cal borders. These boxes offer a sample of the various 
boundary-crossing activities and events that make up 
the phenomenon known as globalization.

• Working for Change: Sociologists critique existing 
social arrangements and social structures. The critical 
approach may leave some students apathetic, thinking 
that everything in the world is a mess or that nothing 
can be changed. This box focuses on solutions—specif-
ically, on people who do something to change the sys-
tem or who persuade others to change their behavior to 
benefi t society.

Ancillary Materials

Sociology: A Global Perspective is accompanied by a wide 
array of supplements prepared to create the best learning 
environment inside and outside the classroom for both the 
instructor and the student.

ebank Test Bank. This enhanced and updated test bank 
consists of 70–100 multiple choice questions and 20–25 
true-or-false questions per chapter, all with answers and 
page references. The test bank also includes 5 concept 
application questions, 15–20 short answer questions, and 
1–2 essay questions per chapter.

ExamView®. Create, deliver, and customize tests and study 
guides (both print and online) in minutes with this easy-
to-use assessment and tutorial system. ExamView offers 
both a Quick Test Wizard and an Online Test Wizard 
that guide you step by step through the process of creat-
ing tests, while its “what you see is what you get” interface 
allows you to see the test you are creating on the screen 
exactly as it will print or display online.

Instructor’s Resource Manual. The instructor’s manual 
offers the instructor suggestions for creating the course 
syllabus (including in-class student activities), back-
ground information on focus countries, and suggestions 
for enhancing the key sociological concepts in each chap-
ter. Additionally, the manual includes chapter summaries 
in question-answer outline form (which provide responses 
to the study questions in the student study guide) and 
detailed lecture outlines.

Study Guide. This student learning tool includes 15–25 
study questions for each chapter to guide reading, 5 con-
cept application scenarios, practice tests containing 20–25 
multiple-choice and 5–10 true-or-false questions, sug-
gested fi lm and Internet resources to enhance chapter 
material, and additional background information on the 
focus country, territory, or theme for each chapter.

More resources available from Wadsworth. Also avail-
able are supplements such as Practice Tests, WebTutor on 
Blackboard®, Microsoft® PowerPoint®, Audio Study Tools, 
CengageNOW™, and more. Please contact your local Cen-
gage Learning sales representative for more information.
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The Sociological Imagination
The fascination of sociology lies in the fact that its perspective makes us see 
in a new light the very world in which we have lived all our lives. . . . It can be 
said that the fi rst wisdom of sociology is this—things are not what they seem.

—Peter L. Berger, Invitation to Sociology (1963, pp. 21, 23)
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▲ Between 2000 and 2008, loan offi cers handed keys to millions of people who took out loans for 
homes and cars that they could not afford and that the lenders knew that they could not afford. In 
addition, banks and other fi nancial institutions issued credit cards and college loans under terms that 
would keep many borrowers in debt the rest of their lives. These millions of transactions between 
lender and borrower were part of a larger fi nancial process that triggered a global economic crisis.

CHAPTER OUTLINE
What Is Sociology?

Troubles and Issues

The Industrial Revolution

The Importance of a Global 
Perspective

■ VISUAL SUMMARY OF 
CORE CONCEPTS



FACTS TO CONSIDER

3

WHY FOCUS ON

● After three decades of using credit 
or debt to fuel the growth of the 
U.S. and global economy, the total 
amount of money owed by Ameri-
can consumers, the government, 
and businesses was $39 trillion, an 
amount three times as large as the 

gross domestic product of the United 
States (Federal Reserve 2009).

● The current economic crisis, which 
some call the Great Recession, 
resulted in more than 24 million 
Americans—16 percent of the work-
force and growing—looking for 

work, working fewer hours than they 
would like, or becoming so discour-
aged that they gave up looking for 
work. Putting this many people back 
to work will take years even in the 
event of a recovery (Uchitelle 2009).

The Sociological 
Imagination?
THE SOCIOLOGICAL IMAGINATION is a quality of mind that 
allows people to see how larger social forces, especially their 
place in history and the ways in which society is organized, 
shape their life stories or biographies. A biography consists 
of all the day-to-day activities from birth to death that make up 
a person’s life. Those activities can include taking out a loan 
to pay for college, a car, or a house; charging something on a 
credit card; or looking for a job. Social forces are any human-
created ways of doing things that infl uence, pressure, or force 
people to behave, interact with others, and think in specifi ed 
ways. Social forces are considered remote and impersonal 
because, for the most part, people have no hand in creating 
them, nor do they know those who did. People can embrace 
social forces, be swept along or bypassed by them, and most 
importantly challenge them.

One social force that contributed to the current economic 
crisis was the 1950s invention of the universal credit card (e.g., 
VISA, MasterCard, Discover, Capital One)—a bank-issued 
credit card that can be used to defer payment for products and 
services. This human-created invention became a “social force” 
that encouraged unprecedented numbers of people to spend 
money ahead of their earnings. While credit cards afforded 
those who could acquire them opportunities to delay paying for 
things they needed or wanted, it took special effort, discipline, 
and/or an advantaged position in life to resist using them.

In the 1980s another social force emerged that also 
encouraged many people to live beyond their means. Dur-

ing this time, banks moved away from a system in which they 
had made loans and issued credit cards to borrowers living 
in the surrounding community only after doing careful credit 
checks documenting real income, job stability, and credit his-
tory. Banks shifted to a system in which they knowingly issued 
loans to those with poor credit histories, gave loans larger 
than many borrowers could realistically afford to repay, and 
extended spending limits on credit cards to levels that many 
consumers found hard to resist.

In this chapter we will use the sociological imagination 
to think more about the social forces that shaped borrow-
ing, lending, and spending, especially between 2000 and 
2008—the years leading up to the economic crisis. Why is it 
important to develop the sociological imagination—a point 
of view that allows us to identify the seemingly remote and 
impersonal social forces that shape our lives? The payoff for 
those who acquire the sociological imagination is that they can 
(1) better understand their own biography by locating it in a 
broader context, (2) recognize the responses available to them 
by becoming aware of the many individuals who share (and do 
not share) their situation and response, and (3) position them-
selves to resist destructive forces and to change society for the 
better. (Awareness is the fi rst step in the long, diffi cult process 
of personal and societal change.)



 4 Chapter 1 THE SOCIOLOGICAL IMAGINATION

that we had no hand in creating. The words and gestures 
people use to express thoughts; the monetary and credit 
system used to pay debts; the rules governing games such 
as soccer and basketball; the beliefs and rituals of the reli-
gions people follow—all were created before they came on 
the scene. Thus, social facts have a life that extends beyond 
individuals.

Not only do social facts exist outside individuals, but 
they also have coercive power. When people freely and 
unthinkingly conform to social facts, that power “is not 
felt or felt hardly at all” (Durkheim 1982, p. 55). Only 
when people resist do they come to know and experience 
the power of social facts. Durkheim wrote that he was not 
forced to speak French or to use the legal currency, but 
it was impossible for him to do otherwise. “If I tried to 
escape the necessity, my attempt would fail miserably. . . . 
Even when in fact I can struggle free from these rules and 
successfully break them, it is never without being forced 
to fi ght against them” (Durkheim 1982, p. 51). In other 
words, even when people challenge them, social facts 
make their power known by the diffi culty people experi-
ence trying to do things and think in different ways. Still, 
it is impressive that most of us can think of at least one 
example in which we fought against social facts.

These remote and impersonal social forces extend even 
to the ways we relate to good friends. In this regard, one 
Senegalese student in my class expressed dismay because 
now that he was in the United States, it was no longer nor-
mal for him to hold his best friend’s hand when they walked 
to class or elsewhere. He wrote: “Out of habit, I reached for 
the hands of other male students I came to like and had 
to deal with their surprised looks and rejection. But I got 
used to this imposed distance between friends and started 
thinking and acting like an American. Now when I return 
home, I know I will be uncomfortable when my best friend 
tries to take my hand.” Coincidentally, an American stu-
dent in my class who traveled to Ghana on business was 
taken off guard when a man he was with took his hand. The 
American student wrote: “In the United States it is typi-
cally unacceptable for two men to hold hands. I spent some 
time in Ghana, Africa, several years ago and one of the fi rst 
cultural differences I noticed was that men, including the 
men I was with, hold hands. This cultural difference defi -
nitely hit home when one day one of the men I was with 
took my hand as we walked. In order not to offend him, I 
followed through with this until an appropriate opportu-
nity allowed me to disengage our hands. Even though I was 
in a country where this was perfectly acceptable, I still felt 
extremely uneasy with this tradition.”

For Durkheim, social facts also included what he called 
currents of opinion, the state of affairs with regard to some 
way of being. The intensity of these currents is broadly 
refl ected in rates summarizing various behaviors—for 
example, marriage, suicide, or birth rates. Durkheim 
believed the rates at which people around us marry, take 

What Is Sociology?

■ CORE CONCEPT 1: Sociologists focus on the social forces 

that shape human activity. Sociology is the study of human 
activity as it is affected by social forces emanating from 
groups, organizations, societies, and even the global 
community. Human activity is simply the things people 
do with and to one another. The activities sociologists 
study are too many to name, but they can include people 
using credit cards, college students using loans to pay for 
education, parents serving their children a glass of apple 
juice, good friends walking in public, the unemployed 
searching for ways to secure an income, or a child gaz-
ing in a mirror and wondering why she appears to be a 
different race from her father. These activities may involve 
just one or two people or as many as several billion. The 
important thing is that the activities studied are affected 
by social forces (see Intersection of Biography and Society: 
“Six Social Forces Shaping Human Activity”).

The Study of Social Facts

It seems, then, that on some level social forces exist outside 
the consciousness of individuals. French sociologist Émile 
Durkheim called such forces social facts. More specifi -
cally, Durkheim defi ned social facts as ideas, feelings, and 
ways of behaving “that possess the remarkable property 
of existing outside the consciousness of the individual” 
(Durkheim 1982, p. 51). That is, for the most part, social 
facts do not originate with the people experiencing them. 
From the time we are born, the people around us seek 
to impose upon us ways of thinking, feeling, and acting 

sociological imagination A quality of mind that allows people to see 
how larger social forces, especially their place in history and the ways 
in which society is organized, shape their life stories or biographies.

biography All the day-to-day activities from birth to death that make 
up a person’s life.

social forces Any human-created ways of doing things that infl uence, 
pressure, or force people to behave, interact with others, and think in 
specifi ed ways.

sociology The study of human activity as it is affected by social 
forces emanating from groups, organizations, societies, and even the 
global community.

social facts Ideas, feelings, and ways of behaving “that possess the 
remarkable property of existing outside the consciousness of the 
individual.”

currents of opinion The state of affairs with regard to some way of 
being expressed through rates (suicide, marriage, savings).
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Troubles and Issues

■ CORE CONCEPT 3: Sociologists distinguish between trou-

bles, which can be resolved by changing the individual, and 

issues, which can be resolved only by addressing the social 

forces that created them. C. Wright Mills (1959) defines 
troubles as personal needs, problems, or difficulties that 

their own life, or give birth to children both infl uence and 
refl ect others’ thinking and behavior on these matters. Table 
1.1 compares household savings rates across countries in 
1990 and 2009. Durkheim would argue that such rates offer 
insights about the overall value a society places on saving or 
spending. The intensity of that current of opinion shapes 
the behavior of people who live in the society.

The Sociological Consciousness

■ CORE CONCEPT 2: Sociologist Peter L. Berger offers the best 

description of the sociological consciousness: “The first wis-

dom of sociology is this—things are not what they seem.” In 
his classic book Invitation to Sociology, Berger (1963) 
equates sociologists with curious observers walking the 
neighborhood streets of a large city, fascinated with what 
they cannot see taking place behind the building walls. 
The buildings themselves offer few clues beyond hint-
ing at the architectural tastes of the people who built the 
structures and who may no longer live there. According to 
Berger, the wish to look inside and learn more is analogous 
to the sociological perspective. 

The discipline of sociology offers us theories, concepts, 
and methods needed to look beyond popular meanings and 
interpretations of what is going on around us. Berger (1963) 
points out that sociologists, by the very logic of their disci-
pline, are driven to debunk the social systems they study. 
One should not mistake this drive as being located in a soci-
ologist’s temperament or personal inclination. Apart from 
his or her fi eld of study, a sociologist may be “disinclined to 
disturb the comfortable assumptions on which he rests his 
own social existence” (p. 29). Nevertheless, the sociological 
perspective compels sociologists to explore levels of reality 
that dig below the surface. The logic of the discipline pre-
supposes a “measure of suspicion about the way in which 
human events are offi cially interpreted by the authorities, 
be they political, juridical or religious in character” (p. 29).

The Intersection of Biography and Society box on pages 
6 and 7 offers a preview of the kinds of social forces that 
we will address in upcoming chapters. Whatever human 
activity sociologists study, they are compelled to ask ques-
tions about the nature and origin of the social force(s) 
shaping it. Those questions include:

• What are the social forces shaping the human activity 
under question?

• Under what circumstances do people resist and chal-
lenge social forces?

• What is the reach of a social force—is it confi ned to a 
specifi c group of people, or does it affect human activ-
ity on a local, regional, national, or global scale?

• How are social forces initiated? Who benefi ts from a 
particular social force and at whose expense?

• What are the anticipated and unanticipated conse-
quences of social forces?

Table 1.1  Percent of Disposable Household Income That 

Is Saved by the United States and Other Wealthy 

Economies, 1990 versus 2009

Until just recently, the current household savings rate in the United 
States was 1.2 percent of disposable household income (defi ned 
as income after taxes). France, Germany, and Spain currently has 
the highest rates of household savings—at least 10 percent of 
disposable income is saved. However, savings rates had declined 
over the past 20 years for all countries shown in the chart below. 
In the United States, savings rates have dropped by 5.8 percent, 
down from 7 percent of disposable income saved in 1990. In 
some countries, household savings has declined even more 
dramatically over the past 20 years. Durkheim argues that these 
rates offer clues about the level of intensity by which a society 
conveys messages about the importance of saving or spending. 
It is important to point out that as a response to the economic 
crisis, the American rate of saving approached 7.0 percent in May 
2009, suggesting that the “currents of opinions” about saving 
have changed.

Country 1990 2009

Australia 8.2 2.5

Austria 10.3 9.8

Canada 13.0 1.1

Finland 1.9 –2.2*

France 9.4 12.3

Germany 13.7 10.6

Italy 21.7 6.8

Japan 13.9 2.6

Korea 22.5 2.5

Netherlands 18.1 6.4

Norway 2.7 1.4

Sweden 3.9 7.8

Switzerland 9.6 9.5

United States 7.0 1.2

*A negative savings rate suggests that there is no overall savings and 
money is being withdrawn from existing savings.

Source: OECD (2009)

troubles Personal needs, problems, or diffi culties that can be 
explained as individual shortcomings related to motivation, attitude, 
ability, character, or judgment.
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INTERSECTION OF  BIOGRAPHY AND SOCIETY

Six Social Forces Shaping Human Activity

2. The cell phone is a technology humans invented to free them from 
landline phones and to allow them to communicate with others while on 
the move. There is no question that this social force has changed the 
way people communicate. Because cell phones are typically not shared 
(most people have their own phone), callers do not have to speak to 
a party other than the person he or she is calling. There is no need 
to make “small talk” to a third person who answers. In this sense, cell 
phones expand individuality and privacy. With the cell phone, a parent—
calling to see if a child playing at a friend’s house is coming home—talks 
to the child directly and misses an opportunity to talk to that friend’s 
parent. On the surface, it seems effi cient to avoid a third party; on the 
other hand, the ties among parents are weakened (see Chapter 3).

Li
sa

 S
ou

th
w

ic
k

©
 L

. L
ar

tig
ue

/U
SA

ID
 

3. Humans have assigned great symbolic meaning to diamonds—the 
stones are a sign of engagement, marriage, love, and wealth. That 
meaning is a social force that creates an insatiable demand for the 
stones, such that low-wage diamond miners working in the Demo-
cratic Republic of the Congo and elsewhere produce some 800 million 
gem- and industrial-quality diamonds per year. U.S. consumers—about 
4.6 percent of the world’s population—buy almost 50 percent of these 
stones (see Chapter 7). (National Geographic 2002)
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1. It seems like most of how we go about our day and live our lives has 
been “planned” out for us. This is because humans create institutions, 
relatively stable and predictable arrangements among people that have 
emerged over time to coordinate human activity in ways that meet 
some human need, such as school systems to pass on accumulated 
knowledge to new generations. In the United States, 66 percent of col-
lege graduates leave with an average loan to repay valued at $22,500; 
a loan that they will be paying on 20 or more years (Bernard 2009). 
The debt burden U.S. students assume is not something that students 
attending college in the 27 countries that make up the European Union 
face (see Chapter 13).
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5. Globalization is a social force that is largely invisible to most of us but 
affects our lives in countless ways. Globalization encompasses the ever-
increasing fl ow of goods, services, money, people, technology, information, 
and other cultural items that routinely move across national borders. As 
one example, it is very likely the plasma people sell to one of the 500 for-
profi t plasma centers in the United States will be exported to another coun-
try. In fact, U.S. plasma donors supply 60 percent of global demand, with 
Japan being one of the largest trading partners and acquiring 90 percent 
of its plasma from American donors (National Plasma Center 2009). Some 
of the largest plasma companies operating in the United States are foreign-
owned with headquarters in Japan, West Germany, Austria, and Canada. 
One may wonder why the United States is the OPEC of blood plasma—one 
answer is that, of the world’s countries, the U.S. has the most liberal guide-
lines regarding plasma donations—a person can give/sell plasma every two 
weeks or 24 times a year. In addition, many countries ban the sale of blood 
plasma (see Chapter 5). (National Plasma Center 2009; Gaul 1989)

6. Race is not a biological reality but a socially created way of catego-
rizing people. As such, it is a social force of immense signifi cance. Sim-
ply consider that in the United States, a parent and his or her biological 
offspring can be classifi ed as different races. This soldier returning 
home from Iraq meets his son for the fi rst time. Both father and son will 
have to come to terms with the fact that each is considered a different 
race—the son has a black father and the father has a white son. The 
couple will have to come to terms with questions, often unspoken, as to 
whether this man is really the father (see Chapter 8).
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4. If you think about it, we spend much of our time interacting with 
strangers. Once we determine a stranger’s social status in relation to 
our own social status, we know what to say and do. This customer does 
not need to know the sales clerk to interact with him, nor does the clerk 
need to know him. Associated with the social statuses of customer 
and clerk are roles specifying how those occupying each status are 
expected to behave toward the other and what each can expect of the 
other in return. Statuses and associated roles are social forces in the 
sense that they guide and “pressure” people to behave and interact in 
expected ways (see Chapter 5).
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 8 Chapter 1 THE SOCIOLOGICAL IMAGINATION

bles” and larger social forces. When prospective home-
owners with no money for a down payment, an income 
too low to manage loan payments, and/or a poor credit 
history received loans for homes that were not affordable, 
they probably did not see themselves as one of millions 
to whom banks were awarding subprime loans that they 
would eventually bundle and sell to investors who would 
assume risk of default.

Mills also argues that most people cannot (or do not 
want to) see how their successes connect to others’ so-
called failures in life. The “success” loan offi cers felt upon 
meeting performance measures related to the number 
of loans closed was built upon putting many borrowers 
into fi nancial situations they could not sustain with the 
incomes they earned (see Intersection of Biography and 
Society: “The Personal Experience of Securing a Loan”). 
Mills believes that most people are unaware of how their 
successes are built upon others’ failures because they do 
not possess a quality of mind that enables them to grasp 
the interplay between self and world and between biogra-
phy and the large social forces pressuring them to think 
and behave as they do.

In The Sociological Imagination, Mills (1959) asks, 
“Is it any wonder that ordinary people feel they cannot 
cope with the larger worlds with which they are so sud-
denly confronted?” (pp. 4–5). Is it any wonder that people 
often feel trapped by the social forces that affect them? As 
Mills pointed out, we live in a world in which informa-

can be explained as individual shortcomings related to 
motivation, attitude, ability, character, or judgment. The 
resolution of a trouble, if it can indeed be resolved, lies 
in changing the individual in some way. Mills states that 
when only one man or woman is unemployed in a city of 
100,000, that situation is his or her personal trouble. For 
its relief, we properly look to that person’s character, skills, 
and immediate opportunities (that is, we think, “She is 
lazy,” “He has a bad attitude,” “He didn’t try very hard in 
school,” or “She had the opportunity but didn’t take it”). 

By comparison, an issue is a matter that can be 
explained only by factors outside an individual’s control 
and immediate environment. When 24 million men and 
women are unemployed or underemployed in a nation 
with a workforce of 156 million, that situation is an issue. 
Clearly, we cannot hope to solve this kind of employment 
crisis by focusing on the character fl aws of 24 million indi-
viduals. According to Mills, an accurate description of the 
problem and of the possible solutions to it requires us to 
think beyond individual shortcomings and to consider the 
underlying social forces that create them (see Figure 1.1).

Mills argues that many people cannot see the intricate 
connection between their personal situations or “trou-

ISSUES

Cause
Large social forces

Example of Causes
Financial system with products created to profit 

from debt; a culture that values consumption over 
living within means

Resolution
Identify and counteract larger social forces

Change Strategies
Regulate financial services industry so that it does not

reward lenders who are making risky loans

Focus
Personal needs, problems, and difficulties

Example of Causes
Lack of motivation

Bad attitude
Flawed character

Weak skills

Resolution
Change individual shortcomings

Change Strategies
Seek therapy

Find new friends
Take mood-altering medications

Look for a job/change jobs
Try harder

TROUBLES

Focus
Outside the individual

Cause
Individual shortcomings

▲ Figure 1.1 Issues and Troubles

issue A matter that can be explained only by factors outside an 
individual’s control and immediate environment.
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INTERSECTION OF  BIOGRAPHY AND SOCIETY

The Personal Experience of Securing a Loan

BETWEEN 2000 AND early 2008, many banks made 
loans to people who were high credit risks and issued loans 
for amounts larger than the borrowers requested. My stu-
dents shared their experiences with lenient lending prac-
tices during this time period and the consequences of such 
practices.

• I took out a car loan in 2005. At that time I had no credit 
history, and the dealership asked me if I could fi nd a co-
signer; I explained that both my parents were deceased 
and I could absolutely not fi nd a co-signer. Several hours 
later, I walked away with my brand new car and a loan 
for $17,000, with no money down and no co-signer. It 
was a bad deal for me; my interest rate was horrible and 
the length of the loan was long. I still look back and ask 
how the car company could give me a loan.

• We bought the house that we live in now in 2003. I was 
pregnant with our third child and thought that it was 
time to move to a bigger house. At the time, we made 
about $80,000 a year. We had several credit card bills as 
well and we were worried that we may not qualify for a 
loan. We had to show two weeks of pay stubs, W2’s from 
the previous year, and any savings or 401(k) statements. 
That’s it!!! We completed the application and, to our 
surprise, within two days the bank called and offered 
us more money than we had asked. They were willing 
to give us $250,000 with no down payment. We needed 

$175,000, an amount we knew was going to be a stretch 
for our budget but, being naïve, we took $200,000.

• My family purchased three houses in the last seven 
years, all of which we bought without a down payment 
and after a minimal credit check. We sold two of the 
houses fairly easily. The last house, which we had built, 
cost us $200,000. Now, due to the economy and a hous-
ing slump, brand-new homes on our street are selling 
for between $160,000 and $180,000. This drop in prices 
means we have to sell this house for a price below what 
we paid for it.

• When I was looking to buy a home in January 2007, I 
talked to a mortgage company and a local bank. The 
mortgage company rep (who worked on commission) 
approved me for an amount of money that I knew I 
couldn’t afford. When I told that rep I couldn’t afford 
it he responded that “on paper” I could defi nitely 
afford it. I told him that I didn’t live on paper and I 
knew that I couldn’t possibly make those monthly pay-
ments. He then offered me an interest only loan (where 
I wouldn’t have to pay on the principle) with an adjust-
able rate to make the monthly payments low enough. 
I told him thanks and I would get back to him. I went 
to a local bank (where the loan offi cers don’t work on 
commission). After talking to them, they approved me 
for an amount I knew I could afford with a 30-year, 
fi xed rate. 

tion dominates our attention and overwhelms our capac-
ity to make sense of all we hear, see, and read every day. 
Consequently, we may be exhausted by the struggle to 
learn from that information about the forces that shape 
our daily lives. According to Mills, people need “a quality 
of mind that will help them to use information” so they 
can think about “what is going on in the world and what 
may be happening within themselves” (p. 5). Mills calls 
this quality of mind the sociological imagination. Those 
who possess a sociological imagination can view their 
inner life and human career in the context of larger social 
forces. The payoff for those who demonstrate this qual-
ity of mind is that they can understand their own experi-
ences and fate by locating themselves in an historical and 
social context; they can recognize the responses available 

to them by becoming aware of the many individuals who 
share their situations.

The sociological imagination is evident in the work of 
the earliest and most infl uential sociologists. In fact, one 
can make the case that the discipline of sociology emerged 
as part of an effort to understand how a social force known 
as the Industrial Revolution changed human activity and 
interaction in an endless number of ways.

The Industrial Revolution

■ CORE CONCEPT 4: Sociology emerged in part as a reaction to 

the Industrial Revolution, an ongoing and evolving social force 

that transformed society, human behavior, and interaction 
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they interacted. Coal-powered trains, for example, turned a 
month-long trip by stagecoach into a day-long one. These 
trains permitted people and goods to travel day and night; 
in rain, snow, or sleet; and across smooth and rough terrain. 
Railroads increased the human and freight traffi c to and 
from previously remote and unconnected areas. The rail-
road caused people to believe they had “annihilated” time 
and space (Gordon 1989). In addition, railroads facilitated 
an unprecedented degree of economic interdependence, 
competition, and upheaval. Now people in one area could be 
priced out of a livelihood if people in another area could pro-
vide goods and materials at a lower price (Gordon 1989).

The Industrial Revolution drew people from even the 
most remote parts of the globe into a process that produced 
unprecedented quantities of material goods. The histori-
cal period known as the Age of Imperialism (1880–1914) 
involved the most rapid industrial and colonial expansion 
in history. During this time, rival European powers (such as 
Britain, France, Germany, Belgium, Portugal, the Nether-

in incalculable ways. The Industrial Revolution is the 
name given to the changes in manufacturing, agricul-
ture, transportation, and mining that transformed vir-
tually every aspect of society. The defining feature of the 
Industrial Revolution was mechanization, the process of 
replacing human and animal muscle as a source of power 
with external sources derived from burning wood, coal, 
oil, and natural gas. The new sources of power eventu-
ally replaced hand tools with power tools, sailboats with 
freighters, and horse-drawn carriages with trains. Mech-
anization changed how goods were produced and how 
people worked. It turned workshops into factories, skilled 
workers into machine operators, and hand-made goods 
into machine-made goods.

Before mechanization, goods were produced and 
distributed at a human pace, as illustrated by the effort 
required to make glass by hand: Skilled workers “endured 
the tremendous heat to coax beautiful forms from the fi re 
using nothing more than their breath and a few simple 
tools. They worked hard to polish their skills to uniformity 
and precision, but even so each creation was as individual 
as the maker” (Thrall 2007). With industrialization, prod-
ucts previously crafted by a few skilled people were now 
standardized and assembled by many relatively unskilled 
workers, each involved in part of the overall produc-
tion process. Now no one person could say, “I made this; 
this is a unique product of my labor.” The factory own-
ers gained power over the artisans as machines rendered 
them obsolete. Now people with little or no skill could do 
the artisan’s work—and at a faster pace. With regard to 
glass making, mechanically pressing hot glass replaced 
“the time-consuming handcrafting.” Because of the faster 
pace, more glass products could be produced faster and 
things made of glass became common household items 
(Thrall 2007).

Industrialization did more than change the nature of 
work; it affected virtually every aspect of daily life in incal-
culable ways. A social order that had existed for centuries 
“vanished,” and a new order—familiar in its outline to us 
today—appeared (Lengermann 1974). A series of devel-
opments—the railroad, the steamship, the cotton gin, the 
spinning jenny, running water, central heating, electricity, 
the telegraph, and mass-circulation newspapers—trans-
formed how people lived their daily lives and with whom 

Industrial Revolution Changes in manufacturing, agriculture, 
transportation, and mining that transformed virtually every aspect 
of society.

mechanization The addition of external sources of power, such as 
that derived from burning coal and oil, to muscle-powered tools and 
modes of transportation.

Before industrialization, human and/or animal muscle powered hand 
tools and pulled loads. Imagine the human muscle and the hours of 
labor required to fell a 16-foot cedar with axes. The gasoline-powered 
chain saw changed all that in 1926—dramatically reducing the time it 
took to cut down trees.
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lasting conceptual frameworks for analyzing the ongoing social 

upheavals. Sociology emerged as an effort to understand 
the dramatic and almost immeasurable effects of the 
Industrial Revolution on human life across the globe. 
Although the early sociologists wrote in the 19th and early 
20th centuries, their observations remain relevant. In fact, 
many insights into the character of contemporary society 
can be gained by reading their writings, because those 
who witness and adjust to a significant event are intensely 
familiar with its consequences in daily life. Because most 
of us living today know only an industrialized life, we 
lack the insights that came from living during the tran-
sitional period following the Industrial Revolution and 
observing its consequences. To grasp the significance of 
these observations, consider the following anecdote. In a 
recent interview, a scientist maintained that we are close 
to understanding the mechanisms governing aging, and 
that people might soon live to be 150 years old. If aging 
mechanisms are in fact controlled, the first people to wit-
ness the change will have to make the greatest adjustment. 
In contrast, people born after this discovery will know 
only a life in which they can expect to live 150 years. If 
these post-discovery humans are curious, they may wish 
to understand how living to age 150 shapes their lives. 
To fully understand this subject, they will have to look to 
those who recorded life before the change and who made 
sense of their adjustments to the so-called advancement. 
So it is with industrialization: to understand how it shaped 
and continues to shape human life (and how it has shaped 
sociology), we can look to six of the early sociologists.

Three of the six sociologists covered are nicknamed the 
“big three.” Those three are Karl Marx, Émile Durkheim, 
and Max Weber. There is universal agreement among 
sociologists that these three are the giants in the fi eld and 
that their writings form the heart of the discipline. It is 
safe to say that all sociologists who have come after Marx, 
Durkheim, and Weber have been deeply infl uenced by 
their ideas even as they expand, refi ne, and challenge them 
(Appellrouth and Edles 2007).

We also include three other central fi gures: Auguste 
Comte, because he gave sociology its name, and Jane 
Addams and W.E.B. DuBois. DuBois focused attention 
on the color line, and Jane Addams championed sympa-
thetic knowledge or knowledge gained from living and 
working among those being studied. The color line and 
sympathetic knowledge are certainly core ideas within 
sociology. Upon discussing the work of each of these six 
sociologists, we consider what features of the global eco-
nomic crisis each would emphasize if he or she were alive 
today.

Auguste Comte (1798–1857)

The French philosopher Auguste Comte, known as the 
father of positivism, gave sociology its name in 1839. 

lands, and Italy) competed to secure colonies and, by exten-
sion, the labor and natural resources within those colonies. 
By 1914, for example, all of Africa had been divided into 
European colonies. By that year, 84 percent of the world’s 
land area had been affected by colonization, and an esti-
mated 500 million people were living as members of Euro-
pean colonies (Random House Encyclopedia 1990).

The Industrial Revolution changed everything—the 
way in which goods were produced, the ways in which peo-
ple negotiated time and space, the relationships between 
what were once geographically separated peoples, the ways 
in which people made their livings, the density of human 
populations (e.g., urbanization), the relative importance 
and infl uence of the home in people’s lives, access to formal 
education (the rise of compulsory and mass education), 
and the emergence of a consumption-oriented economy 
and culture. The accumulation of wealth became a valued 
and necessary pursuit. In The Wealth of Nations, Adam 
Smith argued that invisible hand of the free market (capi-
talism) embodied in private ownership and self-interested 
competition held the key to a nation’s advancement and 
prosperity. The unprecedented changes caught the atten-
tion of the early sociologists who wrote in the 19th and 
early 20th centuries. In fact, sociology emerged out of 
their efforts to document and explain the effects of the 
Industrial Revolution on society.

■ CORE CONCEPT 5: Early sociologists were witnesses to the 

transforming effects of the Industrial Revolution. They offered 

Coal-powered locomotives celebrated in this 1891 poster permitted 
people to travel day and night; in rain, snow, or sleet; across smooth 
and rough terrain—turning month-long trips into day-long ones. Rail-
roads increased opportunities for personal mobility and boosted the 
freight and passenger traffi c to and from previously remote areas.
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 12 Chapter 1 THE SOCIOLOGICAL IMAGINATION

Comte on the Economic Crisis. If Auguste Comte were 
alive today, he would emphasize the dramatic and far-
reaching changes associated with the economic crisis. At 
the same time, he would also consider that, in spite of these 
changes, for the most part, societies around the world are 
holding together such that they do not collapse into some-
thing beyond recognition. Comte might choose to illus-
trate the forces holding societies together (social statics) 
in the midst of change (social dynamics) by comparing 
the U.S. and European response to the global debt crisis. 
One way some German and other European companies 
have handled the economic slowdown is by asking their 
employees to work fewer hours and by allowing their gov-
ernments to compensate employees for hours not worked 
out of an existing fund supported by payroll deductions 
and employer contributions (Kulish 2009).

While, in the United States, some states offer wage com-
pensation, few employers are aware that such programs exist. 
In addition, the state programs have a number of require-
ments that discourage participation, such as compensating 
only a percentage of the lost wages and requiring employers 
to continue paying for health and other benefi ts. Finally, 
most states with the programs do not have the “bureaucratic 
infrastructure” in place to run such programs (Greenhouse 
2009). These different approaches explain why the Europe-
ans generally opposed new government spending programs 
as a way of stimulating their economies. From the European 
point of view, the social safety nets they have in place are 
the spending programs; they don’t have to create them on 
the spot during economic downturns as the United States 
does. European employees are able to maintain their wages 
for at least 18 months in the face of reduced hours. In addi-
tion, most Europeans do not have to worry about paying for 
health care upon losing their jobs nor about companies tak-
ing away such benefi ts as a cost-saving measure. While the 
United States has unemployment benefi ts, it does not have 
an ongoing safety net in place, which explains the stimulus 
spending programs instituted by the federal government. 
Comte would note that there is something broadly predict-
able about the way the United States and European coun-
tries respond to economic change. It is the “predictable” 
component that holds the respective societies together even 
as they undergo dramatic change.

Karl Marx (1818–1883)

The political philosopher Karl Marx was born in Germany 
but spent much of his professional life in London, working 
and writing in collaboration with Friedrich Engels. Two of 
Marx and Engels’s most infl uential treatises are Das Kapi-
tal and The Communist Manifesto. Das Kapital, a massive 
multivolume work published in 1867, 1885, and 1894, is 
critical of the capitalist system and predicts its defeat by 
a more humane and more cooperative economic system: 

Positivism holds that valid knowledge about the world can 
be derived only from sense experience or knowing the world 
through the senses of sight, touch, taste, smell, and hearing 
and from empirical associations (e.g., evidence of cause and 
effect must be observable by the senses). Comte advanced 
the “Law of Three Stages,” which maintains that societies 
develop according to three stages: (1) the theocratic, (2) the 
metaphysical, and (3) the positive. In the theocratic stage, 
people explain the events going on in the world as the work 
of personifi ed deities—those deities may be objects such 
as the sun or trees, a variety of gods, or a supreme deity. 
Deities possess supernatural qualities that allow them to 
exert their will over humans and nature. In the metaphysi-
cal stage, people draw upon abstract and broad concepts to 
defi ne features of reality that cannot be observed through 
the senses or direct experience. Metaphysics deals with big 
philosophical questions such as the nature of the human 
mind, the meaning of life, and good versus evil. In the posi-
tive stage (stage 3)—the conceptually superior stage accord-
ing to Comte—people use scientifi c explanations grounded 
in observation and experimental designs to understand the 
world. Comte placed sociology in this third stage of think-
ing; he maintained that sociologists were scientists who 
studied the results of the human intellect (DeGrange 1938). 
What did he mean by this?

First, sociology is a science and only those sociologists 
who follow the scientifi c method can presume to have a 
voice in describing and guiding human affairs. The sci-
entifi c method rejects personal opinions and political 
agendas in favor of disciplined and objective strategies in 
thinking about and addressing social issues and making 
effective policies. Second, sociologists study the things 
humans have created: an idea, an invention, or a way of 
behaving and the effects those creations have on society. 
Comte recommended that sociologists study social stat-
ics, the forces that hold societies together such that they 
endure over time, and social dynamics, the forces that 
cause societies to change. Comte’s preoccupation with 
order, change, and the things humans have created is not 
surprising given that he was writing at a time when the 
Industrial Revolution was transforming society in unprec-
edented ways.

positivism A theory stating that valid knowledge about the world can 
be derived only from sense experience or knowing the world through 
the senses of sight, touch, taste, smell, and hearing and from empirical 
associations.

social statics The forces that hold societies together such that they 
endure over time.

social dynamics The forces that cause societies to change.
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tive potential of human labor and ingenuity. He also felt, 
however, that capitalism ignored too many human needs 
and that too many people could not afford to buy the prod-
ucts of their labor. Marx believed that if this economic sys-
tem were in the right hands—the hands of the workers or 
the proletariat—public wealth would be more than abun-
dant and would be distributed according to need. Instead, 
according to Marx (1887), capitalism survived and fl our-
ished by sucking the blood of living labor. The drive is a 
“boundless thirst—a werewolf-like hunger—that takes no 
account of the health and the length of life of the worker 
unless society forces it to do so” (p. 142). That thirst for 
profi t “chases the bourgeoisie over the whole surface of the 
globe” in search of the lowest-cost labor and resources to 
make products (Marx 1881, p. 531).

In the Class Struggles of France 1848–1850, Marx named 
another class, the fi nance aristocracy, who lived in obvious 

socialism. The Communist Manifesto is a 23-page pam-
phlet that was issued in 1848 and has since been translated 
into more than 30 languages (Marcus 1998). Upon read-
ing it today, more than 150 years later, one is “struck by 
the eerie way in which its 1848 description of capitalism 
resembles the restless, anxious and competitive world of 
today’s global economy” (Lewis 1998, p. A17).

The Manifesto includes these famous lines: “The work-
ers have nothing to lose but their chains; they have a 
whole world to gain. Workers of all countries, unite.” In 
an essay marking the 150th anniversary of The Communist 
Manifesto, John Cassidy (1997) wrote that “in many ways, 
Marx’s legacy has been obscured by the failure of Commu-
nism, which wasn’t his primary interest. In fact, . . . Marx 
was a student of capitalism, and that is how he should be 
judged” (p. 248).

Marx sought to analyze and explain confl ict, the major 
force that drives social change. The character of confl ict 
is shaped directly and profoundly by the means of pro-
duction, the resources (land, tools, equipment, factories, 
transportation, and labor) essential to the production and 
distribution of goods and services. Marx viewed every his-
torical period as characterized by a system of production 
that gave rise to specifi c types of confrontation between 
an exploiting class and an exploited class. For Marx, class 
confl ict was the vehicle that propelled people from one 
historical epoch to another.

From Marx’s perspective, the Industrial Revolution 
was accompanied by the rise of two distinct classes, creat-
ing a fundamental divide: the bourgeoisie, the owners of 
the means of production, and the proletariat, those indi-
viduals who must sell their labor to the bourgeoisie. Marx 
expressed profound moral outrage over the plight of the 
proletariat, who, at the time of his writings, were unable 
to afford the products of their labor and suffered from 
deplorable living conditions. Marx devoted his life to doc-
umenting and understanding the causes and consequences 
of this inequality, which he connected to a fatal fl aw in the 
organization of production (Lengermann 1974).

Karl Marx believed that the pursuit of profi t was behind 
the explosion of technological innovation and the never-
before-seen increase in the amount of goods and services 
produced during the Industrial Revolution. In a capitalist 
system, profi t is the most important measure of success. 
Marx described class confl ict as an antagonism that grows 
out of the opposing interests held by these two parties. 
The bourgeoisie’s interest lies with making a profi t and the 
proletariat’s with increasing wages. To maximize profi t, 
the bourgeoisie work to cut labor costs with labor-saving 
technologies, employ the lowest-cost workers, and fi nd the 
cheapest materials to make products.

The capitalist system is a vehicle of change in that it 
requires technology and products to be revolutionized 
constantly. Marx believed that capitalism was the fi rst eco-
nomic system capable of maximizing the immense produc-

confl ict The major force that drives social change.

bourgeoisie The owners of the means of production who exploit the 
labor of the proletariat.

proletariat Those individuals who must sell their labor to the 
bourgeoisie.

Karl Marx’s writings have had a tremendous infl uence on the discipline 
of sociology. At his funeral, Friedrich Engels spoke these words: “On the 
14th of March 1883, at a quarter to three in the afternoon, the greatest 
living thinker ceased to think.”
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 14 Chapter 1 THE SOCIOLOGICAL IMAGINATION

compensated hedge fund managers who bet in this way 
earned $3.7 billion in one year (Anderson 2008).

Marx’s description of the fi nance aristocracy applies to 
those who seek to increase their wealth without creating a 
product or service in exchange for money earned. During 
the years preceding the debt crisis, these high-yield fi nancial 
products disproportionately rewarded the wealthiest 1 to 2 
percent of the U.S. and global populations (Frank 2009). 

Émile Durkheim (1858–1918)

To describe the Industrial Revolution and its effects, 
Frenchman Émile Durkheim focused on the division of 
labor and solidarity. The division of labor is the way a soci-
ety divides and assigns day-to-day tasks. Durkheim was 
interested in how the division of labor affected solidarity, 
the system of social ties that connects people to one another 
and to the wider society. This system of social ties acts as 
“cement” binding people to each other and to the society. 
Durkheim observed that industrialization changed the 
division of labor from relatively simple to complex and, 
by extension, changed the nature of solidarity. Durkheim 
believed that the sociologist’s task is to analyze and explain 
the solidarity. Durkheim’s preoccupation with the ties that 
bind is evident in his writings on education, deviance, the 

luxury among masses of starving, low-paid, and unem-
ployed workers (Bologna 2008, Proudhon 1847). The fi nance 
aristocracy includes bankers and stockholders seemingly 
detached from the world of “work.” Marx (1856) described 
this source of income as “created from nothing—without 
labor and without creating a product or service to sell in 
exchange for wealth.” The fi nance aristocracy speculates or 
employs fi nancial advisors to speculate for them. “But while 
speculation has this power of inventiveness, it is at the same 
time also a gamble and a search for the ‘easy life’; as such it 
is the art of getting rich without work.” According to Marx 
(1856), the fi nancial aristocracy appropriate to themselves 
“public funds or private funds without giving anything 
equivalent in exchange; it is the cancer of production, the 
plague of society and of states.”(Bologna 2008, Proudhon 
1847)

Marx on the Economic Crisis. If Karl Marx were alive today, 
he would emphasize the size and power of the fi nancial 
sector, which accounts for 21 percent of the gross domestic 
product (GDP) of the United States. This sector includes 
corporations such as Bank of America and Citigroup that 
are considered too big to fail. By contrast, the manufac-
turing sector accounts for 12 to 13 percent of GDP. Marx 
would also point out that the growth of the fi nancial sec-
tor was fueled by consumer debt—whether that debt is 
derived from mortgages, college loans, car loans, credit 
cards, or commercial borrowing. Specifi cally, Marx would 
emphasize the fact that the fi nancial elite created and 
lobbied for minimally regulated fi nancial products that 
allowed lenders to assume no risk from making bad loans. 
Those products included securitization and credit default 
swaps (CDSs). Securitization, as it relates to loans, involves 
lenders packaging hundreds to hundreds of thousands of 
loans of varying risk of default together and selling them 
to investors. In selling the loans, the lender makes an 
immediate profi t and walks away from the loan; the inves-
tors assume the risk of borrowers defaulting. However, the 
investors lowered their risk through credit default swaps, 
an insurance-like system in which investors take out poli-
cies to protect themselves from loan defaults by shifting 
the risk onto a third party (an insurance company). To 
complicate matters, those who purchase credit default 
swaps do not have to own the insured loan; other inves-
tors can purchase that “insurance” as a bet that borrow-
ers will default. If that happens, the buyer collects. Hedge 
fund managers who purchased CDSs as bets that high-
risk borrowers would default on their home mortgages 
represent one example of high-stake investors being able 
to profi t even during the debt crisis. One of the highest-

To avoid a run on the banks reminiscent of the Great Depression, in 
2008 and 2009 the U.S. government bailed out banks and other fi nan-
cial institutions. One of the most publicized bailouts went to American 
International Group (AIG), which sold credit protection on collateralized 
debt obligations (CDOs). When credit default rates increased and home 
values fell, many investors fi led claims to collect on failed investments. 
The U.S. government gave AIG several hundred billion dollars so it could 
meet its credit default swap obligations to those banks and companies 
that had taken out policies. Its payouts included $8.1 billion to Goldman 
Sachs, $5.4 billion to Deutsche Bank, $4.9 billion to Merrill Lynch, and 
$700 million to Royal Bank of Scotland (Walsh 2009).
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solidarity The ties that bind people to one another in a society.
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to others in the society are weak. When individuals are 
detached from others, they encounter less resistance to sui-
cide. The lives of the chronically ill, for example, are often 
characterized by excessive individuation if friends, family, 
and other acquaintances avoid interacting with the ill per-
son out of fear of upsetting the patient or themselves.

Altruistic describes a state in which the ties attaching 
the individual to the group are such that he or she has no 
life beyond the group. In these situations, a person’s sense 
of self cannot be separated from the group. When such 
people commit suicide, it is on behalf of the group they 
love more than themselves. The classic example is mem-
bers of a military unit: the fi rst quality of soldiers is a sense 
of selfl essness. Soldiers must be trained to place little value 
on the self and to sacrifi ce themselves for the unit and its 
larger purpose.

Anomic describes a state in which the ties attaching 
the individual to the group are disrupted due to dramatic 
changes in social circumstances. Durkheim gave particu-
lar emphasis to economic circumstances such as a reces-
sion, a depression, or an economic boom. In all cases, a 
reclassifi cation occurs that suddenly casts individuals into 
a lower or higher status than before. When people are cast 
into a lower status, they must reduce their requirements, 
restrain their needs, and practice self-control. When indi-
viduals are cast into a higher status, they must adjust to 
increased prosperity, which unleashes aspirations and 
expands desires to an unlimited extent. A thirst to acquire 
goods and services arises that cannot be satisfi ed.

Fatalistic describes a state in which the ties attaching 
the individual to the group involve discipline so oppres-
sive it offers no chance of release. Under such conditions, 
individuals see their futures as permanently blocked. 
Durkheim asked, “Do not the suicides of slaves, said to be 
frequent under certain conditions, belong to this type?” 
(1951, p. 276).

division of labor, and suicide (see Chapters 4, 5, 7, and 12). 
By way of introduction to Durkheim’s emphasis, we turn 
to his writings on suicide.

In Suicide, Durkheim argued that it is futile to study the 
immediate circumstances that lead people to kill them-
selves, because an infi nite number of such circumstances 
exist. For example, one person may kill herself in the 
midst of newly acquired wealth, while another kills herself 
in the lap of poverty. One may kill himself because he is 
unhappy in his marriage and feels trapped, while another 
kills himself because his unhappy marriage has just ended 
in divorce. In one case, a person kills himself after losing 
a business; in another case, a lottery winner kills herself 
because she cannot tolerate her family and friends fi ght-
ing one another to share in her newfound fortune. Because 
almost any personal circumstance can serve as a pretext 
for suicide, Durkheim concluded that there is no situation 
that could not serve as an occasion for someone’s suicide.

Durkheim also reasoned that no central emotional 
quality was common to all suicides. We can point to cases 
in which people live on through horrible misfortune while 
others kill themselves over seemingly minor troubles. 
Moreover, we can cite examples in which people renounce 
life at times when it is most comfortable or at times of 
great achievement. Given these conceptual diffi culties, 
Durkheim offered a defi nition of suicide that goes beyond 
its popular meaning (the act of intentionally killing one-
self). This defi nition takes the spotlight off the victim and 
points it outward toward the ties that bind (or fail to bind) 
people to others in the society. In short, Durkheim defi ned 
suicide as the severing of relationships. To make his case, 
he argued that every group has a greater or lesser propen-
sity for suicide. The suicide rates for various age, sex, and 
race groups in the United States, for example, show that 
for some categories of people—the elderly, males, 15- to 
19-year-olds—suicide is more prevalent than for other 
categories. From a sociological point of view, these differ-
ences in suicide rates cannot be explained by pointing to 
each victim’s immediate circumstances.

Instead, Durkheim examined the social ties that bind 
or fail to bind social categories to others. For example, all 
people who suddenly fi nd themselves in the unemployed 
category must adjust to life without a job. That adjust-
ment may entail fi nding a way to live on a reduced budget, 
trying to stay cheerful while hunting for a job, or feeling 
uncomfortable around friends who have a job. Accord-
ing to Durkheim, it is inevitable that a certain number of 
those in the unemployed category will succumb to social 
pressures and choose to sever the relationships from which 
such pressures emanate.

Durkheim identifi ed four types of social ties, each 
of which describes a different kind of relationship to the 
group: egoistic, altruistic, anomic, and fatalistic. Egoistic 
describes a state in which the ties attaching the individual 

suicide The act of severing relationships.

egoistic A state in which the ties attaching the individual to others 
in the society are weak.

altruistic A state in which the ties attaching the individual to the 
group are such that he or she has no life beyond the group and strives 
to blend in with the group to have a sense of being.

anomic A state in which the ties attaching the individual to the 
group are disrupted due to dramatic changes in economic 
circumstances.

fatalistic A state in which the ties attaching the individual to 
the group involve discipline so oppressive it offers no chance of 
release.



 16 Chapter 1 THE SOCIOLOGICAL IMAGINATION

a higher status, they must adjust to increased prosperity, 
which unleashes aspirations and expands desires to an 
unlimited extent, thus creating a thirst to acquire goods 
and services that cannot be satisfi ed. The debt crisis, on 
the other hand, pushed people into a lower status and 
drastically lowered their sense of prosperity. Now, many 
people fi nd themselves in situations where they must 
reduce their requirements, restrain their needs, and prac-
tice self-control.

Max Weber (1864–1920)

The German scholar Max Weber made it his task to ana-
lyze and explain how the Industrial Revolution affected 
social action—actions people take in response to oth-
ers—with emphasis on the forces that motivate people to 
act. In this regard, Weber suggested that sociologists focus 
on the broad reasons that people pursue goals, whatever 
those goals may be. He believed that social action is ori-
ented toward one of four ideal types—ideal, not in the 
sense of being the most desirable, but as a gauge against 
which actual behavior can be compared. In the case of 
social action, an ideal type is a deliberate simplifi cation or 
caricature of what motivates people to act, in that it exag-
gerates and emphasizes the distinguishing characteristics 
that make one type of action distinct from another. In 
reality, social action is not so clear-cut but involves some 
mixture of the four types.

1. Traditional—a goal is pursued because it was pursued 
in the past (i.e., “that is the way it has always been”).

2. Affectional—a goal is pursued in response to an emo-
tion such as revenge, love, or loyalty (a soldier throws 
himself/herself on a grenade out of love and sense of 
duty for those in his/her unit).

3. Value-rational—a valued goal is pursued with a deep 
and abiding awareness of the “symbolic meaning” of 
the actions taken to pursue the goal. “There can be no 
compromises or cost-accounting, no rational weigh-
ing of one end against another” (Weintraub and Soares 
2005). Instead, action is guided by codes of conduct 
that prohibit certain kinds of behavior and permit oth-
ers. With value-rational action, the manner in which 
people go about achieving a goal is valued as much as 
the goal itself—perhaps even more so as, in an effort to 
stay true to a code of conduct, the goal may not be real-
ized (Weintraub and Soares 2005).

4. Instrumental-rational—a valued goal is pursued by the 
most effi cient means, often without considering the 
appropriateness or consequences of those means. It is 
result-oriented action. In the context of the Industrial 
Revolution, the valued goal is profi t and the most effi cient 
means are the cost-effective ones taken without regard 
for their consequences to workers or the environment. In 
contrast to value-rational action, this type of action does 

Durkheim on the Economic Crisis. If Durkheim were alive 
today, he would focus on the ties that bind lenders and 
borrowers to one another (solidarity) with particular 
emphasis on how that relationship has changed as a result 
of new technologies such as computers, the Internet, and 
new fi nancial products (such as securitization and CDSs). 
Broadly speaking, banking shifted away from a system in 
which the neighborhood bank dominated loan making to 
one in which regional, national, international, and global-
scale banks with many branches and online fi nancial ser-
vices dominated. In addition, a shadow banking industry 
emerged—nonbanks such as investment fi rms and hedge 
funds that offered “bank-like” products and services with 
higher returns than did savings and checking accounts. 
Now, instead of banking at a community-based bank, 
consumers deal with fi nancial corporations in which they 
remain largely anonymous. Durkheim would be most 
interested in how the personal, face-to-face relationship 
between borrowers and lenders was replaced by a system 
in which they remained largely anonymous.

Durkheim’s concept of anomie is also useful for think-
ing about how both easy credit and debt crisis affect peo-
ple and their relationships to others. The era of easy credit 
and high returns on investments gave many people access 
to lifestyles that they could not afford, casting them into 
a higher status and giving them a false sense of prosper-
ity. Durkheim argues that when individuals are cast into 

The debt crisis was preceded by a period of easy credit in which 
people who could not afford a home in a particular price range were 
able to obtain loans from those banks engaging in the subprime 
lending. The easy credit unleashed aspirations and expanded 
desires. The debt crisis cast many people into a lower status, 
where they had to reduce their consumption, constrain needs, and 
practice self-control.
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social action Actions people take in response to others.



   THE INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION 17

loans to disappear. Now, when borrowers defaulted, the 
value of the home could not cover the cost of their debts.

W.E.B. DuBois (1868–1963)
Another voice that was initially ignored and then later 
“discovered” as important to sociology is that of the U.S. 
educator and writer W.E.B. DuBois. DuBois wrote about 
the “strange meaning of being black” and about the color 
line. In The Souls of Black Folk (1903)—a book that has 
been republished in 119 editions (Gates 2003)—DuBois 
announced his preoccupation with the “strange meaning of 
being black here in the dawning of the Twentieth Century.” 
The strange meaning of being black in America includes a 
double consciousness that DuBois defi ned as “this sense 
of always looking at one’s self through the eyes of others, of 

not require or prohibit any manner by which people go 
about achieving goals—any way of achieving the desired 
end is allowed. One might equate this type of action with 
an addiction in the sense that the person will work to 
acquire a drug or other desired state at any cost to self 
or to others. There is an inevitable self-destructive qual-
ity to this form of action (Henri 2000). In the short run, 
the instrumental-rational action (with no constraints 
on behavior) will defeat the value-rationally motivated 
actors. However, in the long run the “anything goes” 
approach will eventually collapse on itself.

Weber maintained that in the presence of industrializa-
tion, behavior was less likely to be motivated by tradition or 
emotion and was more likely to be instrumental-rational. 
Weber was particularly concerned about instrumental-
rational action because he believed that it could lead to 
disenchantment, a great spiritual void accompanied by a 
crisis of meaning.

Weber on the Economic Crisis. Weber’s concept of 
instrumental-rational action in which a valued goal is pur-
sued by the most effi cient means, often without consider-
ing the appropriateness or consequences of those means, 
best applies to those lenders, borrowers, and investors who 
focused exclusively on material gain by whatever means 
necessary. In an effort to achieve the American dream—
which includes home ownership and economic success—
many Americans took out home loans they could not 
afford as the fastest way to achieve that success. In addition, 
Americans opened a record number of credit cards with 
generous credit limits but high interest rates. Once in credit 
card debt, banks advised them to consolidate that debt 
with a lower-interest home equity loan. Of course, many 
banks gave equity loans that equaled and even exceeded 
the infl ated value of the indebted homes, which were being 
used as collateral. When housing prices dropped, many 
borrowers owed more than the value of their home.

The exclusive focus on material gain caused lenders to 
abandon the proven way of making safe loans—that is, to 
make loans to creditworthy borrowers with a good credit 
history and those able to put up collateral/equity as security. 
In addition, many lenders arranged terms that exceeded 
lenders’ actual capacity to pay. Securitization and credit 
default swaps took the risk out of making and investing in 
bad loans. Without risk there is moral hazard, a situation 
in which lenders believe that they can make risky loans, 
and even loans they know will result in default, because 
they will not have to absorb losses incurred from borrow-
ers who default. Abandoning these lending practices also 
meant that home builders and buyers could secure easy 
money to build and buy houses, creating a glut of overval-
ued houses on the market. This, coupled with high rates 
of default on mortgages, eventually caused home values to 
fall and a major source of collateral/equity backing up the 

W.E.B. DuBois’s writings on the “strange meaning of being black” in 
America were no doubt infl uenced by his French, African, and Dutch 
ancestry.
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double consciousness According to DuBois, “this sense of always 
looking at one’s self through the eyes of others, of measuring one’s 
soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt and 
pity.” The double consciousness includes a sense of two-ness: “an 
American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled 
strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged 
strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder.”
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hand, there is no global plan in place to help the world’s 
poorest people, whose precarious economies (legacies of 
colonization) are in jeopardy. The poorest countries are 
experiencing a catastrophic loss of income because the 
demand from wealthier countries for their commodities 
has decreased, bringing about a corresponding decline in 
the price of those exports. For example, in 2009 Botswana, 
a country dependent on diamond exports, lost 90 percent 
of that revenue. Cameroon, a country dependent on tim-
ber exports, lost $300 million in annual revenue (Woods 
2009; Stearns 2009). In the face of such crisis, the poorest 
countries do not have the resources to institute a stimulus 
package. In addition, wealthier countries have reduced the 
amount of aid they are sending and remittances—money 
sent home by those living abroad—have declined sharply 
in the wake of the global economic crisis. Without revenue 
from exports, foreign aid, and remittances, poor countries 
have to reduce their already inadequate public services. 
As a result, signifi cant numbers of teachers, nurses, and 
police have been laid off. Children—especially girls—stop 
attending school. Finally, the emergency measures govern-
ments in richer countries are employing to protect their 
economies take a toll on the poorest countries as well. For 
instance, government subsidies provided by richer coun-
tries to favored industries, or policies encouraging banks 
to lend at home, disadvantage poor countries seeking to 
sell their products or trying to secure loans on interna-
tional markets (Woods 2009).

Jane Addams (1860–1935)

In 1889 Jane Addams (with Ellen Gates Starr) co-founded 
one of the fi rst settlement houses in the United States, the 
Chicago Hull House. Settlement houses, which originated 
in London, were community centers that provided services 
to the poor and other marginalized populations. Settle-
ments were supported by the wealthy donors from the sur-
rounding community and by university faculty and college 
students who lived with, served, and learned from these 
populations. Hull House, considered one of the two largest 
and most infl uential settlements in the United States, offered 
educational, cultural, and social services to immigrants 
and other diverse populations of Chicago. At the time of 
Hull House’s founding, immigrants constituted almost 50 
percent of Chicago’s population, which was second in size 
only to New York’s immigrant population. Hull House was 
established at a time when Chicago was industrializing and 
in the midst of unprecedented growth that started in 1860 
when the city’s population was 10,000; over the course of 
the next 50 years, it grew to 2 million. The dramatic increase 
was accompanied by a variety of social problems, including 
homelessness, substandard housing, unemployment, and 
exploitive and unsafe working conditions.

Hull House’s facilities included a night school for adults, 
morning kindergarten classes, clubs for girls and boys, a 

measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on 
in amused contempt and pity.” The double consciousness 
includes a sense of two-ness: “an American, a Negro; two 
souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two war-
ring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone 
keeps it from being torn asunder.” DuBois’s preoccupation 
with the “strange meaning of being black” was no doubt 
affected by the facts that his father was a Haitian of French 
and African descent and his mother was an American of 
Dutch and African descent (Lewis 1993). Historically in the 
United States, a person has been considered “black” even 
when his or her parents are of different or blended “races.” 
To accept this idea, we must act as if whites and blacks do 
not marry each other or produce offspring together and as 
if one parent, the “black” one, contributes a disproportion-
ate amount of genetic material—so large that it negates the 
genetic contribution of the other parent.

In addition to writing about the “strange meaning 
of being black” and about racial mixing, DuBois also 
wrote about the color line, a barrier supported by cus-
toms and laws separating nonwhites from whites, espe-
cially with regard to their place in the division of labor. 
The color line originated with the colonial expansion that 
accompanied the Industrial Revolution. That expansion 
involved rival European powers (Britain, France, Ger-
many, Belgium, Portugal, the Netherlands, and Italy) 
competing to secure colonies, and by extension, the labor 
and natural resources within those colonies. The colo-
nies’ resources and labor fueled European and American 
industrialization. DuBois (1970) traced the color line’s 
origin to the scramble for Africa’s resources, beginning 
with the slave trade upon which the British empire and 
American republic were built, costing black Africa “no 
less than 100,000,000 souls” (p. 246). DuBois maintained 
that the world was able “to endure this horrible tragedy 
by deliberately stopping its ears and changing the subject 
in conversation” (p. 246). He further maintained that an 
honest review of Africa’s history could only bring us to 
conclude that Western governments and corporations 
coveted Africa for its natural resources and for the cheap 
labor needed to extract them.

DuBois on the Economic Crisis. If W.E.B. DuBois were 
alive today, he would emphasize that while the debt cri-
sis is global in scale, the focus is primarily on the world’s 
richest countries and their efforts to fi x their own fi nan-
cial system through various kinds of stimulus packages, 
or by turning to institutionalized safety nets. On the other 

color line A barrier supported by customs and laws separating 
nonwhites from whites, especially with regard to their place in the 
division of labor.
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As one measure of Addams’s infl uence and popularity in 
American society, consider that in the results of one newspa-
per poll asking, “Who among our contemporaries are of the 
most value to the community?” she was voted second, after 
Thomas Edison (U.S. Library of Congress 2008). However, 
when Addams publicly opposed U.S. involvement in World 
War I (1914–1918), she was branded a traitor and unpatriotic 
and was expelled from the Daughters of the American Revo-
lution. Many years later, in 1931, Jane Addams was awarded 
the Nobel Peace Prize for her work to promote peace, which 
included her opposition to the war and her humanitarian 
efforts assisting President Herbert Hoover in providing 
food aid and other relief to those living in enemy nations 
(Abrams 1997). Jane Addams’s infl uence on the discipline of 
sociology is apparent, as she helped to found the American 
Sociological Association (see Working for Change).

Addams on the Economic Crisis. If Jane Addams were alive 
today, she would employ sympathetic knowledge to under-
stand the debt crisis’s effects on poor and marginalized 
peoples. She would also emphasize the response of commu-
nity centers and other nonprofi t organizations in address-
ing the increased numbers of newly poor—“the next layer 
of people—a rapidly expanding roster of childcare work-
ers, nurse’s aides, real estate agents and secretaries facing a 
fi nancial crisis for the fi rst time” (Bosman 2009). Addams 
would consider how “the face of those who need food is 
changing.” As one food bank staff member explained it: 
“When I came here, it was mostly people on a very fi xed 
income or people who were very poor. Now we are seeing 
more people who consider themselves middle class or even 
slightly above middle class” (O’Donoghue 2009). Feeding 
America (2009), a network of 200 food banks across the 
United States, surveyed its members to learn what fac-
tors are behind the rise in demand for emergency food 
assistance. Respondents pointed to rising costs of food, 
increased unemployment and underemployment, the cost 
of fuel, unmanageable mortgage and rent costs, and an 
inadequate amount of food stamps. The survey found that 
72 percent of food banks were not able to meet this demand 
without reducing the amount of food distributed per per-
son. The survey asked respondents to describe the new 
populations requesting emergency food assistance.

• 99.4% reported seeing more fi rst-time users.

• 74% reported seeing more newly unemployed persons.

• 73% reported seeing increased need among existing 
clients (more repeat visits).

• 59% reported seeing more employed persons.

• 48% reported seeing more children.

public kitchen, an art gallery, a coffeehouse, recreation facil-
ities (including a swimming pool), a music school, a drama 
group, and a library. The Hull House had strong ties with the 
University of Chicago School of Sociology, and, through her 
community-based work, Jane Addams infl uenced sociologi-
cal thought and work in an area of the discipline now known 
as “public sociology.” Not only did she establish a variety 
of programs and services to address the needs of Chicago’s 
urban population, but Addams also worked to give those 
populations a voice and to change the way society operated 
with regard to child labor, juvenile justice, industrial safety, 
working hours, women’s and minority rights, and a variety 
of other areas (Deegan 1986; Hamington 2007).

The Chicago sociologists considered her work “social 
work” and an appropriate specialization for women. For 
that reason, female students tended to intern and live at Hull 
House. Addams, however, did not consider her work social 
work. She maintained that the settlements were equivalent 
to an applied university where knowledge about how to 
change the situation of people could be applied and tested. 
Addams advocated for sympathetic knowledge, fi rst-hand 
knowledge gained by living and working among those being 
studied because “knowing one another better reinforces the 
common connection of people such that the potential for 
caring and empathetic moral actions increase” (Addams 
1912, p. 7). Addams made a point of never addressing a 
“Chicago audience on the subject of the Settlement and its 
vicinity without inviting a neighbor to go with me, that I 
might curb my hasty generalization by the consciousness 
that I had an auditor who knew the conditions more inti-
mately than I could hope to do” (Addams 1910, p. 80).

The global debt crisis caused consumption of commodities such as 
timber and diamonds to drop in the United States, Europe, and other 
wealthy countries. Cargo ships carried less product from poorer to 
richer countries. This drop in consumption affected countries such 
as Botswana, for which 66 percent of exports are diamonds, and 
Cameroon, for which timber is a major export.
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sympathetic knowledge First-hand knowledge gained by living and 
working among those being studied.
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the most pressing social problems are part of a larger, global 

situation. Global interdependence is a situation in which 
human interactions and relationships transcend national 
borders and in which social problems within any one 
country—such as unemployment, drug addiction, water 
shortages, natural disasters, or the search for national 
security—are shaped by social forces and events taking 
place outside the country, indeed in various parts of the 
globe. Global interdependence is part of a dynamic process 
known as globalization—the ever-increasing flow of 
goods, services, money, people, technology, information, 
and other cultural items across political borders (Held, 
McGraw, Goldblatt, and Perraton 1999). This f low has 
become more dense and quick moving as space- and time-
related constraints separating people in various locations 
seemingly dissolve. As a result of globalization, no lon-

The Importance of a Global 
Perspective

■ CORE CONCEPT 6: A global perspective assumes that 

social interactions do not stop at political borders and that 

 WORKING FOR CHANGE

nizer in Chicago who became known 
as the Angel of the Stockyards.

In 1906, the American Sociologi-
cal Society held its fi rst offi cial meet-
ing at Brown University in Providence, 
Rhode Island. The meeting was a great 
success and marked the beginning of a 
steady growth of American sociology.

In 1909, six of the founding mem-
bers of the American Sociological 
Society helped organize the National 
Association for the Advancement of 
Colored People (NAACP). Since then, 
American sociologists have continued 
and expanded their effort to promote 
understanding and respect of racial 
and ethnic minorities.

In 1936, the fi rst issue of the American Sociological 
Review was published. Today, the organization produces 
10 journals and a wide range of reports and position state-
ments on important social issues.

Since its inception, the organization has grown from 
115 members to nearly 14,000. But more importantly, 
over the past 100 years, it has had a signifi cant role in the 
understanding and shaping of American society.

Source: Adapted from A Century of Progress: Presidential Refl ections 1905–2005, 
American Sociological Association, Gale Largey, writer/director.

The American Sociological Association

IN DECEMBER 1905, a group of 
sociologists, many of whom were 
members of the American Economic 
Association, met at Johns Hopkins 
University to organize the American 
Sociological Society (renamed the 
American Sociological Association 
in 1959). Their goal was to foster the 
discipline of sociology and to increase 
its practical infl uence upon American 
society. Lester F. Ward, the recog-
nized founder of American sociology, 
was unanimously elected president. 
The founding members included:

• Charlotte Perkins Gilman, a 
highly infl uential humanist whose 
writings have been an inspiration 
for generations of feminists; a woman who dedicated 
her book Man Made World to Lester Ward.

• Jane Addams, a pioneer in social work; a renowned 
leader of the Woman’s International League for Peace 
and Freedom and Nobel Laureate in 1931.

• Emily Balch, a noted sociology professor and activist; 
a woman who changed her pacifi st beliefs to defend 
fundamental human rights against Nazism. She was a 
Nobel Peace Laureate.

• Mary McDowell, a vigorous advocate for the rights of 
minorities and the poor, a staunch trade union orga-
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global interdependence A situation in which social activity tran-
scends national borders and in which one country’s problems—such as 
unemployment, drug abuse, water shortages, natural disasters, and 
the search for national security in the face of terrorism—are part of a 
larger global situation.

globalization The ever-increasing fl ow of goods, services, money, 
people, information, and culture across political borders.
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ger are people, goods, services, technologies, money, and 
images fixed to specific geographic locations (see No Bor-
ders, No Boundaries).

The classic sociologists were wide ranging and com-
parative in their outlooks. They did not limit their obser-
vations to a single academic discipline, a single period in 
history, or a single society. They were particularly inter-
ested in the transformative powers of history, and they 
located the issues they studied according to time and 
place. All lived at a time when Europe was colonizing 
much of Asia and Africa; when Europeans were migrating 
to the United States, Canada, South Africa, Australia, New 
Zealand, and South America; and when enslaved people 
and/or indentured servants were moving to new areas to 
fi ll demands for cheap labor. Sociologist Patricia M. Leng-
ermann (1974) describes the signifi cance of European 
expansion and movement of peoples on the discipline of 
sociology:

Explorers, traders, missionaries, administrators, and anthro-

pologists recorded and reported more or less accurately the 

details of life in the multitudes of new social groupings which 

they encountered. . . . Never had man more evidence of the 

variety of answers which his species could produce in response 

to the problems of living. This knowledge was built into the 

foundations of sociology—indeed, one impulse behind the 

emergence of the fi eld must surely have been Western man’s 

need to interpret this evidence of cultural variation. (1974, 

p. 37)

This textbook continues this tradition by incorpo-
rating a global perspective throughout. It applies socio-
logical concepts and theories to a wide range of critical 
issues, international relationships, and events affecting 
the United States that cannot be separated from a larger 
global context (Held, McGraw, Goldblatt, and Perraton 
1999). A global perspective is guided by the following 
assumptions:

• Globalization is not new, although the scale of global 
interdependence changed dramatically with the Indus-
trial Revolution, which created a production process 
that draws unprecedented amounts of labor and raw 
materials from even the remotest corners of the world 
to produce unprecedented quantities of material goods 
and services, which are distributed unevenly.

• Globalization has been further intensifi ed by the 
Internet and related technologies, which allow people 
around the world to communicate instantaneously. 
In addition, it has increased global competition for 
jobs that involve processing, managing, and analyzing 
information.

• Globally established social arrangements that we never 
see deliver to us products and services, including apple 
juice containing concentrate from Austria, China, 

Turkey, and other countries (Lemert 1995; Zaniello 
2007).

• The global exchange of goods, services, and infl uences 
is uneven, with some countries—most notably, the 
United States—generally being the more dominant 
trading partners.

• Multinational and global corporations are key forces in 
structuring social relationships that transcend national 
boundaries (Harvey, Rail, and Thibault 1996).

• Efforts to open and erase national boundaries are 
accompanied by simultaneous efforts to protect and 
enforce boundaries. Gatekeepers such as airport secu-
rity and border patrol offi cers seek to process travelers 

Globalization involved two seemingly opposing trends embodied in 
these photographs of activity along the Mexico–U.S. border. On one 
hand, border patrol offi cers seek to process travelers and cargo mov-
ing across the border as quickly as possible and, at the same time, 
close access to real and imagined threats. Each year there are an esti-
mated 300 million border crossings from Mexico into the United States. 
In hopes of preventing this massive exchange of people, the United 
States is constructing 700 miles of strategically placed fences along 
that border, including reinforced fencing, physical barriers, lighting, 
cameras, and sensors to stop illegal crossings. (Dinan 2007)
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and cargo from around the world as quickly as possible 
and yet close access to high-risk threats.

• As part of the pursuit of profi t, multinational corpora-
tions are increasingly gaining and solidifying control 
over scarce and valued basic life-sustaining resources, 
such as water, seeds, human organs and tissue, and 
DNA (Zaniello 2007).

Depending on where you live and who you are, global-
ization plays out differently. On the one hand, it connects 

the economically, politically, and educationally advan-
taged to one another while pushing to the sidelines those 
who are not so advantaged. On the other hand, it connects 
those working at the grassroots level to protect, restore, 
and nurture the environment and to enhance access for 
the disadvantaged to the basic resources they need to live 
a dignifi ed existence (Calhoun 2002; Brecher, Childs, and 
Cutler 1993).

NO BORDERS, NO BOUNDARIES

Globalization 

Consumption of goods and services is not a one-way 
exchange in which the buying culture simply accepts a 
foreign product as it is known and used in the exporting 
culture(s). While the products of corporate capitalism 
penetrate local markets, they do not eliminate demand 
for local ingredients and products. Moreover, local tastes 
are incorporated into corporate offerings. Coca-Cola, for 
example, offers 450 different brands in 200 countries, 
many brands that we may not have heard about, such as 
Inca Ko, a sparkling beverage available in South America; 
Samurai, an energy drink available in Asia; and Vita, an 
African juice drink. Just because a Big Mac or a Coke can 
be found anywhere in the world does not mean that locally, 
regionally, or nationally inspired products vanish.

Position 4: Globalization and its interconnections 
intensify cultural differences by actually “sparking reli-
gious, ethnic, and cultural confl icts as people fi ght to 
preserve their identity and particular way of life” to resist 
Western infl uences that have dominated globalization 
to date, to assert an identity that “clashes” with Western 
ideals (i.e., individualism, freedom of expression, democ-
racy), or to protect and enforce boundaries even as they are 
opened and erased (Appelrouth and Edles 2007, p. 568). 
Gatekeepers such as airport security and border patrol offi -
cers seek to process travelers and cargo from around the 
world as quickly as possible and, at the same time, close 
access to real and imagined threats. As a case in point, 
each year there are an estimated 300 million border cross-
ings from Mexico into the United States (one indicator of 
global interdependence). In hopes of preventing this mas-
sive exchange of people, the U.S. is constructing 700 miles 
of strategically placed fences along that border, including 
reinforced fencing, physical barriers, lighting, cameras, 
and sensors to stop illegal crossings (Dinan 2007).

GLOBALIZATION INVOLVES ECONOMIC, political, 
and cultural transformations. There are at least four posi-
tions on the nature of these transformations (Appelrouth 
and Edles 2007).

Position 1: Globalization is producing a homogeneous 
world characterized by (1) a belief that freedom of expression 
and appreciation of, and respect for, human and cultural 
differences should be universally valued and (2) a fusion 
of distinct cultural practices into a new world culture. This 
respect and fusion is embodied in trends such as world beat, 
world cuisine, and world cinema. Globalization includes the 
emergence of the global citizen, who thinks of the world as 
one community and feels a responsibility to the planet. The 
size of the 2007 Live Earth concerts, which engaged 2 billion 
people worldwide, is evidence that the concept of a global 
citizen, even if not fully developed, is emerging.

Position 2: Globalization is producing a homogeneous 
world by destroying variety or the local cultures that get in 
the way of progress or simply cannot compete against large 
corporations. The engines of cultural destruction—some-
times referred to as McWorld and Coca-colonization—are 
consumerism and corporate capitalism. How is globaliza-
tion destroying local cultures? When people eat a Big Mac 
or drink a Coke, they are consuming more than a burger 
or a drink; they are also consuming American/Western 
images and their associated values. Those values relate to 
importance placed on food (the time to prepare it and eat), 
the nature of the relationship between the cook and the 
person eating (personal versus anonymous), and the place 
of the individual in relationship to the group (i.e., I can eat 
whatever I want whenever I want versus I eat what others 
are eating at standard times of the day).

Position 3: Globalization actually brings value to and 
appreciation for local products and ways of doing things. 



■ CORE CONCEPT 1: Sociologists focus on the social forces that shape human 
activity.
Sociology is the study of human activity as it is affected by social forces emanat-
ing from groups, organizations, societies, and even the global community. The 
activities sociologists study are too many to name, but they can include people 
using credit cards, college students using loans to pay for education, individuals 
donating blood and selling plasma, good friends walking in public, the unem-
ployed searching for ways to secure an income, or a child gazing in a mirror and 
wondering why she is considered a different race from her father. On some level, 
social forces exist outside the consciousness of individuals. French sociologist 
Émile Durkheim believed that social facts are ideas, feelings, and ways of behav-
ing “that possess the remarkable property of existing outside the consciousness of 
the individual.”

■ CORE CONCEPT 2: Sociologist Peter L. Berger offers the 
best description of the sociological consciousness: “The first 
wisdom of sociology is this—things are not what they seem.”
Berger equates sociologists with curious observers walking the 
neighborhood streets of a large city, fascinated with what they 
cannot see taking place behind the building walls. The wish 
to look inside and learn more is analogous to the sociological 
perspective. The discipline of sociology offers us theories and 
concepts needed to look beyond popular meanings and interpre-
tations of what is going on around us.

■ CORE CONCEPT 3: Sociologists distinguish between troubles, which can be 
resolved by changing the individual, and issues, which can be resolved only by 
addressing the social forces that created them.
Troubles are personal needs, problems, or diffi culties that can be explained in terms 
of individual shortcomings in motivation, attitude, ability, character, or judgment. 
The resolution of a trouble, if it can indeed be resolved, lies in changing the individ-
ual in some way. By comparison, an issue is a matter that can be explained only by 
factors outside an individual’s control and immediate environment. Issues can only 
be resolved by implementing solutions that change or offset the infl uence of underly-
ing social forces. The sociological imagination is a quality of mind that allows people to make connections 
between biography and seemingly remote and impersonal social forces and historical events.
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■ VISUAL SUMMARY OF CORE CONCEPTS
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 24 Chapter 1 THE SOCIOLOGICAL IMAGINATION

■ CORE CONCEPT 4: Sociology emerged in part as a reaction 
to the Industrial Revolution, an ongoing and evolving social 
force that transformed society, human behavior, and interac-
tion in incalculable ways.
 The Industrial Revolution is the name given to the changes in 
manufacturing, agriculture, transportation, and mining that 
transformed virtually every aspect of society. The defi ning 
feature of the Industrial Revolution was mechanization. The 
Industrial Revolution changed everything—the way in which 
goods were produced, the ways in which people negotiated 
time and space, the relationships between what were once 
geographically separated peoples, the ways in which people 
made their livings, the density of human populations (e.g., 
urbanization), the relative importance and infl uence of the 
home in people’s lives, access to formal education (the rise 
of compulsory and mass education), and the emergence of a 
consumption-oriented economy and culture. The accumulation 
of wealth became a valued and necessary pursuit.

■ CORE CONCEPT 5: Early sociologists were witnesses to 
the transforming effects of the Industrial Revolution. They 
offered lasting conceptual frameworks for analyzing the 
ongoing social upheavals.
Auguste Comte invented the name “sociology” during the 
most dramatic period of the Industrial Revolution. Karl 
Marx sought to analyze and explain confl ict, which he saw 
as being shaped by the means of production. Émile Durk-
heim wrote about solidarity—the ties that bind people to 
one another—and about how the Industrial Revolution 
profoundly changed those ties. Max Weber set out to analyze 
and explain the course and consequences of social actions. 
Weber maintained that in the presence of industrialization, 
behavior was less likely to be guided by tradition or emo-
tion and more likely to be instrumental-rational. W.E.B. 
DuBois wrote about the origins of the color line and about 
the “strange meaning of being black” in America. Jane 
Addams advocated for sympathetic knowledge—fi rst-hand knowledge gained by living and working 
among those being studied—because “knowing one another better reinforces the common connec-
tion of people such that the potential for caring and empathetic moral actions increase.” Each of the six 
theorists has left us with concepts and theories that apply to the world in which we live today.

■ CORE CONCEPT 6: A global perspective assumes that social interactions do not stop at 
political borders and that the most pressing social problems are part of a larger, global 
situation.
This textbook incorporates a global perspective throughout. It applies sociological con-
cepts and theories to a wide range of critical issues, international relationships, and events 
affecting the United States that cannot be separated from a global context.
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Resources on the Internet

 Sociology: A Global Perspective Book Companion Web Site

www.cengage.com/sociology/ferrante

Visit your book companion Web site, where you will fi nd fl ash cards, practice quizzes, 
Internet links, and more to help you study.

Just what you need to know NOW!

Spend time on what you need to master rather than on information you have already 
learned. Take a pre-test for this chapter, and CengageNOW will generate a personalized 
study plan based on your results. The study plan will identify the topics you need to 
review and direct you to online resources to help you master those topics. You can 
then take a post-test to help you determine the concepts you have mastered and what 
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Theoretical Perspectives and 
Methods of Social Research

With Emphasis on Mexico
Sociologists view theory and research as interdependent, because (1) theory 
inspires research; (2) research inspires theory creation; (3) theory is used to 
interpret research fi ndings, and (4) research fi ndings are used to support, 
disprove, or modify theory.  

CHAPTER OUTLINE
Sociological Theories

The Functionalist Theory

The Confl ict Theory

The Symbolic Interactionist 
Theory

Methods of Social Research

■ VISUAL SUMMARY OF 
CORE CONCEPTS

▲ In 2006 Congress passed the Secure Fence Act mandating the construction of 700 miles of 

fence—some of it virtual (i.e. radar, sensors, and cameras)—strategically placed along the 

U.S.-Mexican border. The 700 miles of fence is almost complete. There is a debate over whether 

more fencing should be erected over the approximately 1,200 miles of unfenced border. 
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Mexico? 
THE UNITED STATES and Mexico share a 2,000-mile border 
(which millions of people cross each week to work, shop, 
socialize, and vacation). The border includes fences and other 
barriers to prevent illegal immigrants from crossing into the 
United States from Mexico. The fences, referred to as the Wall 
of Shame in Mexico, are known in the United States by such 
names as Operation Gatekeeper in California (launched 1994), 
Operation Hold-the-Line in Texas (launched 1993), and Opera-
tion Safeguard in Arizona (launched 1994). In 2006 Congress 
passed the Secure Fence Act, authorizing the construction of 
at least 700 miles of strategically placed fences, including “two 
layers of reinforced fencing, the installation of additional physi-
cal barriers, roads, lighting, cameras and sensors” between 
Tecate, California, and Brownsville, Texas. Today about 40 per-

cent of the 2,000-mile border is actually and virtually fenced. 
Virtually fenced means that radar, sensors, and cameras serve 
as "fences." 

We draw upon the three major sociological theories and 
methods of social research to assess the causes and con-
sequences of the proposed and existing border fences. The 
research methods offer guidelines for collecting and analyzing 
data related to the fences’ impact on illegal immigrants and 
other affected parties. Although we are focusing on border 
fences in this chapter, we can apply the perspectives and 
methods of research to any issue. 

El Paso
Douglas

Laredo

Gulf
of

Mexico
Brownsville

Tecate

Calexico

California
Arizona New Mexico

Texas

Mexico

Del Rio
Eagle Pass

Columbus

Pacific
Ocean

Existing Barrier

Proposed Barrier

Rio Grande River

▲ Figure 2.1
This map shows the locations of existing and proposed fences. Notice how the Rio Grande forms 
the border between Texas and Mexico. How will fence construction affect animal and human 
access to the river?
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Sociological Theories

■ CORE CONCEPT 1: Sociological theories offer a set of guiding 

questions and key concepts that address how societies oper-

ate and how people relate to one another. The sociological 
approach to understanding important social issues and 
events involves two interdependent and essential parts: 
theory and research. In the most general sense, a theory 
is a framework that can be used to think about what is 
going on around us. A sociological theory is a set of core 
assumptions and core concepts that examine how socie-
ties operate and how people in them relate to one another 
and respond to their environment. 

We begin this chapter with an overview of the three 
major theories that dominate the discipline of sociology: 
functionalist, confl ict, and symbolic interactionist. We 
outline the framework that each theory offers to inter-
pret any social issue or event. Each theory offers a central 
question to help guide thinking and a vocabulary or set of 
concepts for answering that question. We turn fi rst to an 
overview of the functionalist theory.

The Functionalist Theory

■ CORE CONCEPT 2: Functionalists focus on how the “parts” of 

society contribute in expected and unexpected ways to social 

order and stability and to social disorder and instability. Func-
tionalists, who are inspired by Émile Durkheim, focus on 

order and stability in society. Like Durkheim they define 
society as a system of interrelated, interdependent parts. 
To illustrate this vision, functionalists use the human body 
as an analogy for society. The human body is composed of 
parts such as bones, cartilage, ligaments, muscles, a brain, 
a spinal cord, nerves, hormones, blood, blood vessels, a 
heart, a spleen, kidneys, and lungs. All of these body parts 
work together in impressive harmony. Each functions in a 
unique way to maintain the entire body, but it cannot be 
separated from other body parts that it affects and that in 
turn help it function.

Society, like the human body, is made up of parts, such 
as schools, automobiles, sports teams, funeral rites, ways 
of greeting people, religious rituals, laws, languages, and 
household appliances. Like the various body parts, each 
of society’s parts is interdependent and functions to main-
tain a larger system. Functionalists defi ne a function as 
the contribution a part makes to order and stability within 
the society. 

Consider sports teams—whether they be Little League, 
grade school, high school, college, city, Olympic, or pro-
fessional teams. Sports teams function to draw audiences 
whose members are often extremely different from one 
another economically, culturally, linguistically, politi-
cally, religiously, and in other ways. Loyalty to a sports 
team transcends individual differences and fosters a sense 
of belonging to the school, company, city, or country asso-
ciated with it.

In the most controversial form of this perspective, 
functionalists argue that all parts of society—even those 
that do not seem to serve a constructive purpose, such as 
poverty, crime, illegal immigration, and drug addiction—
contribute in some way to the larger system’s overall sta-
bility. In fact, functionalists maintain that a part would 
cease to exist if it did not serve some function. Thus they 
strive to identify how parts—even seemingly problem-
atic ones—contribute to the stability of the larger society. 
Consider one function of poverty: poor people often “vol-
unteer” for over-the-counter and prescription drug tests. 
Most new drugs, from AIDS vaccines to allergy medicines, 

FACTS TO CONSIDER

theory A framework that can be used to comprehend and explain 
events.

sociological theory A set of principles and defi nitions that tell how 
societies operate and how people in them relate to one another and 
respond to their surroundings.

function The contribution part of a society makes to order and stabil-
ity within the society.

● About 97 percent of all apprehen-
sions of undocumented immigrants 
occur on the U.S.-Mexican border 
(Nunez-Neto 2006).

● About 90 percent of the 10,000-
plus U.S. Border Patrol agents 
are stationed along the border 
with Mexico.

● An estimated 12 million undocu-
mented immigrants live in the 
United States.

● In 2006 Congress passed the 
Secure Fence Act, authorizing 
the construction of at least 
700 miles of strategically placed 
fences on the U.S.-Mexican 
border.



must eventually be tried on healthy human subjects to 
determine their potential side effects (for example, rashes, 
headaches, vomiting, constipation, and drowsiness) and 
appropriate dosages. The chance to earn money moti-
vates subjects to volunteer for these clinical trials. Because 
payment is relatively low, however, the tests attract a 
disproportionate share of low-income, unemployed, or 
underemployed people as subjects (Morrow 1996).

This function of poverty shows why a part of the society 
that everyone agrees is problematic and should be elimi-
nated remains intact: it contributes to the stability of the 
overall system. Therefore, the pharmaceutical and medi-
cal systems would be seriously strained if we completely 
eliminated poverty (see “Functions of Poverty” in Chap-
ter 8). As you might imagine, early functionalists were 
criticized for defending existing social arrangements. To 
address some of this criticism, sociologist Robert K. Mer-
ton (1967) introduced other concepts to the functionalist 
perspective that help us think about a part’s overall effect 
on society, not just its contribution to order and stabil-

ity. Those concepts are manifest and latent functions and 
dysfunctions.

Manifest and Latent Functions 
and Dysfunctions

Merton distinguished between two types of functions 
that contribute to order and stability in society: manifest 
functions and latent functions. Manifest functions are a 
part’s anticipated or intended effects on order and stabil-
ity. Latent functions are the unanticipated or unintended 
effects on order and stability. To illustrate this distinc-
tion, consider the manifest and latent functions associated 
with annual community-wide celebrations, such as fi re-
works displays on the Fourth of July and concerts in the 
park. Corporate sponsors often join with city government 
to mount such events. Three manifest functions readily 
come to mind: The community celebration functions 
(1) as a marketing and public relations event for the city 
and for corporate sponsors, (2) as an occasion to plan 
activities with family and friends, and (3) as an experience 
that draws the community together for celebration. 

At the same time, several unanticipated, or latent, func-
tions are associated with community celebrations. First, 
such celebrations put the spotlight on public transporta-
tion systems as people take buses or ride trains to avoid 
traffi c jams. Second, such events function to break down 
barriers across neighborhoods. People who do drive may 
fi nd that they must park some distance from the event, 
often in neighborhoods that they would not otherwise 
visit. Consequently, after they park, people have the oppor-
tunity to walk through such neighborhoods and observe 
life up close instead of at a distance.

Merton also points out that parts of a social system 
can have dysfunctions; that is, they can have disruptive 
consequences for order and stability or for some segment 
of society. Like functions, dysfunctions can be either 
manifest or latent. Manifest dysfunctions are a part’s 
anticipated disruptions to order and stability. Anticipated 
disruptions that seem to go hand in hand with commu-
nity-wide celebrations include traffi c jams, closed streets, 
piles of garbage, and a shortage of clean public toilets.

Sports teams function to transcend individual differences and foster a 
sense of belonging to the school, company, city, or country associated 
with it.
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manifest functions Intended or anticipated effects that part of a 
society has on order and stability within the society.

latent functions Unintended or unanticipated effects that part of a 
society has on order and stability within the society.

dysfunctions Disrupted consequences to society or to some seg-
ment in society

manifest dysfunctions A part's anticipated disruptions to order 
and stability
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In contrast, latent dysfunctions are unanticipated 
or unintended disruptions to order and stability. For 
instance, community-wide celebrations often have some 
unanticipated negative consequences. Sometimes police 
departments and other city workers choose to negotiate 
contracts with the host city just before the celebration, 
thereby using the event as a bargaining tool to secure a 
good contract. (Actually, one might argue that this devel-
opment is a latent function for the police and a latent dys-
function for the city.) In addition, many people celebrate 
so vigorously that the celebration has the unintended con-
sequence of lowering worker productivity, as people miss 
class or work the next day to recover.

From this brief analysis of community-wide celebra-
tions, you can readily see that the concepts of manifest and 
latent functions and dysfunctions provide a more balanced 
framework than does the concept of function alone. We 
now use the functionalist theory to analyze the intended 
and unintended consequences of the border fences. 

The Functionalist Perspective on United 
States–Mexico Border Fences 

To see how the functionalist theory can be applied to a 
specifi c issue, we will consider how functionalists analyze 
the U.S.-Mexico border fences. Functionalists ask, Why 
do fences exist on the U.S.-Mexico border? What are the 
anticipated and unintended consequences of the border 
fences for American and Mexican societies? Functional-
ists use the concepts of manifest and latent functions and 
dysfunctions to answer these questions. The answers that 
follow rely on the documented consequences associated 
with the existing 80 miles of border fences. The purpose 
of this functionalist analysis is not to generate an exhaus-
tive list of functions and dysfunctions associated with the 
border fences, but to apply the functionalist perspective. 

Manifest Functions

To identify the manifest functions (anticipated effects on 
social order and stability) of the border fences, we need 
to understand why the United States constructed them in 
the fi rst place. In the mid-1990s three major border cit-
ies constructed 80 miles of fences: San Diego (Operation 
Gatekeeper), El Paso (Operation Hold-the-Line), and 
Nogales (Operation Safeguard). The three operations 
were a response to an increased fl ow of illegal immigrants 
resulting from the devaluation of the peso and the sub-
sequent economic crisis in Mexico. The idea for barriers 
was a mid-1990s response to the real or imagined belief 

that the United States was being overrun by illegal immi-
grants. In addition, the overall crime rate along the border 
was 30 percent higher than the national average. The San 
Diego area, the site of one of the fi rst fences, accounted 
for more than 40 percent of the 1.3 million illegal immi-
grants apprehended along the Southwest border. News-
paper accounts at that time “described large groups of 
immigrants, serviced by Mexican food and drink vendors 
in a carnival atmosphere,” waiting on the Mexican side of 
the border for an after-dark surge into San Diego. Bor-
der Patrol agents there were overwhelmed by as many as 
6,000 immigrants crossing into the city at one time (U.S. 
Department of Justice 2007). In response, what was then 
the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS) shifted 
its emphasis from apprehension after entry to prevention, 
erecting barriers and increasing the number of border 
agents in areas believed to have the highest numbers of 
illegal entries.  

In 2006 President George W. Bush deployed 6,000 
National Guard members (in Operation Jump Start) to 
the U.S.-Mexico border to temporarily assist Border Patrol 
agents with surveillance, fence construction, and logistics 
until more agents could be trained (Kruzel 2007). Also 
in 2006, Congress passed the Secure Fence Act, authoriz-
ing construction of more strategically placed fences. This 
act was a response to reports that some 20 million illegal 
immigrants were living in the United States and to post-
9/11 priorities of achieving operational control “over the 
entire international land and maritime borders of the 
United States.” The act gave highest priority to the South-
west border, calling for 700 miles of fencing and security 
improvements between the Pacifi c Ocean and the Gulf of 
Mexico (Secure Fence Act of 2006). 

Six thousand National Guard members were sent to the Southwest bor-
der in 2006 to temporarily assist Border Patrol agents with surveillance, 
fence construction, and logistics until more agents could be trained.
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latent dysfunctions Unintended, unanticipated disruptions to order 
and stability



The manifest functions associated with constructing 
the fences have included the following:

1. A decrease in the number of illegal immigrants appre-
hended crossing the now-fenced area of the border 
from Mexico into heavily populated areas on the U.S. 
side

2. Success in forcing illegal entries away from now-fenced 
urban areas to less populated areas and through rough 
terrain and climates (such as steep mountains, deep 
canyons, thick brush, the extreme cold of winter, and 
the searing heat of summer) to give Border Patrol 
agents a strategic advantage

3. An overall drop in the crime rate along the border 
from 30 percent higher than the national average to 12 
percent

Latent Functions

The construction of barriers along the border has had 
these latent functions (unanticipated effects on social 
order and stability): 

1. Cooperation between Mexican and U.S. offi cials in 
launching the Border Safety Initiative Program to pre-
vent injuries and fatalities of those crossing the desert 
and other rough terrain to enter the United States 

2. The creation of the Border Patrol Search, Trauma, and 
Rescue team, which responds to all incidents involving 
people in distress, not just incidents involving illegal 
immigrants (The team has rescued almost 4,000 people 
in three years.) 

3. A fence that doubles as a volleyball net, allowing U.S. 
and Mexican volleyball players to face off as part of 
goodwill festivals and other cross-border celebrations 
(stuff.co.nz 2007)

4. The emergence of humanitarian groups that provide 
food, drinking water, and medical supplies to distressed 
illegal immigrants crossing diffi cult terrain (thereby 
preventing immigrant deaths)  

Manifest Dysfunctions

The construction of the barriers is associated with several 
manifest dysfunctions (anticipated disruptions of social 
order and stability), including increases in the following: 

1. Increased apprehensions of illegal immigrants in bor-
der counties not protected by fences 

2. The crime rate above the national average in thinly 
populated, unfenced counties

3. Fatalities along the border as illegal immigrants seek 
to enter the United States through the desert and other 
inhospitable terrain

4. Illegal immigrants paying organized smugglers, or 
“coyotes,” to guide them through areas where U.S. 
immigration policies are most strictly enforced 

Latent Dysfunctions

Several latent dysfunctions (unanticipated disruptions of 
social order and stability) have followed the construction 
of the fences: 

1. The emergence of humanitarian groups that save the 
lives of many illegal immigrants, but in doing so, help 
people circumvent the law 

2. Dramatic disruptions of grazing, hunting, watering, 
and migration patterns of wildlife (“If it doesn’t fl y, it’s 
not getting across” [Pomfret 2006].)

3. Some ranchers, farmers, and sport fi shers denied access 
to Rio Grande (The river, which runs for 1,254 miles 
and serves as a natural border between Texas and Mex-
ico, is used for watering herds, crop irrigation, and fi sh-
ing [Pomfret 2006].) 

4. Longer, and perhaps permanent, stays in the United 
States by migrant laborers who normally would work 
seasonally or part of the year here but who do not 
return home for fear that they will be unable to get back 
into the United States

5. Redirected fl ows of illegal immigrants to areas unac-
customed to this movement, fueling the perception 
that illegal immigration to the United States is out of 
control (Massey 2006) 

6. Disruptions of the effi cient exchange of goods, services, 
and people between border communities that are now 
separated by a fence

A latent function of the border fences was the creation of the highly 
trained Border Patrol Search, Trauma, and Rescue Team. This team 
helps not only illegal immigrants injured from trying to cross inhospi-
table terrain but anyone in distress. Here team members are assisting 
a child critically injured in a car accident. 
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The Confl ict Theory

■ CORE CONCEPT 3: The conflict perspective focuses on con-

flict over scarce and valued resources and the strategies domi-

nant groups use to create and protect social arrangements that 

give them an advantage over subordinate groups. In contrast 
to functionalists, who emphasize order and stability, 
confl ict theorists focus on confl ict as an inevitable fact 
of social life and as the most important agent for social 
change. Confl ict can take many forms, including physical 
confrontations, exploitation, disagreement, tension, hos-
tility, and direct competition. In any society, dominant 
and subordinate groups compete for scarce and valued 
resources (access to material wealth, education, health 
care, well-paying jobs, and so on). Those who gain con-
trol of these resources strive to protect their own interests 
against the competing interests of others. 

Confl ict theorists ask this basic question: Who ben-
efi ts from a particular social pattern or arrangement, 
and at whose expense? In answering this question, they 
try to identify dominant and subordinate groups as well 
as practices that the dominant groups have established, 
consciously or unconsciously, to promote and protect 
their interests. Exposing these practices helps explain why 
access to valued and scarce resources remains unequal. 
Not surprisingly, the privileged or socially advantaged 
seek to protect their position while the relatively disadvan-
taged seek to change their position. 

Confl ict theorists draw their inspiration from Karl 
Marx, who focused on the means of production (the land, 
machinery, buildings, tools, labor, and other resources 
needed to produce and distribute goods and services). 
In Chapter 1 we learned that Marx identifi ed two social 
classes, with class membership determined by one’s rela-
tionship to the means of production. The more powerful 
class is the bourgeoisie, or the owners of the means of 
production and the purchasers of labor. The bourgeoisie, 
motivated by a desire for profi t, search for ways to expand 
the markets for their products, to make the production 
process more effi cient and less dependent on human labor 
(by using machines, robots, and automation), and to fi nd 
the cheapest labor and raw materials. The less powerful 
class, the proletariat, own nothing of the production pro-
cess except their labor. Confl ict exists between the two 
classes because the bourgeoisie exploit workers by paying 
the workers only a fraction of the profi ts they make from 
the workers’ labor.

Exploitation is disguised by a facade of legitimacy—an 
explanation that members of dominant groups give to jus-
tify their actions. On close analysis, however, this explana-
tion turns out to be based on “misleading arguments, 
incomplete analyses, unsupported assertions, and implau-
sible premises” (Carver 1987, pp. 89–90). To illustrate, 

The border fences have forced illegal immigrants to enter the United 
States through desert and other inhospitable terrain, resulting in a 
latent dysfunction of increasing fatalities among illegal immigrants. 
The monument was erected in memory of people who have died cross-
ing the border since 1994, the year the fi rst fence was built dividing 
Tijuana from San Diego.
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The border fence separates Nogales, Arizona, and Sonora, Mexico. How 
do you think the construction of the border fence affected interactions 
among people in the two cities?
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means of production The land, machinery, buildings, tools, labor, 
and other resources needed to produce and distribute goods and 
services.

bourgeoisie The owners of the means of production (such as land, 
machinery, buildings, and tools), who purchase labor.

proletariat A social class composed of workers who own nothing of 
the production process and who sell their labor to the bourgeoisie.

facade of legitimacy An explanation that members of dominant 
groups give to justify their actions.



consider that the bourgeoisie justify their exploitation of 
workers by stating that workers are free to take their labor 
elsewhere if they are dissatisfi ed with their working condi-
tions, wages, or benefi ts. On close analysis, we see that this 
explanation does not hold. If the capitalist and the worker 
cannot reach a labor agreement, the capitalist “can afford 
to wait, and live upon his capital. The workman cannot. He 
has but wages to live upon, and must therefore take work 
when, where, and at what terms he can get it. The workman 
. . . is fearfully handicapped by hunger” (Engels 1886).

Two of the most common facades of legitimacy are 
(1) blaming the exploited by proposing that character fl aws 
impede their chances of fi nancial success and (2) empha-
sizing that the less successful really benefi t from the system 
established by the powerful (arguing, for example, that a 
$2.00-per-hour job—or even a $0.48-per-hour job—is 
better than no job). Consider the justifi cation a Denver 
woman gave to MacNeil/Lehrer Newshour correspondent 
Tom Bearden (1993) for hiring an illegal immigrant to 
care for her children. In particular, pay attention to how 
the woman justifi es her economic relationship with the 
woman she employs:

MR. BEARDEN: There are some that believe that people who 

hire undocumented aliens gain an unfair power over them; 

it gives them infl uence over them because they’re, in a sense, 

collaborating in something that’s against the law. Do you agree 

with that, or have any thoughts about that?

DENVER WOMAN: I guess I would disagree with that. The 

one thing that you get in undocumented child care or the 

biggest thing that you probably get, my woman from Mexico 

was available to me 24 hours a day. I mean, her cost of living in 

Mexico and quality of life in Mexico compared to what she got 

in my household were two extremes. When we hired her, she 

said, “I’ll be available all hours of the day, I’ll clean the house, 

I’ll cook.” They do everything. And if you hire someone from 

here in the States, all they’re going to do is take care of your 

children. So not only do you have a differentiation in price, you 

have a differentiation in services in your household. I have to 

admit that was, at that point, with a newborn infant, wonderful 

to have someone who was so available. . . .

MR. BEARDEN: And it’s not like indentured servitude?

DENVER WOMAN: That crossed my mind, and after she had 

been here for six months or so, we went to a schedule where she 

fi nished at 6 or 7 o’clock at night. And I don’t think I ever really 

took advantage of her. Once a week I’d have her get up with the 

baby, so I didn’t. . . . She was available to me, but I don’t feel like 

I really took advantage of her, other than the fact that I paid her 

less and she was certainly more available. But she got paid more 

here than she would have gotten paid if she’d stayed where she 

was. (p. 8)

Confl ict theorists take issue with the logic that this 
Denver woman uses to justify hiring an undocumented 
worker at a low salary. When it comes right down to it, the 
Denver woman is protecting and promoting her interests 
(having someone available at all hours of the day to cook, 
clean, and provide child care) at the expense of the illegal 
worker.

The Confl ict Perspective on United 
States–Mexico Border Fences

In analyzing the construction of border fences along the 
U.S.-Mexico border, confl ict theorists would point out that 
the fences divide a high-wage economy from a low-wage 
one. The fences have been constructed to stop, or at least 
control, the free movement of labor from the low-wage 
side to the high-wage side. Many illegal immigrants risk 
life and limb to escape an economy in which they are being 
paid about $4.50 per day to enter one that pays $60–$80 
per day. Upon entry, illegal immigrants assume the status 
of undocumented workers: dishwashers, farm workers, 
meat packers, maids, day laborers, roofers, caretakers of 
children and elderly people, and so on (Judis 2006). 

Confl ict theorists point out that the legal and illegal 
migration of labor from Mexico to the United States has 
been going on steadily since at least 1880. The social forces 
both pushing and pulling Mexican workers to the United 
States are deeply institutionalized and multigenerational. 
In some Mexican communities, 22–75 percent of adult 
residents have worked or are working in the United States. 
Not surprisingly, such communities actually specialize 
in sending workers to the United States. Mexican youth 
grow up seeing their parents and grandparents leaving to 
work there and have come to view employment across the 
border as their only option for supporting themselves and 
their families. In addition, the would-be illegal immigrant 

These workers, who own only their labor, sit in a clean room, wear-
ing glasses to shield their eyes from bright lights, which are used to 
complete a labor-intensive procedure (photo-cure epoxy) that holds 
fi ber-optic components in place. One of the best known corporations 
involved with epoxy is Dow Chemical. 
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learns about job opportunities from existing family and 
other social networks based in the United States (Kochhar 
2005). Many Mexican households have come to rely on 
remittance income (Pew Hispanic Center 2005; see Work-
ing For Change: “Remittance Income from Migrants”).

While confl ict theorists would acknowledge the push 
factors from the Mexican side of the border, they would 
give special attention to the social forces pulling the Mexi-
can worker into the United States. Since 1880, it has been 
the employers (those who purchase labor) on the U.S. side 
that have determined the size and destination of migra-
tion fl ows to the United States. In fact, “all available evi-
dence indicates that there will continue to be a substantial 
number of Mexican workers in the United States labor 
market, whether or not the general public or United States 
offi cials like it. Indeed, there is no evidence that any step 
taken by the United States government in the last one 
hundred years to restrict immigration from Mexico has 
had any appreciable effect on the underlying, structural 
demand for Mexican labor in the United States economy” 
(Cornelius 1981, p. 75).  

Why is this the case? U.S. employers and consumers 
depend on foreign labor, especially labor from Mexico 
and other Central American countries. The Pew Hispanic 

Research Center (2006) estimates that between 11.5 and 12 
million unauthorized workers are in the United States; 6.3 
million are believed to be from Mexico (Kochhar 2005). 
Employers depend on the increased profi ts they make from 
the labor of low-wage workers; consumers depend on low 
prices of goods and services. This dependence is fueled by 
a number of factors, including (1) the internationalization 
of the labor market, which has an overall depressing effect 
on wages, as employers seek to keep labor-related produc-
tion costs low; (2) a shortage of U.S.-born workers to fi ll 
low-skill, low-status, physically demanding entry-level 
jobs; and (3) a domestic labor supply that is insuffi ciently 
mobile or willing to respond to seasonal, cyclical low-
paying job opportunities that are hundreds or thousands 
of miles away (Cornelius 1981).  

The most common justifi cation (facade of legitimacy) 
for the construction of fences is that such physical bar-
riers prevent illegal workers from entering the country. 
But a close examination of the facts shows the fl aws of this 
argument. First, in the popular imagination, illegal immi-

The construction industry is the largest employer of undocumented 
workers. About 12 percent (1.4 million) of construction workers are 
believed to be illegal workers (Pew Hispanic Center, 2006). 
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For more than 100 years the United States has both invited and turned 
away workers from the Mexican side of the border. One photo, taken 
in 1926, shows Border Patrol offi cers in Laredo, Texas, forming a “wall” 
with cars and guns to prevent illegal immigrants from crossing. The 
other photo shows Mexican workers, recruited by the U.S. Farm Security 
Program in 1943, traveling by train to Arkansas, Colorado, Nebraska, 
and Minnesota to harvest beets. 
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grants sneak across the Southwest border, when in fact 
more likely routes to illegal status are (1) entering legally 
and overstaying one’s visa, (2) entering by using border 
cards that allow the holder to stay in the United States for 
72 hours and then not returning to the home country, and 
(3) using offi cial ports of entry and evading border guards’ 
detection. These facts suggest that the real purpose of the
border fences is political: constructing the fence gives the 
appearance that government leaders are taking action to 
stop illegal immigration, when in reality the unauthorized 

low-wage laborers continue to enter the country (Singer 
and Massey 1998). Employers benefi t from the existence 
of 12 million undocumented workers, as the sheer size of 
this workforce helps suppress wages in general. The Pew 
Hispanic Research Center estimates that about 60 percent 
of unauthorized workers earn $300 or less per week and 
that many face periods of unemployment that last at least 
a month (Kochhar 2006).  

Confl ict theorists therefore ask, Who benefi ts from the 
fences, at whose expense? For these theorists, the answer is 

 WORKING FOR CHANGE

2003a, p. 2). Taken together, remittances represent an 
important source of external income for developing coun-
tries. For many small island economies, remittances—
along with foreign aid and tourism—represent one of the 
only sources of income. Many critics of foreign aid policies 
and programs believe that remittance “aid” represents an 
ideal altruistic self-help model (Kapur 2003, p. 10).

While remittance aid clearly has many positive effects, 
it would be naive to think that remittances alone could 
eliminate poverty, drive economic development, and 
reduce budget defi cits (Lowell, De la Garza, and Hogg 
2000). The potential positive effects are reduced by the cost 
of sending remittances. This cost can exceed 15 percent 
of a remittance when check-cashing fees, money transfer 
fees, currency conversion fees, and fees on the receiving 
end are considered. Some critics estimate that reducing 
fees by just 5 percent could generate another $3.5 billion 
in remittance aid. Banks and other fi nancial institutions 
have taken notice of this money fl ow and are competing 
with Western Union and MoneyGram to offer transfer 
services. Such competition may work to reduce transfer 
fees. Nevertheless, many migrants cannot use banks’ ser-
vices because of the migrants’ illegal status and because of 
high checking account and electronic transfer fees.

Remittance Income from Migrants

Top Five Countries Receiving Annual 
Remittances (in U.S. $)

India  $10.0 billion 

Mexico  $9.9 billion 

France  $9.2 billion 

Philippines  $6.3 billion 

Germany  $4.1 billion

Top Five Countries Sending Annual 
Remittances (in U.S. $)

United States  $28.4 billion 

Saudi Arabia  $15.4 billion 

Germany  $8.8 billion 

Switzerland  $8.1 billion 

France  $4.9 billion 
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INTERNATIONAL REMITTANCES ARE monies earned 
by people living or working in one country and sent to 
someone (usually family and friends) in a home coun-
try or other country. An estimated 150 million migrants 
worldwide send home more than $111 billion to help 500 
million people pay for food, medicine, clothing, hous-
ing, education, and land. Because senders do not always 
use offi cial channels (such as banks or Western Union) to 
send this money, it is likely that the actual amount remit-
ted exceeds the $111 billion estimate by at least another 
$10 billion (Robinson 2003). As one measure of how 
widespread this practice is, consider that an estimated 20 
million people born in Latin American countries live in a 
foreign country (Stalker’s Guide to International Migration 
2003). Half of these 20 million people send home an esti-
mated $23 billion per year (Van Doorn 2003). An Inter-
American Development Bank poll found that almost one 
in fi ve adult Mexican residents receives money from rela-
tives working in the United States. One in every four Gua-
temalan and El Salvadoran adults receives such money 
(Suro 2003b; Thompson 2003). Other estimates, catego-
rized by sending and receiving countries, are listed below.

These sums represent the “monetary expression of a 
profound human bond” between migrants (who are mostly 
low-wage laborers) and the families they left behind (Suro 
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clear: the winners are U.S. employers and consumers. They 
benefi t at the expense of unauthorized workers, who must 
leave their families and communities to earn wages. These 
wages, while certainly higher than what they can earn in 
their home country, still qualify as poverty-level wages 
in the United States. Besides employers and consumers, 
another group that benefi ts from fence construction and 
increased border surveillance is private contractors, such as 
Boeing, which was awarded a multibillion-dollar contract 
to (1) supply small unmanned aerial surveillance vehicles 
that can be launched from Border Patrol truck beds and 
(2) equip as many as 1,800 watchtowers with cameras, heat 
and motion detectors, and other sensors, the fi rst of which 
will be installed in Tucson, Arizona (Witte 2006).

We turn now to a third major sociological theory: sym-
bolic interactionism. 

The Symbolic Interactionist 
Theory

■ CORE CONCEPT 4: Symbolic interactionists focus on social 

interaction and related concepts of self-awareness/reflexive 

thinking, symbols, and negotiated order. Symbolic inter-
actionists draw much of their inspiration from Ameri-
can sociologists George Herbert Mead, Charles Horton 
Cooley, and Herbert Blumer (who coined the term sym-
bolic interactionism). We will learn more about these soci-
ologists in Chapters 4 and 7. In contrast to functionalists 
(who ask how parts of society contribute to order and 
stability) and to confl ict theorists (who ask who benefi ts, 
at whose expense, from a particular social arrangement), 
symbolic interactionists focus on social interaction
(everyday events in which people communicate, interpret, 
and respond to each other’s words and actions). Symbolic 
interactionists ask, How do involved parties experience, 
interpret, infl uence, and respond to what they and oth-
ers are doing while interacting? Symbolic interactionists 
draw upon the following concepts to help them address 
this question: (1) self-awareness/refl exive thinking, (2) 
symbols, and (3) negotiated order. 

Symbolic interactionists study people in interaction. 
They would be interested, for example, in how street ven-
dors working the Tijuana side of the border interact with 
potential customers and how those customers respond. 

Self-awareness takes place through refl exive thinking,
the process of observing and evaluating the self from 
another’s viewpoint. During interaction, people interpret 

the actions, appearances, motives, and words of those 
with whom they are interacting. At the same time, they 
imagine how others view their actions, evaluate their 
appearance, attach meaning to their motives, and inter-
pret their words. In imagining others’ reactions, they may 
decide to make adjustments (apologize, change facial 
expressions, lash out, and so on). Symbolic interactionists 
maintain that people interpret others’ actions, words, and 
gestures fi rst and then respond based on their interpreta-
tions (Blumer 1962). This interpretation-and-response 
process suggests that interaction between people depends 
on shared symbols.

social interaction Everyday events in which two people communi-
cate, interpret, and respond to each other’s words and actions.

Symbolic interactionists study people in interaction. They would be 
interested, for example, in how street vendors working the Tijuana 
side of the border interact with potential customers and how those 
customers respond.
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The importance of sharing a symbol system becomes most evident 
when the parties involved speak different languages. In such cases an 
interpreter can help the two parties communicate. Here an interpreter 
helps a U.S. army dental technician explain to Iraqi women how to fl oss 
teeth. 
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A symbol is any kind of physical phenomenon (such 
as a word, an object, a color, a sound, a feeling, an odor, a 
piece of jewelry, a gesture, or a bodily movement) to which 
people assign a name, meaning, or value (White 1949). 
This name, meaning, or value is not evident from the 
physical phenomenon alone, however. If someone we are 
talking to glances at his watch, we may interpret eye move-
ment toward the watch to mean he is in a hurry and take 
action to end the conversation. That person may notice 
that we noticed his glance at the watch and say, “I have 
20 minutes before I need to go,” signaling that it is OK to 
continue the conversation.

Without some shared meanings, encounters with oth-
ers would be very confusing. When we enter into inter-
action with others, most of us are aware (consciously or 
unconsciously) that a system of expected behaviors and 
shared meanings is already in place to guide the interac-
tion. College students know, for example, that when they 
enter a classroom on the fi rst day of class, they should 
not walk to the front of the room and give instructions 
to the class. Likewise, professors know that on the fi rst 
day of class, students expect them to give an overview of 
the course. An already established social order is in place, 
guiding interaction. Usually, however, some room for 
negotiation exists; that is, the parties involved have the 
option of negotiating a social order. The negotiated order 
is the sum of existing and newly negotiated expectations, 
rules, policies, agreements, understandings, pacts, con-
tracts, and other working arrangements (Strauss, 1978). 
On the fi rst day of class, a professor may negotiate with 
students by asking them to take a role in structuring the 
course—say, by voting on topics to be covered. Professors 
know that they cannot “negotiate” a social order in which 
students pay money to receive a desired grade. 

The Symbolic Interactionist Perspective 
on United States–Mexico Fences

As we have learned, symbolic interactionists study people 
as they engage in social interaction. Thus, with regard to 
the border fence, symbolic interactionists immerse them-
selves in the border world by studying the interactions 
between border control agents and those crossing legally 
and illegally; the way Border Patrol agents are recruited 
and trained; the interactions between illegal immigrants 
and contacts in the United States; the way employers 
knowingly or unknowingly hire illegal immigrants; the 
strategies illegal immigrants use to blend into American 
society upon entry; and the strategies illegal immigrants 
use to escape detection when passing though offi cial bor-
der crossings. As one example of the symbolic interaction-
ist emphasis on the close-up and personal, consider the 
following description of border agents inspecting cars and 
their passengers entering one of the world’s busiest border 
crossings in California. The description helps us under-
stand how many unauthorized immigrants manage to 
blend in with the crowds passing through offi cial ports of 
entry (see No Borders, No Boundaries: “Interaction That 
Transcends the U.S. Mexican Border”.) 

Primary inspectors had to dispose of entering vehicles at an 

average of one per 45 seconds. In this time the offi cer had to 

enter the license plate number into the Customs computer 

system, read the results (to see if there was any previous record 

of smuggling or illegal entry, or indeed any “lookout” rumors 

When Americans think of the United States as symbolized by a map, 
they probably do not think about one-third of the territory as once 
belonging to Mexico. 
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While many Mexicans see the border as U.S imposed, many Americans 
view the border as something to protect, as symbolized by the eagle 
and fl ag painted on military helicopters used to patrol the border. 
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symbol Any kind of physical phenomenon to which people assign 
a name, meaning, or value.
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in the system), verbally ask about nationality and, if occupants 

had brought anything back from Mexico, inspect any immi-

gration documents provided and examine the occupants of 

the car for their comportment (to see for example if they were 

nervous or sitting rigidly). Using this set of clues, some clear 

and others quite vague, the offi cer either cleared the car into 

the U.S. without further inspection, or sent the vehicle to the 

side for an appropriate secondary inspection. If an admitted 

car was later stopped and found to have some narcotics or 

illegal immigrants, the computer records would reveal who 

allowed the vehicle to enter. On the other hand, if the inspector 

took too long making decisions, it would back up traffi c, with 

NO BORDERS, NO BOUNDARIES

Interaction That Transcends 

the U.S.–Mexican Border

other side of the border. Each needs to make herself or 
himself understood on the other side of the border, to get 
food or gas or a job” (Thelen 1992, p. 437).

This map shows the tremendous two-way traffi c across 
the border as well as attempts by the United States to con-
trol that traffi c. 

Sources: U.S. Department of Homeland Security (2006a, 2006b), Migration 
Immigration Source (2006), U.S. Department of Transportation (2007)

THE BORDER BETWEEN Mexico and the United 
States stretches for 2,000 miles. The border region extends 
60 miles south into Mexico and 60 miles north into the 
United States and includes 12 million people (Brown 
2004). “From the perspective of the border, borderlines 
are not lines of sharp demarcation, but broad scenes of 
intense interactions in which people from both sides work 
out everyday accommodations based on face-to-face rela-
tionships. Each crosser seeks something that exists on the 

San Diego

Nogales

El Paso

Laredo

Gulf
of

Mexico

PACIFIC
OCEAN

Exports to Mexico from the United States
$124.1 billion

Imports from Mexico to the United States
$190.3 billion

$9.9 billion in cash remittance by
Mexican workers in the United States
to relatives in Mexico

2,810 maquiladoras

11,114 border patrol agents and
6,000+ National Guard members
assigned to  border

4.1 million commercial trucks cross
per year

1.17 million apprehensions of 
unauthorized immigrants

50 million pedestrians, 90 million 
vehicle crossings each year with 
240 million passengers per year

20 metric tons of cocaine
2.02 metric tons of marijuana
intercepted Brownsville

▲ Figure 2.2 Selected Inventory of Border Activity Per Year



consequences including exacerbating air pollution and slowing 

down the interchange of people and goods on the Tijuana–San 

Diego corridor, the most important passage in the Mexico-US 

free trade system. (Heyman 1999, p. 626)

Based on this description it is easy to apply the core 
concepts that drive the symbolic interactionist analysis of 
interactions: self-awareness/refl exive thinking, symbols, 
and negotiated order. In such situations both drivers/pas-
sengers and agents are imagining how the other party 
is viewing their actions, evaluating their appearance, 
attaching meaning to their motives, and interpreting their 
words. Both parties are aware of the existing expectations, 
rules, and policies for crossing the border but do on-the-
spot “negotiations” to speed up inspection. 

Critique of Three Sociological Theories 

To this point, we have seen how each of the three socio-
logical theories guides analysis of the border fences and 
related topics through its central question and key con-
cepts. Apparently, no single theory can give us a complete 
picture of a situation. Therefore, we can acquire a more 
complete picture by applying all three. Of course, each 
theory has its strengths and weaknesses.

Concerning the border fences, one strength of the 
functionalist theory is that it gives a balanced overview of 
the fences’ intended and unintended contributions both 
to social order and stability and to social disorder and 

instability. One weakness of the functionalist theory is 
that it leaves us wondering about the fences’ overall effect 
on the United States and Mexico. That is, do the manifest 
and latent functions outweigh the manifest and latent dys-
functions? 

One strength of the confl ict theory is that it forces us 
to look beyond popular justifi cations for fence construc-
tion and explore questions about whose interests are 
being protected and promoted and at whose expense. A 
weakness of the confl ict theory is that it presents a sim-
plistic view of the relationship between dominant and 
subordinate groups: dominant groups are portrayed as 
all-powerful and capable of imposing their will without 
resistance from subordinate groups, who are portrayed as 
exploited victims. 

One strength of the symbolic interactionist theory is 
that it encourages fi rsthand, extensive knowledge about 
how the border fences shape interactions between Border 
Patrol agents and legal and illegal immigrants. If the fences 
stop unauthorized movement into the United States, how 
do illegal immigrants manage to evade the Border Patrol? 
One weakness of the approach is that we cannot be sure 
if the observations are unique to those being observed or 
apply to all interactions between Border Patrol agents and 
legal and illegal immigrants. 

We have reviewed the three major theoretical perspec-
tives (see Figure 2.3). Now we turn to the various ways 
of data gathering and analysis that sociologists (no mat-
ter what their perspective) use to formulate and answer 
meaningful research questions.

▲ Figure 2.3 Overview of the Three Theoretical Perspectives

 Functionalist Confl ict Symbolic Interactionist 
 Perspective Perspective Perspective

Focus: Order and stability Confl ict over scarce and valued  Social Interaction
  resources

Key Terms:  Function, dysfunction, manifest, Means of production, facade of Social interaction, shared, 
 latent legitimacy meanings, interpretation

Vision of  System of interrelated parts  Dominant and subordinate groups  Web of social interactions
Society:   in confl icts over scarce and 

valued resources

Central   Why does a part exist? What are  Who benefi ts from a particular How do involved parties experience, 
question(s):  the anticipated and unintended  pattern or arrangement, and at interpret, infl uence, and respond to

consequences of a part? whose expense? what they and others are doing in
   the course of interacting?

Strength:   Balanced analysis of positive and  Encourages analysis beyond Encourages direct, fi rsthand, and
negative effects popular explanations extensive analysis

Weakness: Defends existing social  Presents simplistic view of Generalizability of observation is 
 arrangements dominant-subordinate groups or diffi cult to determine
 Diffi cult to determine overall effect   relationships
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Methods of Social Research

■ CORE CONCEPT 5: Sociologists adhere to the scientific 

method; that is, they acquire data through observation and 

leave it open to verification by others. Research is a data-
gathering and data-explaining enterprise governed by 
strict rules (Hagan 1989). Research methods are the vari-
ous techniques that sociologists and other investigators 
use to formulate or answer meaningful research questions 
and to collect, analyze, and interpret data in ways that 
allow other researchers to check the results. Theory and 
research are interdependent, because (1) theories inspire 
research, whose results can be used to support, disprove, 
or modify those theories; (2) the results of social research 
can inspire theories; and (3) theories are used to interpret 
facts generated through research. No matter which of the 
three perspectives they favor, all sociologists are guided by 
the scientifi c method when they investigate human behav-
ior. The scientifi c method is an approach to data collec-
tion that relies on two assumptions: (1) knowledge about 
the world is acquired through observation, and (2) the 
truth of that knowledge is confi rmed by verifi cation—that 
is, by others making the same observations. 

Researchers collect data that they and others can see, 
hear, taste, touch, and smell; that is, they focus on what they 
observe through the senses. They report the process they 
used to make their observations so that interested parties 
can duplicate, or at least critique, that process. If observa-
tions cannot be duplicated, or if repeating the study yields 
results that differ substantially from those of the original 
study, we consider the study suspect. Findings endure as 
long as they can withstand continued reexamination and 
duplication by the scientifi c community. “Duplication is 
the heart of good research” (Dye 1995, p. D5). No fi nding 
can be taken seriously unless other researchers can repeat 
the process and obtain the same results. When researchers know that others are critiquing and 

checking their work, the process serves to reinforce care-
ful, thoughtful, honest, and conscientious behavior. More-
over, this “checking” encourages researchers to maintain 
objectivity; that is, it encourages them not to let their per-
sonal, or subjective, views about the topic infl uence their 
observations or the outcome of the research.

This description of the scientifi c method is an ideal 
one, because it outlines how researchers and reviewers 
should behave. Ideally, researchers should be guided by 
the core values of honesty, skepticism, fairness, collegial-
ity, and openness (National Academy of Sciences 1995). 
In practice, though, some research is dismissed as unim-
portant and unworthy of examination simply because the 
topic or the researcher is controversial or because the fi nd-
ings depart from mainstream thinking. Moreover, some 
researchers fabricate data to support a personal, an eco-
nomic, or a political agenda. The extent to which research-
ers actually adhere to core values remains unknown.

research A data-gathering and data-explaining enterprise governed 
by strict rules.

research methods Techniques that sociologists and other investiga-
tors use to formulate or answer meaningful research questions and to 
collect, analyze, and interpret data in ways that allow other research-
ers to verify the results.

scientifi c method An approach to data collection in which knowledge 
is gained through observation and its truth is confi rmed through 
verifi cation.

objectivity A stance in which researchers’ personal, or subjective, 
views do not infl uence their observations or the outcomes of their 
research.

Like all scientists, sociologists adhere to the scientifi c method. Just as 
this biologist observes the size of a mallard’s egg through his sight and 
touch, sociologists use their senses to observe human behavior.
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Research should be carefully planned; the enterprise of 
gathering and explaining facts involves a number of inter-
dependent steps (Rossi 1988):

1. Choosing the topic for investigation or deciding on the 
research question

2. Reviewing the literature
3. Identifying core concepts 
4. Choosing a research design, forming hypotheses, and 

collecting data 
5. Analyzing the data 
6. Drawing conclusions 

Researchers do not always follow these six steps in 
sequence, however. They may not defi ne the topic (step 1) 
until they have familiarized themselves with the literature 
(step 2). Sometimes an opportunity arises to gather infor-
mation (step 4), and a project is defi ned to fi t that oppor-
tunity (step 1).

Although the six steps need not be followed exactly in 
sequence, all must be completed at some point to ensure 
the quality of the project. In the sections that follow, we will 
examine each stage. Along the way, we will refer to socio-
logical and other research that focuses on unautho rized 
immigration and the fences’ effect on deterring entry. We 
will emphasize two sociological studies: Patrolling Chaos: 
The U.S. Border in Deep South Texas by Robert Lee Maril 
(2004) and “The Social Process of Undocumented Border 
Crossing among Mexican Migrants” by Audrey Singer and 
Douglas S. Massey (1998). Singer and Massey’s research is 
part of a larger project known as the Mexican Migration 
Project, a multidisciplinary effort involving researchers in 
the United States and Mexico (Mexican Migration Project 
2007). 

Step 1: Choosing the Topic for Investigation

■ CORE CONCEPT 6: Sociologists explain why their research 

topic is important, tie their research in with existing research, 

and specify the core concepts guiding investigation. The 
first step of a research project involves choosing a topic or 
deciding on a research question. It would be impossible 
to compile a comprehensive list of the topics that sociolo-
gists study, because almost any subject involving humans 
represents a potential target for investigation. Sociology 
is distinguished from other disciplines not by the top-
ics it investigates, but by the perspectives it uses to study 
topics. Researchers choose their topics for a number of 
reasons. Personal interest is a common and often under-
stated motive. It is perhaps the most significant reason 
that someone picks a specific topic to study, especially if 
we consider how a researcher eventually chooses one topic 
from a virtually infinite set of possibilities. 

Good researchers explain to their readers why their 
topic or research question is signifi cant. This explanation 
is vital because it clarifi es the purpose and importance of 

the project and the researcher’s motivation for doing the 
work. Sociologists Audrey Singer and Douglas S. Massey 
(1998) studied “the social process of undocumented bor-
der crossings among Mexican migrants” (p. 561). The two 
researchers chose this topic for several reasons: (1) it is 
a politically divisive topic in the United States; (2) little 
is known about how migrants evade borders guarded by 
agents, maneuver around or bypass fences (some triple-
deep), and escape detection by surveillance equipment; 
and (3) knowing the extent of undocumented entries 
helps us judge whether fences or other barriers are effec-
tive deterrents.  

In this step, researchers often announce the perspective 
guiding their investigation. Sometimes they announce it 
directly by indicating that they are writing from one or 
more theoretical traditions or perspectives. Sometimes 
they announce their guiding perspective(s) indirectly; 
that is, the reader surmises the perspective from the way 
researchers frame the question or analysis. That Singer 
and Massey (1998) focused on undocumented immi-
grants’ social ties to others who have crossed the border 
successfully without authorization suggests that the two 
researchers are drawing upon the symbolic interaction 
perspective to frame their analysis. One also notices that 
Singer and Massey take a confl ict perspective when they 
suggest that constructing fences and implementing other 
border control strategies “sit well with the public,” since 
the U.S. government “appears to be defending the United 
States against alien invaders while not antagonizing U.S. 
business interests, since it does not really stop the entry of 
Mexican workers, most of whom simply try until they get 
in” (pp. 563–564). 

Step 2: Reviewing the Literature

All good researchers consider existing research. They read 
what knowledgeable authorities have written on the cho-
sen topic, if only to avoid repeating earlier work. More 
importantly, reading the relevant literature can generate 
insights that researchers may not have considered. Even 
if researchers believe that they have a revolutionary idea, 
they must still consider the works of other thinkers and 
show how their new research verifi es, advances, and cor-
rects past research.

At the end of most research papers, authors cite the 
literature that has infl uenced that work. This list can 
include dozens to hundreds of citations. For their research 
on undocumented border crossings, Singer and Massey 
(1998) cited 44 references. They used the existing litera-
ture to identify factors that help them predict how many 
times an undocumented migrant will be apprehensions 
trying to evade detection. Those factors: (1) the nature and 
intensity of U.S. enforcement efforts, (2) characteristics of 
the migrant that enhance the chance of success (such as 
previous success at crossing borders), and (3) ties to other 
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undocumented migrants (such as a parent, other relative, 
or friend) who succeeded in unauthorized entry.

Step 3: Identifying and Defi ning 
Core Concepts

After deciding on a topic and reading the relevant literature 
(albeit not necessarily in that order), researchers typically 
state their core concepts. Concepts are powerful thinking 
and communication tools that enable researchers to give 
and receive complex information effi ciently. The mention 
of a concept triggers in the minds of people who know 
its meaning a defi nition and a range of important asso-
ciations that help frame and focus observations. One core 
concept for sociologists studying illegal immigration is the 
unauthorized immigrant (also called an undocumented or 
illegal immigrant or migrant), who is defi ned as a non-
citizen residing in the United States whom the American 
government has not admitted for permanent residence or 

for specifi c authorized temporary work or stays. Another 
core concept is interpersonal ties, as they relate to success-
ful undocumented entry into the United States. These ties 
are defi ned as connections to a parent, sibling, or other 
relative or to friends or acquaintances who guide or other-
wise help migrants enter the United States undetected.  

Step 4: Choosing a Research Design 
and Data-Gathering Strategies

■ CORE CONCEPT 7: Sociologists decide on a plan for gath-

ering data, identifying whom or what they will study and how 

they will select (sample) subjects for study. Once research-
ers have clarifi ed core concepts, they decide on a research 
design, a plan for gathering data on the topic they have 
chosen. A research design specifi es the population to be 
studied and the methods of data collection, or the pro-
cedures used to gather relevant data. One research design 
is not inherently better than another; researchers choose 
the design that best enables them to address the research 
question at hand (Smith 1991).

Researchers must decide whom or what they are going 
to study. The most common “thing” sociologists study 
is individuals, but they may also decide to study traces, 
documents, territories, households, small groups, or indi-
viduals (Rossi 1988).

• Traces are materials or other evidence that yields infor-
mation about human activity, such as the items that 
people throw away, the number of lights turned on 
in a house, or changes in water pressure. Researchers 
who study undocumented border crossings might learn 
about paths undocumented immigrants take into the 

All good researchers place their research in the context of existing 
research. They review what other researchers have written on the 
chosen topic, if only to avoid repeating earlier work.
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Researchers who study unauthorized border crossings may look for 
footprints as a way to document paths migrants take into the United 
States. Here we see U.S. Border Patrol agents “erasing” footprints and 
other signs that people have crossed. Later the Border Patrol will check 
for signs of subsequent crossings. 
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concepts Thinking and communication tools used to give and receive 
complex information effi ciently and to frame and focus observations.

research design A plan for gathering data that specifi es who or what 
will be studied and the methods of data collection.

methods of data collection The procedures a researcher follows to 
gather relevant data.

traces Materials or other forms of physical evidence that yield infor-
mation about human activity.



United States by observing the litter they leave behind, 
including “one-gallon plastic bottles, jeans, t-shirts, 
candy wrappers, socks, underwear, discarded purses, 
and inexpensive tennis shoes” (Maril 2004, pl 166). 

• Documents are written or printed materials, such as 
magazines, advertisements, graffi ti, birth certifi cates, 
death certifi cates, prescription forms, and traffi c tick-
ets. Researchers have studied letters undocumented 
workers have sent home to family members. 

• Territories are places that have known boundar-
ies or that are set aside for particular activities. They 
include countries, states, counties, cities, neighbor-
hoods, streets, buildings, and classrooms. Sociologists 
who study territories focus on activity within the ter-
ritory they select. Territories related to undocumented 
immigration include specifi c border stations, such as 
the Tijuana–San Diego, El Paso–Ciudad Juárez, and 
Nogales–Tucson stations. 

• Households include all related and unrelated persons 
who share the same dwelling. When studying a house-
hold, researchers collect information about the house-
hold itself. They might want to determine the number 
of people living in the household and the household 
income (that is, the combined income of all people liv-
ing in the same dwelling). For their research on undoc-
umented border crossings, Singer and Massey (1998) 
drew upon interviews of households in 34 Mexican  
communities. Among other kinds of information, the 
researchers collected data on household size and on the 
number of household members who have made suc-
cessful unauthorized entries into the United States.  

• Small groups are defi ned as 2 to about 20 people who 
interact with one another in meaningful ways (Shotola 
1992). Examples include father-child pairs, doctor-
patient pairs, families, sports teams, circles of friends, 

and committees. Concerning a doctor-patient interac-
tion, a sociologist might study the length of time the 
doctor spends with each patient. Keep in mind that the 
focus is on the doctor-patient relationship, rather than 
on the doctor or the patient per se. For his book Patrol-
ling Chaos, Robert Maril accompanied 12 Border Patrol 
agents on 60 ten-hour shifts along the border.

Because of time constraints, researchers cannot study 
entire populations—the total number of individuals,  
traces, documents, territories, households, or groups that 
exist. Instead, they study samples, or portions of the cases 
from a larger population.

Sampling.  Ideally, a sociologist should study a random 
sample, in which every case in the population has an 
equal chance of being selected. The classic, if ineffi cient, 
way of selecting a random sample is to assign a number to 
every case, place cards on which the numbers are written 
into a container, thoroughly mix the cards, and pull out 
one card at a time until the desired sample size is achieved. 
Rather than employ this tedious system to generate their 
samples, most of today’s researchers use computer pro-
grams. If every case has an equal chance of becoming 
part of a sample, then theoretically the sample should be 
a representative sample—that is, one with the same dis-
tribution of characteristics (such as age, sex, and ethnic 
composition) as the population from which it is selected. 
For example, if 56.4 percent of the population from which 
a sample is drawn is at least 30 years old, then approxi-
mately 56.4 percent of a representative sample should be 
that age. In theory, if the sample is representative, then 
whatever holds true for the sample should also hold true 
for the larger population.

Sociologists who study activity at a border station, such as that 
pictured above, have chosen to study a territory. They may choose to 
determine the average time it takes a vehicle, once it pulls into a line, 
to cross from the Mexican side to the U.S. side. 
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documents Written or printed materials used in research.

territories Settings that have borders or that are set aside for 
particular activities.

households All related and unrelated persons who share the same 
dwelling.

small groups Groups of 2 to about 20 people who interact with one 
another in meaningful ways.

populations The total number of individuals, traces, documents, 
territories, households, or groups that could be studied.

samples Portions of the cases from a larger population.

random sample A type of sample in which every case in the popula-
tion has an equal chance of being selected.

representative sample A type of sample in which those selected 
for study have the same distribution of characteristics as the popula-
tion from which it is selected.
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Obtaining a random sample is not as easy as it might 
appear. For one thing, researchers must begin with a sam-
pling frame—a complete list of every case in the popula-
tion—and each member of the population must have an 
equal chance of being selected. Securing such a complete 
list can be diffi cult. Campus and city telephone directories 
are easy to acquire, but lists of, say, U.S. citizens, adopted 
children in the United States, or American-owned com-
panies with operations in Mexico are more diffi cult to 
obtain. Almost all lists omit some people (such as indi-
viduals with unlisted telephone numbers, members too 
new to be listed, or between-semester transfer students) 
and include some people who no longer belong (such as 
individuals who have moved, died, or dropped out). What 
is important is that the researcher considers the extent to 
which the list is incomplete and updates it before drawing 
a sample. Even if the list is complete, the researcher must 
also think of the cost and time required to take random 
samples and consider the problems of inducing all sam-
pled persons to participate. 

Researchers sometimes select nonrandom samples to 
study people who they know are not representative of the 
larger population but who are easily accessible. For exam-
ple, they often use high school and college students as a 
sample because they are a captive audience. Researchers 
may choose unrepresentative samples for other important 
reasons: (1) little is known about members of the sample, 
(2) they have special characteristics, or (3) their experi-
ences clarify important social issues.

Singer and Massey (1998) used data collected from a 
random sample of 6,341 households in 34 communities 
in Mexico. This data was supplemented by a nonrandom 
sample of 484 U.S. households in which undocumented 
immigrants from each of the 34 communities in Mexico 
were now living. For his study Patrolling Chaos, Maril chose 
a nonrandom sample of one Border Patrol station among 
nine in the McAllen, Texas, sector of the Southwest bor-
der. The border station, which he observed for two years, 
employed 300 men and women to guard a 45-mile stretch 
of the Rio Grande, which marks the Texas-Mexico border. 
In particular, Maril observed 12 agents as they worked 10-
hour patrol shifts.

Methods of Data Collection

■ CORE CONCEPT 8: Sociologists use a variety of data-

collection methods, including self-administered questionnaires, 

interviews, observation, and secondary sources. Besides iden-
tifying whom or what to study, the design must include a 
plan for collecting information. Researchers can choose 
from a variety of data-gathering methods, including self-
administered questionnaires, interviews, observation, and 
secondary sources.

Self-Administered Questionnaire. A self-administered 
questionnaire is a set of questions given to respondents, 
who read the instructions and fi ll in the answers them-
selves. The questions may require respondents to write out 
answers (open ended) or to select from a list of responses 
the one that best refl ects their answer (forced choice). Self-
administered questionnaires are one of the most common 
methods of data collection. The questionnaires found in 
magazines or books, displayed on tables or racks in service-
oriented establishments (such as hospitals, garages, restau-
rants, grocery stores, and physicians’ offi ces), and mailed to 
households are all self-administered questionnaires.

This method of data collection offers a number of 
advantages. No interviewers are needed to ask respon-
dents questions, and the questionnaires can be given to 
large numbers of people at one time. Also, an interview-
er’s facial expressions or body language cannot infl uence 
respondents, so the respondents feel freer than they other-
wise might to give unpopular or controversial responses. 

Self-administered questionnaires pose some problems, 
too. Respondents can misunderstand or skip over ques-
tions. When questionnaires are mailed, set out on a table, 
or published in a magazine or newspaper, researchers must 
wonder whether the people who choose to fi ll them out 
have opinions that differ from those of people who ignore 
the questionnaires. The results of a questionnaire depend 
not only on respondents’ decisions to fi ll it out, answer 
questions conscientiously and honestly, and return it, but 
also on the quality of the questions and on a host of other 
considerations.

Interviews. Compared with self-administered question-
naires, interviews are more personal. In these face-to-face 
or telephone conversations between an interviewer and 
a respondent, the interviewer asks questions and records 
the respondent’s answers. As respondents give answers, 
interviewers must avoid pauses, expressions of surprise, 
or body language that refl ects value judgments. Refrain-
ing from such conduct helps respondents feel comfortable 
and encourages them to give honest answers.

Interviews can be structured or unstructured, or some 
combination of the two. In a structured interview, the 
wording and sequence of questions are set in advance 
and cannot be altered during the interview. In one kind 

sampling frame A complete list of every case in a population.

self-administered questionnaire A set of questions given to respon-
dents who read the instructions and fi ll in the answers themselves.

interviews Face-to-face or telephone conversations between an 
interviewer and a respondent, in which the interviewer asks questions 
and records the respondent’s answers.

structured interview An interview in which the wording and 
sequence of questions are set in advance and cannot be changed 
during the interview.



of structured interview, respondents choose answers 
from a response list that the interviewer reads to them. 
In another kind of structured interview, respondents are 
free to answer the questions as they see fi t, although the 
interviewer may ask them to clarify answers or explain 
them in more detail. For their study on undocumented 
border crossings, Singer and Massey (1998) relied on data 
collected from structured interviews with heads of house-
holds in Mexico and the United States. Among other ques-
tions, interviewers asked the following: How many people 
have ever lived in the household, including those who no 
longer live there? How many people from the household 
have experience in migrating to the United States? For each 
person who has such experience, how many trips have they 
made to the United States, including the year of the fi rst 
and last trip? How long did they stay in the United States? 
What occupation did they hold, and what did it pay? How 
many of those trips were made without documentation? 
How many trips resulted in deportation? What was the 
place of crossing and with whom was the crossing made? 
Did they use a coyote, and if yes, how much was the coy-
ote paid? Interviewers also asked about each immigrant’s 
ability to speak and understand English.

In contrast to the structured interview, an unstruc-
tured interview is fl exible and open-ended. The ques-
tion-and-answer sequence is spontaneous and resembles a 
normal conversation in that the questions are not worded 
in advance and are not asked in a set order. The inter-
viewer allows respondents to take the conversation in 
directions they defi ne as crucial. The interviewer’s role is 
to give focus to the interview, ask for further explanation 
or clarifi cation, and probe and follow up on interesting 
ideas expressed by respondents. The interviewer appraises 

the meaning of respondents’ answers and uses the infor-
mation learned to ask follow-up questions. Talk show 
hosts, for instance, often use an unstructured format to 
interview their guests. Sociologists, however, have goals 
much different from those of talk show hosts. For one 
thing, sociologists do not formulate questions with the 
goal of entertaining an audience. In addition, they strive 
to ask questions in a neutral way, and no audience reaction 
infl uences how respondents answer. Robert Maril (2004) 
used unstructured interviews as he rode with border 
agents during their 10-hour shifts and at other times. As 
he describes it, “under the scorching sun and in the dead 
of night along the banks of the Rio Grande, I asked these 
men and women what they knew, what they had seen, and 
what they thought. In no uncertain terms and with direct, 
sometimes alarming honesty, they told me” (p. 16).

Observation. As the term implies, observation involves 
watching, listening to, and recording behavior and con-
versations as they happen. This research technique may 
sound easy, but it entails more than just watching and lis-
tening. The challenge of observation lies in knowing what 
to look for while remaining open to other considerations; 
success results from identifying what is worth observing. 
“It is a crucial choice, often determining the success or 
failure of months of work, often differentiating the bril-
liant observer from the . . . plodder” (Gregg 1989, p. 53). 

unstructured interview An interview in which the question-and-
answer sequence is spontaneous, open-ended, and fl exible.

observation A research technique in which the researcher watches, 
listens to, and records behavior and conversations as they happen.

Interviews are face-to-face conversations in which the interviewer asks 
questions and records the respondent’s answers. An interview can be 
structured or unstructured.

De
pa

rt
m

en
t o

f D
ef

en
se

 p
ho

to
 b

y 
PH

3 
Kr

is
to

ph
er

 W
ils

on
, U

.S
. N

av
y

When observing, researchers must be careful not to misinterpret or 
misrepresent what is happening. How would you describe what is going 
on in the photo? Did you know that these are young, unranked sumo 
wrestlers ending their daily workout routine with a ritualized dance 
that emphasizes teamwork?
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Observational techniques are especially useful for three 
purposes: (1) studying behavior as it occurs, (2) learn-
ing information that cannot be surveyed easily, and 
(3) acquiring the viewpoint of the persons under obser-
vation. Observation can take two forms: participant and 
nonparticipant. Nonparticipant observation consists of 
detached watching and listening; the researcher merely 
observes but does not interact with the study subjects or 
become involved in their daily life. In contrast, researchers 
engage in participant observation when they join a group 
and assume the role of a group member, interact directly 
with individuals whom they are studying, assume a posi-
tion critical to the outcome of the study, or live in a com-
munity under study (see Intersection of Biography and 
Society: “The Life of a Citrus Picker”). Maril’s research 
qualifi es as participant observation, because, for all prac-
tical purposes, he became involved in the daily life of the 
people he studied, even agreeing to work on a “specifi c 
project that involved a presentation designed to inform 
and persuade the public of the need for new facilities” 
(p. 17). In addition, for safety reasons, Maril “actively par-
ticipated in some of the policing techniques and proce-
dures [he] was observing” (p. 18).

In both participant and nonparticipant observation, 
researchers must decide whether to hide their identity 

INTERSECTION OF  BIOGRAPHY AND SOCIETY

able to get it there fast and deftly. Men half my size could 
manipulate the twenty-foot ladders as though they were 
balsa wood, but in my hands the ladder was a heavy, deadly 
weapon. I had bruised a friend’s arm with my ladder one 
day and had nearly broken my own when, with sixty pounds 
of oranges in the bag around my neck, I had slipped from its 
fi fth rung and been grazed as it followed me to the muddy 
ground . . . Handling the fruit itself was a further challenge. 
To be successful, you had to pick with both hands simul-
taneously. This meant your balance had to be good—you 
couldn’t hold on to a branch or the ladder for support. 
And you had to twist the fruit off: pull hard on a Valencia 
without twisting and you’re likely to get the whole branch 
in your hand. Planning was also important: ideally, you 
would start with your sack empty at the top of the tree and 
work your way down. Oranges would just be peeking out the 
top of the sack when your feet touched the soil, if you did it 
right; you topped off the bag by grabbing low-hanging fruit 
on your way to the tractor. (pp. 42–43)

The Life of a Citrus Picker

FOR HIS BOOK Coyotes: A Journey through the Secret 
World of America’s Illegal Aliens, Ted Conover (1987) 
used a participant observation research design to capture 
the intersection of biography and society as it related to 
undocumented workers. Conover decided that, to learn 
truly meaningful information about undocumented 
immigrants, he had to go beyond formal interviews, gov-
ernment statistics, and news reports. He had to live with 
his research subjects. Conover’s book includes a chapter 
on the art of citrus fruit picking. The following excerpt 
stresses that by participating in, and not just observing, 
the life of a fruit picker, Conover learned that picking 
oranges is not something just anyone can do; certain skills 
are needed if one is to work all day at a fast enough pace to 
keep from getting fi red: 

It required a vast store of special knowledge and dexterity. 
Not only did you need to know the optimum position of the 
ladder against a given tree, for example, you also had to be 

nonparticipant observation A research technique in which the 
researcher observes study participants without interacting with them.

participant observation A research technique in which the 
researcher observes study participants while directly interacting 
with them.

Good observation techniques must be developed through 
practice; observers must learn to recognize what is worth 
observing, be alert to unusual features, take detailed notes, 
and make associations between observed behaviors.

If observers come from a culture different from the one 
under study, they must be careful not to misinterpret or 
misrepresent what is happening. Imagine for a moment 
how an uninformed, naive observer might describe a 
sumo wrestling match: “One big, fat guy tries to ground 
another big, fat guy or force him out of the ring in a match 
that can last as little as three seconds” (Schonberg 1981, 
p. B9). Actually, for those who understand it, sumo wres-
tling is “a sport rich with tradition, pageantry, and elegance 
and fi lled with action, excitement, and heroes dedicated to 
an almost impossible standard of excellence down to the 
last detail” (Thayer 1983, p. 271).



and purpose or to announce them. One major reason for 
choosing concealment is to avoid the Hawthorne effect, a 
phenomenon in which research subjects alter their behav-
ior when they learn they are being observed. The term 
Hawthorne effect originated from a series of worker pro-
ductivity studies conducted in the 1920s and 1930s and 
involving female employees of the Hawthorne, Illinois, 
plant of Western Electric. Researchers found that no mat-
ter how they varied working conditions—bright versus 
dim lighting, long versus short breaks, frequent versus no 
breaks, piecework pay versus fi xed salary—workers’ pro-
ductivity increased. One explanation for this fi nding was 
that workers were responding positively to having been 
singled out for study (Roethlisberger and Dickson 1939). 

 If researchers choose to announce their identity and 
purpose, they must give participants adequate time to 
adjust to their presence. Usually, if researchers are present 
for a long enough time, their subjects will eventually dis-
play natural, uninhibited behaviors. Maril (2004) chose to 
announce his identity, and agents often referred to him 
as the “professor from the university.” He noted that the 
majority of agents who worked at the station seemed to 
pay little attention to him after a couple of months. Maril 
believed that the agents were, with a few exceptions, “open 
and honest with me not just because they came to trust 
me, but because few, if any, had ever been asked about 
their work as agents. . . . They were anxious to talk and 
show me what they knew” (p. 16).

Secondary Sources (Archival Data). Another data-
gathering strategy relies on secondary sources (archi-
val data)—that is, data that have been collected by other 
researchers for some other purpose. Government research-
ers, for example, collect and publish data on many areas of 
life, including births, deaths, marriages, divorces, crime, 
education, travel, and trade. “Every researcher who uses an 
existing data set or who does a literature review in which 
published research fi ndings are taken out of their origi-
nal context and applied to a different issue or question is 
involved in ‘archival research’” (Horan 1995, p. 423). 

Another kind of secondary data source consists of 
materials that people have written, recorded, or created for 
reasons other than research (Singleton, Straits, and Straits 
1993). Examples include television commercials and other 
advertisements, letters, diaries, home videos, poems, pho-
tographs, artwork, graffi ti, movies, and song lyrics.

Identifying Variables and Specifying 
Hypotheses

■ CORE CONCEPT 9: Sociologists may choose to test hypoth-

eses specifying the relationship between independent and 

dependent variables. As researchers acquire a conceptual 
focus, identify a population, and determine a method of 
data collection, they also identify the variables they want 

to study. A variable is any characteristic that consists of 
more than one category. The variable “sex,” for example, 
is generally divided into two categories: male and female. 
The variable “mode of crossing the border” can be divided 
into three categories: alone, with family or friends, and 
with coyote. 

Sometimes researchers strive to fi nd associations 
between variables to explain or predict behavior. The 
behavior to be explained or predicted is the dependent 
variable. The variable that explains or predicts the depen-
dent variable is the independent variable. The relationship 
between independent and dependent variables is described 
in a hypothesis, or trial explanation put forward as the 

Sociologists Singer and Massey worked to identify the variables that 
help us predict the probability that undocumented immigrants will be 
apprehended. 
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Hawthorne effect A phenomenon in which research subjects alter 
their behavior when they learn they are being observed.

secondary sources (archival data) Data that have been collected 
by other researchers for some other purpose.

variable Any trait or characteristic that can change under different 
conditions or that consists of more than one category.

dependent variable The variable to be explained or predicted.

independent variable The variable that explains or predicts the 
dependent variable.

hypothesis A trial explanation put forward as the focus of research; 
it predicts how independent and dependent variables are related and 
how a dependent variable will change when an independent variable 
changes.
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focus of research, which predicts the relationship between 
independent and dependent variables. Specifi cally, it pre-
dicts how a change in an independent variable brings 
about a change in a dependent variable. Hypotheses that 
could be tested using Singer and Massey’s data include the 
following: 

Hypothesis 1: The more profi cient in English undocu-
mented immigrants are, the less likely they are to be 
apprehended by Border Patrol.

Hypothesis 2: The more times an undocumented immi-
grant crosses the border into the United States without 
being apprehended, the more likely the immigrant will be 
to cross alone. 

In hypothesis 1, the independent variable is English-
language profi ciency and the dependent variable likeli-
hood of apprehension. In hypothesis 2, the independent 
variable is number of successful border crossings and the 
dependent variable is likelihood of crossing alone. 

A major reason that researchers collect data is to test 
hypotheses. If their fi ndings are to matter, other researchers 
must be able to replicate their study. So, researchers need to 
give clear, precise defi nitions and instructions about how 
to observe and/or measure the variables under study. In 
the language of research, such defi nitions and accompany-
ing instructions are called operational defi nitions.

An analogy can be drawn between an operational 
defi nition and a recipe. Just as anyone with basic cooking 
skills should be able to follow a recipe to achieve a desired 
end, anyone with basic research skills should be able to 
replicate a researcher’s observations if he or she knows the 
operational defi nitions (Katzer, Cook, and Crouch 1991).
Operational defi nitions include clear, precise defi nitions 
and instructions about how to observe or measure vari-
ables. They help researchers determine whether a behavior 
of interest has occurred.

Suppose a researcher is interested in the question of 
who washes hands after using a public toilet. An opera-
tional defi nition of hand washing would include an 
account of what must take place for a researcher to count 
someone as a hand washer. If people simply run water over 
their fi ngertips or rinse their hands quickly without using 

soap, should the behavior count as hand washing? What 
if people use soap but wash only their fi ngertips? Should 
a behavior count as hand washing only if it satisfi es the 
guidelines issued by the American Society of Microbiol-
ogy? Those guidelines specify using warm or hot run-
ning water and soap while washing for 10 to 15 seconds 
“all surfaces thoroughly, including wrists, palms, back of 
hands, fi ngers and under fi ngernails” (American Society 
of Microbiology 1996). Researchers must address these 
kinds of questions in creating operational defi nitions.

Consider the operational defi nition of English-language 
profi ciency used in the Singer and Massey study: 

Do you speak and understand English?

___ Does not speak or understand.

___ Does not speak but understands a little.

___ Does not speak but understands well.

___ Both speaks and understands a little.

___ Both speaks and understands well.

Other questions related to English-language profi -
ciency include asking the immigrants in which settings 
they speak English when living in the United States. The 
settings of interest include at home, at work, with friends, 
and while shopping; the frequency of using English in each 
setting is recorded as never, sometimes, often, or always. 

Operational defi nitions do not have to take the form 
of questions. They may be precise accounts or descrip-
tions of what a researcher observed and what the context 
of the observations was. If operational defi nitions are not 
clear or do not indicate accurately the behaviors they were 
designed to represent, they have questionable value. Good 
operational defi nitions are both reliable and valid. Reli-
ability is the extent to which an operational defi nition 
gives consistent results. For example, the question How 
many magazines do you read each month? may not yield 
reliable answers, because respondents may forget some 
magazines. Thus, if you asked a respondent the question 
at two different times, he or she might give two different 
answers. One way to increase the reliability of this ques-
tion would be to ask respondents to list the magazines they 
have read in the past week. The act of listing forces respon-
dents to think harder about the question, and shortening 
the amount of time to one week makes it easier for them to 
remember what they have read. 

Validity is the degree to which an operational defi ni-
tion measures what it claims to measure. Professors, for 
example, give tests to measure students’ knowledge of a 
particular subject as covered in class lectures, discussions, 
reading assignments, and other activities. Students may 
question the validity of this measure if the questions on 
a test refl ect only the material covered in lectures. They 
may argue that the test does not measure knowledge of all 
the material covered or assigned. Remember, when assess-
ing validity, always ask, Is the operational defi nition really 
measuring what it claims to measure? For example, is the 

operational defi nitions Clear, precise defi nitions and instructions 
about how to observe and/or measure the variables under study.

reliability The extent to which an operational defi nition gives consis-
tent results.

validity The degree to which an operational defi nition measures what 
it claims to measure.



question Do you speak and understand English? likely to 
yield valid responses about English-language profi ciency? 
One problem with this operational defi nition is disagree-
ment as to what constitutes speaking a little English and 
speaking English well. What if a person’s profi ciency falls 
somewhere between a little and well? Every person who 

answers this question probably has his or her own under-
standing of what speaking a little or well means. 

Likewise, is the number of apprehensions a valid mea-
sure of the effectiveness of a border control initiative such 
as fence construction? Should effectiveness be measured 
by increased apprehensions or decreased apprehensions? 
Increased apprehensions could mean fences are effective 
in forcing undocumented immigrants into territories 
where the Border Patrol has a strategic advantage; they 
could also mean that the fences are ineffective, since for 
every one undocumented immigrant caught, four manage 
to cross (see Figure 2.4). 

Steps 5 and 6: Analyzing the Data 
and Drawing Conclusions

■ CORE CONCEPT 10: In presenting their findings, sociologists 

identify common themes and, if applicable, specify whether 

hypotheses are supported by the data. When researchers 
reach the stage of analyzing collected data, they search 
for common themes, meaningful patterns, and links. 
Researchers must “pick and choose among the avail-
able numbers [and observations] and then fashion a for-
mat” (Hacker 1997, p. 478). In presenting their fi ndings, 
researchers may use graphs, frequency tables, photos, sta-
tistical data, and so on. The choice of presentation depends 
on which results are signifi cant and how they might be 
best shown (see Table 2.1).

Is number of apprehensions the best way to measure the effectiveness 
of border fences? Increased apprehensions could mean one of two 
things: the fences are effective in forcing undocumented immigrants 
into territories where the Border Patrol has a strategic advantage, or 
the fences are ineffective, since for every one undocumented immi-
grant caught, four manage to cross. 
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Table 2.1 Basic Statistics Researchers Use to Convey Findings 

The table below shows the number of unauthorized immigrants apprehended each year from 1993 through 2005. The data can be 
presented in the following way:

  Unauthorized 
  Immigrants 
  Apprehended on 
  U.S.-Mexico Border
 Year (in millions)

 2005 1.17

 2004 1.14

 2003  .91

 2002  .93

 2001 1.24

 2000 1.64

 1999 1.54

 1998 1.52

 1997 1.37

 1996 1.51

 1995 1.27

 1994  .98

 1993 1.20

n: number of cases (13 years of data) 

Mean: The sum of all apprehensions from 1993 through 2005 divided by the total number of 
years considered (13). Over the 13-year period the average number of apprehensions was 
1.26 million. 

Standard deviation (s.d.): How far the data are spread from the mean. Most of the data (at 
least 95 percent) will fall within two standard deviations of the mean, and almost all of the data 
(99.7 percent) will fall within three standard deviations of the mean. To calculate the spread of 
data around the mean, multiply the standard deviation by 2 or 3, and then add (1.26 million � 
(241,743 � 2) � 1.74 million) and subtract (1.26 million � (241,743 � 2) � .777 million) that 
number to and from the mean.

Minimum: The lowest number of apprehensions. (910,000 apprehensions in 2003)

Maximum: The highest number of apprehensions. (1.64 million apprehensions in 2005)

Range: The numbers separating the highest value from the lowest value. In this case, the range 
is 1.64 million � .910 million, which equals .730 million.

Mode: The value that occurs most often. In this case there is no mode.

n: A symbol that stands for the number of respondents or cases. In this case, n is 13.

Median: The number that 50 percent of the cases fall above and 50 percent fall below. 
Half of all the years listed had fewer than 1.24 million apprehensions, and half had more than 
1.24 million.
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and Massey calculated probabilities over a 30-year period 
(1964–1994). The year 1974 is associated with the greatest 
chance of apprehension: two in fi ve. The chances of appre-
hension steadily fell to a one-in-fi ve chance in 1994. Data 
can be presented in many ways, including graphs, tables, 
and bar charts. 

Presenting Research Findings 

CONSIDER ONE CONCLUSION that Singer and 
Massey drew from their research on border apprehensions. 
“Despite the apparent buildup of enforcement resources 
along the Mexico-U.S. border and highly publicized ini-
tiatives such as operations Hold-the-Line and Gatekeeper, 
the probability of apprehensions fell in the late 1980s . . . 
and continued through the early 1990s” (p. 585). Singer 
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Probability of Apprehension by Year
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▲ Figure 2.4 Three Methods of Presenting Research Findings:  Bar Graph, 

Line Graph, and Table.

 Probability of 
Year Apprehension

1964 0.35
1966 0.40
1968 0.35
1970 0.33
1972 0.42
1974 0.35
1976 0.38
1978 0.37
1980 0.37
1982 0.32
1984 0.29
1986 0.33
1988 0.27
1990 0.25
1992 0.16
1994 0.18
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Generalizability. Besides choosing a format in which to 
present data, sociologists comment on the generalizabil-
ity of fi ndings, the extent to which the fi ndings can be 
applied to the larger population from which the sample 
was drawn. Both the sample used and the response rate 
are important in determining generalizability. If a sample 
is randomly selected, if almost all subjects agree to par-
ticipate, and if the response rate for every question is high, 
we can say that the sample is representative of the popula-
tion and that the fi ndings are theoretically generalizable 
to that population. Recall that Singer and Massey used 
data derived from structured interviews with a sample of 
6,341 randomly selected households in 34 Mexican com-
munities. The response rate varied by community (from a 
100-percent response rate in two rural communities to an 
84-percent response rate in a large urban community); the 
average response rate was 94 percent. Such a high response 
rate suggests that Singer and Massey’s fi ndings are gen-
eralizable to the undocumented population. In particu-
lar, Singer and Massey found that, despite the apparent 
buildup of enforcement resources and the implementation 
of Operations Hold-the-Line and Gatekeeper, the prob-
ability of apprehensions fell in the late 1980s through early 
to mid-1990s. 

If a sample is chosen for some other reason—perhaps 
because it is especially accessible or interesting—then the 
fi ndings cannot be generalized to the larger population. 
Keep in mind that even though one goal of drawing con-
clusions is to make generalizations about the larger popu-
lation, generalizations are not statements of certainty that 
apply to everyone. While Maril’s fi ndings probably cannot 
be generalized to all Border Patrol stations, his research 
on the border from the perspective of the Border Patrol 
agents supports Singer and Massey’s fi ndings: Highly vis-
ible border control strategies such as fences, increases in 
the number of agents, and increased surveillance are in 
reality “a grand pretense, because the majority of illegal 
immigration and opportunities for international terror-
ists existed far from the public eye” (p. 287). 

Relationship between Independent 
and Dependent Variables

In the fi nal step of the research process, researchers describe 
the relationship between independent and dependent vari-
ables. Instead of claiming that one variable causes another, 
researchers search for independent variables that contrib-
ute signifi cantly toward explaining a dependent variable. 
At least three conditions must be met before a researcher 
can validly claim that an independent variable contributes 
signifi cantly toward explaining a dependent variable.

First, the independent variable must precede the depen-
dent variable in time. Time sequence can be established 
easily when the independent variable is a predetermined 
factor, such as sex or birth date. Such factors are fi xed before 

a person becomes capable of any kind of behavior. Usually, 
however, time order cannot be established so easily.

Second, the two variables must be correlated. The 
strength of this correlation is often represented by a cor-
relation coeffi cient, a mathematical representation of the 
extent to which a change in one variable is associated with 
a change in another variable (Cameron 1963). Correla-
tion coeffi cients are numbers that fall between 0.00 and 
1.00 and that are preceded by either a negative sign or a 
positive sign (for example, –0.23, +0.54). Researchers use 
these numbers to indicate two things about the relation-
ship between two variables: the relationship’s strength and 
its direction.

The closer the correlation coeffi cient is to 1.0, the stron-
ger the relationship or association between variables is. A 
value of 1.0 represents a perfect association, meaning that 
if researchers know the value of the independent variable, 
they can predict the value of the dependent variable with 
100-percent certainty. A value of 0.00 indicates that no 
relationship exists between variables.

The sign in front of the number shows the direction of 
the relationship. A positive sign means that as one vari-
able increases or decreases, the second variable likewise 
increases or decreases. A negative sign in front of the 
number means that as one variable increases or decreases, 
the other variable moves in the opposite direction. A 
correlation of +0.90 between grade-point average (GPA) 
and income, for example, means the higher the GPA, the 
higher the income. Conversely, a correlation of –0.90 
between GPA and income means the higher the GPA, the 
lower the income.

Third, establishing a correlation is a necessary step but 
is not in itself suffi cient to prove causation. A correlation 
shows only that the variables are related; it does not mean 
that one variable causes the other. For one thing, a correla-
tion can be spurious. A spurious correlation is one that is 
coincidental or accidental; the independent and dependent 
variables are not actually related, but some third variable 
related to both of them makes it seem as though they are. 

For a researcher to claim that an independent vari-
able causes a dependent variable, then, no evidence must 
indicate that another variable is responsible for a spurious 

generalizability The extent to which fi ndings can be applied to the 
larger population from which a sample is drawn.

correlation coeffi cient A mathematical representation that quanti-
fi es the extent to which a change in one variable is associated with a 
change in another variable.

spurious correlation A correlation that is coincidental or acci-
dental because the independent and dependent variables are not 
actually related; rather, some third variable related to both of them 
makes it seem as though they are.
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correlation between the independent and dependent vari-
ables. To check for this possibility, sociologists identify 
control variables, which are variables suspected of caus-
ing spurious correlations. 

A good example of a signifi cant relationship between 
two variables that disappears when we control for a third 
variable involves the strong correlation between the num-
ber of fi refi ghters at a fi re scene and the amount of damage 
expressed in dollars: the more fi refi ghters, the greater the 
dollar amount of fi re damage. Common sense, however, 
tells us that this relationship is a spurious correlation. The 
number of fi refi ghters at the scene could not possibly be 
responsible for the dollar amount of fi re damage. A third 
variable, the size of the fi re, accounts for both the number 
of fi refi ghters and the amount of damage. Although the 
number of fi refi ghters called to the scene does help us pre-
dict the amount of damage, it is not the variable of cause. 
This logic can be applied to the relationship between mode 
of border crossing (alone, with family or friends, or with 
coyote) and apprehension rate (percentage of times caught 
relative to number of crossing attempts). If data shows that 
the apprehension rate increases when crossing with a coy-
ote, one might question the role of English-language pro-
fi ciency. It could be that those profi cient in English cross 
alone or with family or friends, and it is their profi ciency 
in English that helps them avoid detection. Likewise, it 
could be that the less profi cient in English use coyotes, but 
it is their lack of profi ciency that draws the attention of the 
Border Patrol.

Thinking about the possibility of a spurious correla-
tion is especially important when the independent vari-
able is an ascribed characteristic—any physical trait that 
is biological in origin and/or cannot be changed, to which 
people assign overwhelming signifi cance. Ascribed char-
acteristics include hair texture and color, eye shape, skin 
color, age, and country of birth. Findings that announce 
an ascribed characteristic as a “cause” can be used to ste-
reotype and stigmatize groups of people. The hypothesis 
that an athlete’s race determines athletic success at bas-
ketball is based on a spurious correlation (see Chapter 9 
to learn why).

control variables Variables suspected of causing spurious 
correlations.

ascribed characteristic Any physical trait that is biological in 
origin and/or cannot be changed, to which people assign over-
whelming signifi cance.

A strong correlation exists between the number of fi refi ghters at a 
fi re scene and the amount of damage expressed in dollars: the more 
fi refi ghters, the greater the dollar amount of fi re damage. Common 
sense, however, tells us that this relationship is a spurious correlation. 
A third variable, the size of the fi re, accounts for both the number of 
fi refi ghters and the amount of damage. 
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 VISUAL SUMMARY OF CORE CONCEPTS 53

■ VISUAL SUMMARY OF CORE CONCEPTS

■ CORE CONCEPT 1: Sociological theories offer a set of 
guiding questions and key concepts that address how 
societies operate and how people relate to one another.
A sociological theory is a set of core assumptions and core 
concepts that speak to how societies operate and how 
people in them relate to one another and respond to their 
environment. Three major theories dominate the disci-
pline of sociology: functionalist, confl ict, and symbolic 
interactionist. The three perspectives can be used to ana-
lyze border fences and other signifi cant issues.

■ CORE CONCEPT 2: Functionalists focus on how the “parts” of 
society contribute in expected and unexpected ways to social 
order and stability and to social disorder and instability.  
Functionalists view society as a system of interrelated, interdepen-
dent parts. Each part, whether it be a sports team or border fence, 
has a function; that is, it contributes to order and stability within 
society. Two types of functions are manifest (anticipated) and 
latent (unanticipated or unintended). Parts can also be disrup-
tive to order and stability. When a disruption is anticipated, the 
dysfunction is manifest. When a disruption is unanticipated or 
unintended, the dysfunction is latent. When analyzing an issue, 
functionalists use these concepts to answer such questions as Why 
does a part (such as a border fence) exist? and What are the part’s 
anticipated and unintended consequences? 

■ CORE CONCEPT 3: The conflict perspective 
focuses on conflict over scarce and valued 
resources and the strategies dominant groups use 
to create and protect social arrangements that 
give them an advantage over subordinate groups.
Confl ict theorists view confl ict as an inevitable fact 
of social life and as the most important agent for 
social change. Confl ict can take many forms, from 
physical confrontations to emotional manipula-
tion. In any society, dominant and subordinate 
groups compete for scarce and valued resources. 
 Confl ict theorists ask this basic question: Who benefi ts from a particular social pattern or arrange-
ment and at whose expense? Exploitation is disguised by a facade of legitimacy—an explanation that 
members of dominant groups give to justify their actions. On close analysis, however, this explanation 
falls apart.
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■ CORE CONCEPT 4: Symbolic interactionists focus on social inter-
action and related concepts of self-awareness/reflexive thinking, 
symbols, and negotiated order.
Symbolic interactionists focus on social interaction and ask, How 
do involved parties experience, interpret, infl uence, and respond to 
what they and others are doing while interacting? Symbolic interac-
tionists draw upon the following concepts: (1) refl exive thinking, 
the process of stepping outside the self and observing and evaluating 
it from another’s viewpoint; (2) symbol, any kind of physical phe-
nomenon to which people assign a name, meaning, or value; and 
(3) negotiated order, the sum of existing and newly negotiated expec-
tations, rules, policies, agreements, understandings, pacts, contracts, 
and other working arrangements. 

■ CORE CONCEPT 5: Sociologists adhere to the scientific 
method; that is, they acquire data through observation 
and leave it open to verification by others.
The scientifi c method is an approach to data collection that 
relies on two assumptions: (1) knowledge about the world 
is acquired through observation, and (2) the truth of that 
knowledge is confi rmed by verifi cation—that is, by others 
making the same observations. 

■ CORE CONCEPT 6: Sociologists explain why their 
research topic is important, tie their research in with 
existing research, and specify the core concepts guiding 
investigation.
The fi rst step of a research project involves choosing a 
topic or deciding on a research question. Good researchers 
explain to their readers why their topic or research ques-
tion is signifi cant. In addition, researchers take existing 
research into account by showing how their new research 
verifi es, advances, and corrects past research. Finally, 
researchers typically state the core concepts driving their 
research. 

■ CORE CONCEPT 7: Sociologists decide on a plan for gathering 
data, identifying whom or what they will study and how they will 
select (sample) subjects for study.
The research design specifi es the population to be studied and the 
methods of data collection. The population to be studied can be 
 individuals, traces, documents, territories (such as a specifi c border 
crossing), households, or small groups. Researchers must decide 
whether to use a random or nonrandom approach to selecting subjects 
for study.
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■ CORE CONCEPT 8: Sociologists use a variety of data-collection 
methods, including self-administered questionnaires, interviews, 
observation, and secondary sources.
The research design must include a plan for collecting information. 
Researchers can choose from a variety of data-gathering methods, 
including self-administered questionnaires, interviews, observa-
tion, and secondary sources.

■ CORE CONCEPT 9: Sociologists may choose to test hypotheses 
specifying the relationship between independent and dependent 
variables.  
 A variable is any characteristic that consists of more than one cat-
egory. Examples of variables include number of times apprehended 
or ability to speak English. Sometimes researchers strive to fi nd 
associations between variables to explain or predict behavior. The 
behavior to be explained or predicted is the dependent variable. 
The variable that explains or predicts the dependent variable is the 
independent variable. The relationship between independent and 
dependent variables is described in an hypothesis, or trial expla-
nation put forward as the focus of research, which predicts the 
relationship between independent and dependent variables. Researchers need to give clear, precise defi -
nitions and instructions (operational defi nitions) about how to observe and/or measure the variables 
under study. Operational defi nitions should be assessed for their reliability and validity. 

■ CORE CONCEPT 10: In presenting findings, sociolo-
gists identify common themes and, if applicable, specify 
whether hypotheses are supported by the data. 
When researchers reach the stage of analyzing collected 
data, they search for common themes, meaningful pat-
terns, and links. They also comment on the generalizabil-
ity of their fi ndings—the extent to which the fi ndings can 
be applied to the larger population from which the sample 
was drawn. If the study has involved testing hypotheses, 
researchers describe the relationship between indepen-
dent and dependent variables. Keep in mind that it is very 
diffi cult to validly claim that an independent variable 
(presence of a fence) causes a dependent variable (decline in the number of border crossings by undoc-
umented workers). For such a claim to be valid, the independent variable must precede the dependent 
variable in time, the two variables must be correlated, and the correlation must not be spurious (coinci-
dental or accidental). 
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Culture

Sociologists see people as products of their cultural experiences. At the 
same time, sociologists point out that people from the same culture are not 
replicas of one another.

With Emphasis on North 
and South Korea

CHAPTER OUTLINE
The Challenge of Defi ning 
Culture 

Material and Nonmaterial 
Components

The Role of Geographic and 
Historical Forces 

The Transmission of Culture

Culture as a Tool for the 
Problems of Living

Cultural Diffusion 

The Home Culture as the 
Standard

Subcultures 
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▲ Two U.S. military men take a break from fi eld training in South Korea to visit children who live 

in the Hinsing Orphanage.
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North and South Korea?

U.S. MILITARY INVOLVEMENT on the Korean Pen-
insula dates back to the end of World War II, when 
Premier Joseph Stalin of the Soviet Union, Prime 
Minister Winston Churchill of Great Britain, and 
President Franklin Roosevelt of the United States 
met in 1945 and, “without consulting even one 
Korean,” agreed to chop Korea in half (Kang 1995, 
p. 75). The Korean War began in 1950, after the 
North Korean government invaded South Korea. 
Both sides endured heavy casualties as they fought 
to control the peninsula. In 1953, the war ended in a 
stalemate, with the 1945 boundary still in place. 

Over the course of the U.S. military’s 60-plus 
years of involvement, more than 7.5 million U.S. 
servicemen and servicewomen have fought, died, and oth-
erwise served in the Koreas to maintain the division between 

the two countries. Today North Korea possesses 
a communist-style government and has one of the 
most isolated and centrally planned economies in 
the world (U.S. Central Intelligence Agency 2004). 
South Korea, on the other hand, is a republic, and 
its economy ranks among the top 20 in the world. 
The Korean War and the subsequent division of 
the Korean Peninsula into North and South have 
had a profound effect on Korean culture, on the 
meaning of being Korean, and on the relationship 
between the United States and the two Koreas. 
This division has affected the life of every North and 
South Korean resident who lived through the event 
and who has been born since. It has also affected 

the lives of millions of U.S. servicemen and servicewomen, 
their families, and signifi cant others. 

WHY FOCUS ON

FACTS TO CONSIDER

● Some 29,000 U.S. military person-
nel are stationed in South Korea. 
There are no troops stationed in 
North Korea.

● U.S. military involvement in the 
Koreas dates back 60-plus years, 
to 1945.

● A 2.5-mile-wide border of barbed 
wire and land mines known as 
the demilitarized zone (DMZ) 
separates North Korea from South 
Korea. Just north of this border 
is the 1.2 million-strong North 
Korean army. In addition to the 

U.S. troops, there are 740,000 South 
Korean troops on the south side of 
the DMZ.



The Challenge 
of Defi ning Culture

■ CORE CONCEPT 1: In the most general sense, culture is the 

way of life of a people. Sociologists define culture as the 
way of life of a people; more specifically, culture includes 
the human-created strategies for adjusting to the envi-
ronment and to those creatures (including humans) that 
are part of that environment. In responding to the envi-
ronment and its creatures, humans draw upon strategies 
already in place or create or re-create their own. As we will 
learn, the list of human-created strategies is endless. These 
strategies include the automobile as a strategy for trans-
porting people (and sometimes their pets) from one point 
to another; language as a strategy for communicating 
with others; and the online community MySpace.com as 
a strategy for presenting the self to others, learning about 
others, and building social networks. Culture cannot exist 
without a society, a group of interacting people who share, 
perpetuate, and create culture.  

We use the word culture in ways that emphasize differ-
ences: “The cultures of X and Y are very different”; “There 
is a culture gap between X and Y”; “It is culture shock to 
come from X and live in Y.” Our use of the word suggests 
that we think of culture as having clear boundaries, as an 
explanation for differences, and as a source of misunder-
standings. In light of the seemingly clear way in which we 
use the word, we may be surprised to learn that sociolo-
gists face at least three conceptual challenges: 

• Describing a culture. Is it possible to fi nd words to defi ne 
something so vast as the way of life of a people?

• Determining who belongs to a group designated as a cul-
ture. Does a person who “looks Korean” and who has 
lived in the United States most of his or her life belong 
to Korean or American culture? 

• Identifying the distinguishing characteristics that set one 
culture apart from others. Is eating rice for breakfast 
a behavior that makes someone Korean? Is an ability 
to speak Korean a characteristic that makes someone 
Korean? Are ethnic Koreans who speak English or 
Spanish not Korean? 

Such questions speak to the problem of being able to 
name a culture but not being able to defi ne its geographic 
boundaries and of specifying the traits that mark some 

people as members of a particular culture but fi nding that 
those traits do not apply to everyone designated as such. 
This chapter offers a framework for thinking about cul-
ture that considers both its elusiveness and its importance 
in shaping human life. This framework includes nine 
essential principles that defi ne culture.

A few words of caution are in order before delving into 
this subject. Although this chapter compares cultures of 
South Korea, North Korea, and the United States, we can 
apply the concepts discussed here to understand any cul-
ture and frame other cross-cultural comparisons. As you 
read about culture, remember that North and South Korea 
are broadly referred to as countries possessing an Eastern 
(or Asian) culture and that the United States is regarded as 
a country possessing a Western culture. Therefore, many 
of the patterns described here are not necessarily unique 
to the Koreas or the United States; rather, they are shared 
with other Eastern or Western societies. At the same time, 
do not overstate the similarities among countries that 
share a broad cultural tradition.

Do not assume, for example, that South Korea and 
North Korea share the same culture. While there are 
undoubtedly many similarities, the two nations have very 
different economic and political systems. “North Korea is 
a place that is shrouded in mystery and conjecture; . . . for 
so long it has chosen to close itself off from the rest of the 
world that little information fl ows in or out of the place” 
(Sharp 2005a). Likewise, do not assume that South Korea 
is just like Japan. As we will see, much of South Korean 
identity is intricately linked with the idea of being “not 
Japanese” (Fallows 1988). To assume that South Korea is 
like Japan is equivalent to assuming that the United States 
is just like a Western European country, such as Germany. 
As we know, however, the United States is a country that 
celebrates its independence from European infl uence. 

Culture The way of life of a people; more specifi cally, the human-
created strategies for adjusting to the environment and to those 
creatures (including humans) that are part of that environment. 

Society A group of interacting people who share, perpetuate, and 
create culture.

Since 1945, millions of U.S. soldiers of all races and ethnic groups, 
including Korean Americans, have served in South Korea. This photo-
graph dates back to the 1960s.
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Material and Nonmaterial 
Components

■ CORE CONCEPT 2: Culture consists of material and non-

material components. Material culture consists of all the 
natural and human-created objects to which people have 
attached meaning. Material culture includes plants, trees, 
minerals or ores, dogs, cars, trucks, microwave ovens, 
computers, video cameras, and iPods. When sociologists 
think about material culture, they consider its most obvi-
ous and practical uses and the meanings assigned by the 
people who use it (Rohner 1984; See Working for Change: 
“Protecting Material Culture Considered Masterpieces of 
Human Creative Genius”).

Learning the meanings that people assign to material 
culture helps sociologists grasp the signifi cance of those 
objects in people’s lives. Faucets, showers, tubs, soap, and 
towels are examples of material culture that people use to 
cleanse their bodies. Most Americans associate these items 
with bathrooms, relatively small rooms that offer a private 
space for washing the body. While private bathrooms exist 
in Korea, most Koreans also associate these items with 

GLOBAL COMPARISONS

U.S. Military Presence around the World

0

1–20

21–100

101–1,000

1,001–10,000

10,001–30,000

30,001 or more

Afloat

101,739

1,764

2,468

28

13,637

▲ Figure 3.1 U.S. Military Presence around the World

The U.S. military presence in South Korea has shaped the cultures of North and South Korea. The Korean 
Peninsula is not the only place where the United States has such a presence. Figure 3.1 shows that U.S. 
military personnel are stationed in 140  countries. How might the presence of the U.S. military affect a 
country’s culture?
Source: Department of Defense (2006).

Material culture All the natural and human-created objects to 
which people have attached meaning. 

The Korean War Memorial in Washington, D.C., includes 19 statues each 
approximately 7 feet, 3 inches tall: 14 Army members, 3 Marines, 1 Navy 
member, and 1 Air Force member. The statues represent an ethnic 
cross section of the men who fought in the Korean War: 12 Caucasians, 
3 African Americans, 2 Hispanic Americans, 1 Asian American, and 1 
Native American.
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 62 Chapter 3 CULTURE

public bathhouses. An American woman visiting Korea 
described her experience with a bathhouse: 

Looking around, I noticed that all the women were completely 

naked—at a Korean bath, you check your modesty at the door, 

and the towel is for scrubbing, not drying or draping. After 

stripping down, I tentatively stepped through steamy glass 

doors, into the world of the baths—a large, noisy, cheerful 

area where about 100 women of all ages and small children of 

both sexes were scrubbing, chatting and soaking. To one side 

were rows of washing stations, with faucets, hand showers and 

mirrors set low to the ground. (Koreans, like Japanese, sit while 

washing). (McClane 2000)

 WORKING FOR CHANGE

To date 175 governments have signed the treaty known 
as the Convention Concerning the Protection of the World 
Cultural and Natural Heritage, agreeing that it is their 
duty to protect and preserve World Heritage Sites—sites 
designated as having such extraordinary environmental, 
cultural, or historic value that they should be preserved 
for the entire world citizenry and for future generations.

582 sites have been designated as cultural treasures, 
masterpieces of human creative genius that offer excep-
tional testimony to cultural traditions that still exist or 
that have disappeared (UNESCO 2005). Examples of cul-
tural treasures:

•  Island of Gorée (Senegal), a slave-trading center from
   the 15th to 19th centuries on the 

West African coast. 

•  Rock Drawings of Alta (Norway), 
petroglyphs made by hunting and 
gathering peoples 2,000 to 6,200 
years ago. 

•  Statue of Liberty (United States of 
America), a sculpture that has stood 
at the entrance to New York Harbor 
since 1886 as a symbol of welcome 
and liberty to millions of immi-
grants. The statue was a gift from 
France on the hundredth anniver-
sary of American independence. 

•  The Great Wall (China), a struc-
ture that stretches 4,163 miles 
(6,700 kilometers) from east to 
west, over deserts, grasslands, 
mountains, and plateaus (Smith-
sonian 1998). 

For a list and description of all 
World Heritage Sites, see the UNESCO 
Web site, whc.unesco.org.

Protecting Material Culture Considered Masterpieces 

of Human Creative Genius

THE IDEA OF creating a system of international coop-
eration for protecting cultural and natural wonders 
emerged after World War I. But a particular event in 1959 
spurred the international community to take action. That 
event involved the Egyptian government’s decision to 
build what would become the world-famous Aswan High 
Dam. The dam is 11,811 feet long (the length of 3,937 foot-
ball fi elds); 3,215 feet wide; and 364 feet high. To build 
it, 30,000 Egyptians worked day and night for 11 years. 
The dam addressed the country’s need to control the Nile 
River (which fl ooded once a year). By controlling the Nile 
River, the Egyptian government could create an irriga-
tion system, generate electricity, and provide clean water 
for drinking, bathing, and washing 
clothes. The dam created Lake Nasser, 
a 500-mile-long lake, considered to 
be one of the world’s largest artifi cial 
lakes (Egypt Travel 1998).

The problem was that, upon com-
pletion, the valley containing the Abu 
Simbel and Philae Temples (more pop-
ularly known as Egyptian pyramids) 
would be fl ooded. The United Nations 
Educational, Scientifi c, and Cultural 
Organization (UNESCO) launched an 
international campaign to raise funds 
to dismantle, move, and reassemble 
the temples. Because the temples were 
carved into the sandstone cliffs above 
the Nile River, workers had to cut tem-
ples and monuments out and move 
them block by block to higher ground. 
Fifty countries contributed $40 million 
toward the $80 million preservation 
campaign. Other safeguarding cam-
paigns followed, and UNESCO eventu-
ally institutionalized the effort in 1972 
with the World Heritage program. 

The Great Wall of China is one of 582 sites that 
UNESCO has designated as cultural treasures, 
masterpieces of human creative genius that 
offer exceptional testimony to cultural tradi-
tions that still exist or that have disappeared.
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In addition to examining assigned meanings, soci-
ologists consider the ways material culture shapes social 
relationships. American sociologists studying Korean 
bathhouses would be struck by the public nature of the 
bath, the relaxed and casual relationships among nude 
children and adult women, the lack of self-consciousness, 
and acceptance of one’s own body and others’ bodies. As 
one Western woman who went with her sister-in-law to 
a bathhouse explained, “She just stripped . . . and doing 
likewise to her son, didn’t notice my very hesitant moves 
to do the same. . . . I felt so weird and exposed, but at the 
same time tried not to show it, as everyone seemed to be 
quite comfortable like that” (Chung 2003). This analysis 
suggests that the material component is shaped in some 
way by nonmaterial culture, the nonphysical creations 
which people cannot hold or see. In this case, the West-
ern woman did not use the towel to cover herself (material 
culture) in the bathhouse, because the Korean cultural 
practice is to bathe in the nude (nonmaterial culture).

Some of the most important types of nonmaterial cul-
ture are beliefs, values, norms, symbols, and language.  

Beliefs

Beliefs are conceptions that people accept as true, concern-
ing how the world operates and where the individual fi ts in 
relationship to others. Beliefs can be rooted in blind faith, 
experience, tradition, or the scientifi c method. What-
ever their accuracy or origins, beliefs can exert powerful 
infl uences on actions as they are used to justify behavior, 
ranging from the most generous to the most violent. For 
example, some people share the following beliefs: 

• Anyone who wants to can grow up to become president 
of the United States.

• The whole world worshipped Kim Il Sung, the found-
ing president of North Korea.

• Continuous conversation, rather than silence, validates 
a relationship.

• Athletic talent is essentially inherited.

• Athletic talent is essentially a product of hard work, 
practice, and persistence.

• It is acceptable for young children of both sexes to 
bathe with their mothers and other women in a public 
setting.

Values

A second component of nonmaterial culture is values: 
general, shared conceptions of what is good, right, appro-
priate, worthwhile, and important with regard to conduct, 
appearance, and states of being. One important study on 
values identifi ed 36 values that people everywhere share 
to differing degrees, including the values of freedom, hap-
piness, true friendship, broad-mindedness, cleanliness, 

obedience, and national security. The study suggested that 
societies are distinguished from one another not accord-
ing to which values are present in one society and absent in 
another, but rather, according to which values are the most 
cherished and dominant (Rokeach 1973). Americans, for 
example, place high value on the individual, whereas Kore-
ans place high value on the group. These values manifest 
themselves in the American preference to bathe alone and 
the Korean preference to share the experience with others. 
Keep in mind that these value differences permeate many 
areas of life.  

In sports, for example, the value Americans place on 
the individual is demonstrated when they single out the 
most valuable player of a game, a season, a league, or a 
tournament. Furthermore, when Americans view an out-
standing athletic feat, they tend to give more credit to an 
athlete’s innate talent or will to win than to hard work and 
discipline. In addition, American athletes work to fi nd the 
style that is right for them and are willing to change that 
style if it does not bring success; Korean athletes work to 
fi nd a style that has worked for others and tend to stay with 
that style because it has stood the test of time. 

Koreans’ emphasis on the group is demonstrated 
through their respect for tradition and form (time-tested 
and effi cient methods of accomplishing goals). From a 
Korean point of view, athletic achievement does not occur 
simply because a person wants to excel or because he or she 
possesses raw talent. Instead, athletic competence develops 
over time, after the individual masters and appreciates the 
steps that combine to produce the intended result. Com-
pared with the American system, the Korean system mini-
mizes individual achievement because the achiever owes 
success to the mastery of technique and practice. These 
values are refl ected in the comments of South Korea’s top 
ice climber, Choi Won II: “I am not so special; anyone can 
do it” (Korea News 2004).

Norms

A third component of nonmaterial culture is norms, writ-
ten and unwritten rules that specify behaviors appro-
priate and inappropriate to a particular social situation. 

Nonmaterial culture Intangible human creations, which we cannot 
identify directly through the senses.

Beliefs Conceptions that people accept as true, concerning how the 
world operates and where the individual fi ts in relationship to others.

Values General, shared conceptions of what is good, right, appropri-
ate, worthwhile, and important with regard to conduct, appearance, 
and states of being.

Norms Written and unwritten rules that specify behaviors appropri-
ate and inappropriate to a particular social situation.
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Examples of written norms are rules that appear in college 
student handbooks, on signs in restaurants (No Smoking 
Section), and on garage doors of automobile repair cen-
ters (Honk Horn to Open). Unwritten norms exist for 
virtually every kind of situation: wash your hands before 
preparing food; do not hold hands with a friend of the 
same sex in public; leave at least a 20 percent tip for wait-
ers; remove your shoes before entering the house. Some 
norms are considered more important than others, and so 
the penalties for their violation are more severe. Depend-
ing on the importance of a norm, punishment can range 
from a frown to death. In this regard, we can distinguish 
between folkways and mores.

Folkways are norms that apply to the mundane aspects 
or details of daily life: when and what to eat, how to greet 
someone, how long the workday should be, how many 
times each day caregivers should change babies’ diapers. 
As sociologist William Graham Sumner (1907) noted, 

“Folkways give us discipline and support of routine and 
habit”; if we were forced constantly to make decisions 
about these details, “the burden would be unbearable” (p. 
92). Generally, we go about everyday life without asking 
why until something reminds us or forces us to see that 
other ways are possible. 

Consider the folkways that govern how a meal is typi-
cally eaten at Korean and American dinner tables. In 
Korea, diners do not pass items to one another, except to 
small children. Instead, they reach and stretch across one 
another and use their chopsticks to lift small portions from 
serving bowls to individual rice bowls or directly to their 
mouths. The Korean norms of table etiquette—reaching 
across instead of passing, having no clear place settings, 
and using the same utensils to eat and serve oneself food 
from platters and bowls—deemphasize the individual and 
reinforce the greater importance of the group.  

Americans follow different dining folkways. They have 
individual place settings, marked clearly by place mats or 
blocked off by eating utensils. It is considered impolite to 
reach across another person’s space and to use personal 
utensils to take food from the communal serving bowls. 
Instead, diners pass items around the table and use special 
serving utensils. That Americans have clearly marked eat-
ing spaces, do not trespass into other diners’ spaces, and 
use separate utensils to take food reinforces values about 
the importance of the individual.

Often travel guides and international business guides 
list folkways that foreign travelers should follow when 
visiting a particular country. One guide advised busi-
ness executives traveling to South Korea or hosting South 
Koreans to observe the following folkways:

• Don’t write comments on others’ business cards in 
their presence.

• Wait for the eldest person at the table to begin eating 
before you begin.

• Do not pour your own drink (Oregon Economic and 
Community Development Department (2003).

Mores are norms that people defi ne as essential to the 
well-being of a group. People who violate mores are usually 
punished severely: they may be ostracized, institutional-
ized in prisons or mental hospitals, sentenced to physical 
punishment, or condemned to die. In contrast to folk-
ways, mores are regarded as “the only way” or  “the truth” 
and as thus unchangeable. Most Americans, for example, 
have strong mores against public nudity, especially when 
adults are in the presence of children. They believe that 
children should be shielded from seeing adults without 
clothes and that children are more vulnerable when naked 
in the presence of adults who are also nude. Koreans, on 
the other hand, do not view public nakedness as morally 
wrong or as a danger to children. Instead, they view the 
body as something to be accepted for what it is. Americans 
who visit Korean bathhouses report, to their surprise, that 

Folkways Norms that apply to the mundane aspects or details of 
daily life.

Mores Norms that people defi ne as critical to the well-being of a 
group. Violation of mores can result in severe forms of punishment.

South Korea’s top ice climber, Choi Won II, claims that his athletic 
talents are “not so special; anyone can do it.” Choi’s statement refl ects 
a belief in the power of perseverance and attention to technique rather 
than individual talent per se.
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they adjust quickly to social nudity and come to see being 
naked among others as unremarkable.  

Symbols

We learned in Chapter 2 that symbols are any kind of 
physical or conceptual phenomenon—a word, an object, 
a sound, a feeling, an odor, a gesture or bodily movement, 
or a concept of time—to which people assign a name and 
a meaning. The meaning assigned is not evident from the 
physical phenomenon or idea alone. For example, what do 
the numbers 2-0-0-8 and 9-7, taken on their own, mean? 
Many societies, Christian and non-Christian, locate 
themselves in time by referencing the birth of Jesus Christ. 
Thus, “AD 2008” symbolizes 2,008 years since the tradi-
tionally recognized birth of Christ. AD is the abbreviation 
for anno Domini (Latin for “in the year of the Lord”). In 
North Korea, people locate themselves in time by refer-
encing the year Kim Il Sung, the country’s founding and 
“eternal” president, was born. The numbers 9-7 symbolize 
97 years since his birth in 1912, with 1912 being year 1.  

Language

In the broadest sense of the word, language is a symbol 
system involving the use of sounds, gestures (signing), 
and/or characters (such as letters or pictures) to convey 
meaning. When people learn language, they learn a sym-
bol system. Those learning spoken languages must learn 
the agreed upon sounds that convey words, and they must 
learn the rules that specify relationships among the cho-
sen words. That is, we cannot convey ideas by vocalizing 

the relevant words in any order we choose. As the author 
of this textbook, I often ask my students, “Are you read-
ing the book?” I cannot expect students to understand 
this question if I say the words in some random order like 
“Are book reading you?” English-language speakers fol-
low a subject-verb-object order (We are reading the book). 
Koreans, on the other hand, follow a subject-object-verb 
format (We book are reading). Rules governing word 
order apply to stating fi rst and last names. Consider that 
Koreans tend to identify themselves by stating their family 
name fi rst and then their given name. In effect, the family 
name is given precedence over the individual’s fi rst name. 

Learning a language and its rules is the key to human 
development and interaction. The level and complexity 
of human language sets people apart from the other ani-
mals. In addition, language is among the most important 
social institutions humans have created. That is, language 
is a predictable social arrangement among people that has 
emerged over time to facilitate human interaction and 
communication.    

The Korean table has no clear place settings. In addition, Korean diners use the same utensils for serving and 
eating. Most people living in the United States prefer individual place settings marked clearly by place mats 
or blocked off by eating utensils. Based on these two images, what conclusions might we draw about the 
relationship of the individual to the group?
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Symbols Any kind of physical or conceptual phenomenon—a word, 
an object, a sound, a feeling, an odor, a gesture or bodily movement, 
or a concept of time—to which people assign a name and a meaning 
or value.  

Language A symbol system involving the use of sounds, gestures 
(signing), and/or characters (such as letters or pictures) to convey 
meaning.
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The Role of Geographic 
and Historical Forces

■ CORE CONCEPT 3: Geographic and historical forces shape 

culture. Sociologists operate under the assumption that 
culture acts as a buffer between people and their surround-
ings (Herskovits 1948). Thus, material and nonmaterial 
aspects of culture represent responses to historical and 
geographic challenges and circumstances. Note that the 
responses are not always constructive and may have unin-
tended consequences. The division of the Korean Penin-
sula into North and South Korea was a key geographic and 
historical event affecting the personal lives and culture of 
Koreans on both sides of the DMZ. It was a geographic 
event in that the division confined some Koreans to the 
north of the line and others to the south. The division was 
also a historic event in that it has affected all Koreans on 
the peninsula long after the fact. For the most part, people 
in the two Koreas have not communicated or interacted 
with each other since 1950, effectively evolving into two 
separate cultures. In 2005, fewer than 90,000 North and 
South Koreans traveled to one another’s country. For the 
most part, the travelers were South Koreans visiting newly 
established resorts isolated from the North Korean popu-
lation. That number, however,  was greater than the total 
number of exchanges in the previous 15 years combined 
(Korean Overseas Information Service 2006).   

Studies of North Korean defectors attending South 
Korean universities alert us to the consequences this divi-

sion has had on Koreans. Unlike their South Korean coun-
terparts, the defectors did not learn English as a second 
language and they tended to pursue careers as physical 
laborers despite achieving a college education. One defec-
tor commented that “I have lost my educational curios-
ity and was so accustomed to the instillation technique of 
education in North Korea. So the free-style and diverse 
education is very unfamiliar and strange for many North 
Korean defectors’’ (Chung 2006). 

One important historical event that shaped American 
culture—especially the way Americans think about and 

The Dorasan Station once served a train line that connected North 
and South Korea. The station has been restored and the sign to the 
North Korean capital of Pyongyang has been put up in anticipation of 
resumed service between the two countries. The plans have yet to be 
fi nalized.
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North Korea

Size of military. 1.2 million (active); 
5 million (reserve)

Total military expenditures. $5.2 
billion 

Per capita military spending. 
$231.11

Military expenditures (percentage 
of GDP). 33.9% 

South Korea

Size of military. 740,000 (active)

Total military expenditures. $21.06 
billion (fi scal year 2006)

Per capita military spending. $289

Military expenditures (percentage 
of GDP). 3.0% (fi scal year 2006)

United States

Size of forces stationed in Korea. 
29,600

Total annual cost of stationing 
troops in South Korea = $2+ billion 

▲ Figure 3.2 The Cost of Maintaining the Demilitarized Zone

The most heavily armed border in the world is the demilitarized zone that divides North and South Korea. 
Consider as one indicator of the costs of maintaining this division that North Korea spends about 33.9 percent 
of its gross domestic product on its military, whereas South Korea spends $21.06 billion, representing 3.0 per-
cent of GDP. The United States spends about $2.0 billion each year to station 29,600 troops in South Korea.
Source: U.S. Central Intelligence Agency (2007)



The Korean War and its aftermath—a stalemate that left the Korean 
Peninsula divided into North and South Korea—has shaped life on both 
sides of the DMZ.
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use energy—was the Spindletop, a Texas oil gusher of 
1901. That discovery made the United States the largest 
producer of oil at the time and the most powerful nation in 
the world. “Oil was the new currency of the industrialized 
world, and America was rich. . . . Few Americans realized 
that their country was different or particularly fortunate
. . . . They soon began to take their subterranean wealth 
for granted. . . . People in other industrialized nations were 
more aware of America’s blessing. Being less sure of their 
sources of energy, they were warier about its dispensation. 
America quickly turned its industrial plant and its electri-
cal grids over to oil” (Halberstam 1986, p. 87). 

In contrast to the United States, North and South Korea 
produce no oil and consequently must import all their oil. 
Relative to the Koreas, the United States possesses abun-
dant supplies of oil. As a result, South Koreans, North 
Koreans, and Americans use appliances such as refrigera-

tors differently. Consider that South Koreans tend to work 
harder than Americans to minimize the amount of elec-
tricity the refrigerator uses to keep food cold. South Kore-
ans open the refrigerator door only as wide as necessary to 
remove an item, blocking the opening with their bodies to 
minimize the amount of cold air that escapes. Americans 
tend to open the refrigerator door wide and leave it open 
until they decide what they want or until after they move 
the desired item to a stove or countertop. Most North 
Koreans do not have refrigerators, and they follow a folk-
way of shopping for food daily (Winzig 1999).

Because Koreans depend entirely on other nations 
for oil and other resources, they are especially vulner-
able to any world event that might disrupt the fl ow of 
resources into their country. This vulnerability reinforces 
the need to use resources sparingly and not to take them 
for granted. The relative lack of natural resources may 

A relative abundance of domestic oil helped shape American culture. 
This Los Angeles oil fi eld was one of three major oil fi elds in California 
that produced 77 million barrels of oil in 1910 (The Paleontological 
Research Institution 2006).

 

The photo on the left shows an American cemetery. The photo on the right shows a Korean cemetery. Think about how Korean and American beliefs 
and values about the relationship between individuals and the environment might have helped shape the appearance of the cemeteries.
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ultimately explain Koreans’ conservation-oriented behav-
ior (see Table 3.1). 

In summary, conservation- and consumption-oriented 
values and behaviors are rooted in circumstances of short-
age and abundance. To understand this connection, recall 
a time when your electricity or water was turned off. Think 
about the inconvenience you experienced after a few min-
utes and how it increased after a few hours. The idea that 
one must conserve available resources takes root. People 
take care to minimize the number of times they open the 
refrigerator door. Now imagine how a permanent resource 
shortage or almost total dependence on other countries 
for resources can affect people’s lives. In contrast, you 
can imagine how a greater abundance of resources breaks 
down conservation-oriented behaviors.

The Transmission of Culture

For the most part, people do not question the origin of the 
objects around them, the beliefs they hold, the values they 
follow, the norms to which they conform, the symbols they 
use, or the words they use to communicate and think 
about the world “any more than a baby analyzes the atmo-
sphere before it begins to breathe it” (Sumner 1907, p. 76). 
Nor are people aware of alternative ways of thinking and 
behaving, because much of the material and nonmaterial 
components of their culture was in place before they were 
born. Thus, people think and behave as they do simply 
because they know no other way. And, because these behav-
iors and thoughts seem natural, we lose sight of the fact that 
culture is learned.

■ CORE CONCEPT 4: Culture is learned. Parents transmit to 
their offspring via their genes a biological heritage that 
is common to all humans yet uniquely individual. The 
genetic heritage that we share with all humans gives us a 
capacity for language development, an upright stance, four 
movable fingers and an opposable thumb on each hand, 
and other characteristics. If these traits seem overly obvi-
ous, consider that they allow humans to speak innumer-

able languages, perform countless movements, and devise 
and use many inventions and objects (Benedict 1976).

Regardless of their physical traits (for example, eye 
shape and color, hair texture and color, skin color), babies 
are destined to learn the ways of the culture into which 
they are raised. That is, our genes endow us with our 
human physical characteristics, but not our cultural char-
acteristics. We cannot assume that someone comes from 
a particular culture simply because he or she looks like a 
person whom we expect to come from that culture. This 
fact becomes obvious to Korean American youth who par-
ticipate in cultural immersion programs that involve study 
in South Korea. “Many say they have never felt so Ameri-
can as when they are slurping noodles in Korea. Even their 
slurps have an American accent” (Kristof 1995, p. 47).

The Role of Language

Human genetic endowment gives us a brain that is fl ex-
ible enough to allow us to learn the languages that we hear 
spoken or see signed by the people around us. As children 
learn words  and the meanings of words, they learn about 

Table 3.1 Oil Consumption in United States, South Korea, and North Korea

  United States South Korea North Korea

Proven Oil Reserves (in barrels) 21.4 billion 0.0 0.0

Barrels of Oil Consumed per Day 20.8 million 2.17 million  Unknown

Population Size 301 million 48.8 million 23.1 million

Per Capita Consumption of Oil per Year (in barrels) 25.2  16.5 Unknown

Note: A barrel of crude oil provides about 44 gallons of petroleum products. 

Sources: U.S. Energy Information Administration (2007); World Factbook (2007)

This child, born in Korea but adopted by parents living in the United 
States, is destined to learn the culture of the parents who raise him.
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their culture and what is important to it. They also acquire 
a tool that enables them to think about the world, inter-
pret their experiences, establish and maintain relation-
ships, and convey information.  

For example, in Korean society it is nearly impossible to 
carry on a conversation, even among siblings, without con-
sidering age. This is because age is an exceedingly impor-
tant measure of status: the older a person is, the more 
status or recognition he or she has in the society. Korean 
language acknowledges the importance of age by its use of 
special age-based hierarchical titles for everyone. In fact, 
words used to refer to a brother or sister acknowledge his or 
her age in relation to the speaker. Even twins are not equal, 
because one twin was born fi rst. Furthermore, norms that 
guide Korean forms of address do not allow the speaker to 
refer to elder brothers or sisters by their fi rst names. A boy 
addresses his elder brother as hyung and his elder sister as 
muna ; a girl addresses her elder brother as oppa and her 
elder sister as unni. Regardless of gender, however, people 
always address their younger siblings by their fi rst names 
(Kim and Kirby 1996).

Consider, as a fi nal example of how language chan-
nels thinking, that Americans use the word my to express 
“ownership” of persons or things over which they do not 
have exclusive rights: my mother, my school, my country. 
The use of my refl ects the American preoccupation with 
the needs of the individual over those of the group. In con-
trast, Koreans express possession as shared: our mother, 
our school, our country. The use of the plural possessive 
our refl ects the Korean preoccupation with the group’s 
needs over the individual’s interests.

The language differences described above suggest that 
people see the world through the language(s) they have 
learned. The mind—or more precisely, the linguistic sys-
tems in our minds—gives order to a kaleidoscope of 
images, sounds, and impressions bombarding us. The 
words we have at our disposal allow us to organize the 
world, to notice some things and not others, and to ascribe 
signifi cance to what we do notice. Keep in mind that when 
we learn a language we become parties to an agreement to 
communicate and organize our thoughts in a particular 
way—to “an agreement that holds throughout our speech 
community and is codifi ed in the patterns of our language” 
(Whorf 1956, pp. 212–214). 

Linguists Edward Sapir and Benjamin Whorf advanced 
the linguistic relativity hypothesis, which states that “No 
two languages are ever suffi ciently similar to be consid-
ered as representing the same social reality. The worlds 
in which different societies live are distinct worlds, not 
merely the same world with different labels attached” 
(Sapir 1949, p. 162). Sapir and Whorf (1956) argue that 
unless people’s linguistic backgrounds are similar, the 
same physical evidence does not lead to the same picture 
of the universe. So for example, the sound coming from 

a bird leads a speaker of English to think that the bird is 
singing, while it leads a speaker of Korean to think that 
the bird is weeping. Although the Korean and English lan-
guages channel thinking in different ways, do not assume 
that communication between the two speakers is impos-
sible. It may take some work, but it is possible to translate 
one language into the other.  

The Importance of Individual Experiences

■ CORE CONCEPT 5: People are products of cultural experiences 

but are not cultural replicas of one another. The informa-
tion presented thus far may suggest that culture is sim-
ply a blueprint that guides, and even determines, thought 
and behavior. If that were true, then everyone would be 
cultural replicas of one another. Of course, they are not. 
Although culture is a blueprint of sorts, it also functions 
as a “toolkit” that allows people to select from and add to a 
menu of cultural options (Schudson 1989, p. 155).

How does this selection process work? A baby enters 
the world and becomes part of an already established set of 
human relationships. Virtually every event that the child 
experiences—being born, being fed, being cleaned, being 

Kim Il Sung in 1944, four years before he assumed presidency of North 
Korea, with his son Kim Jong Il, who would eventually become the 
second, and current, president of North Korea.
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Linguistic relativity hypothesis The idea that “no two languages 
are ever suffi ciently similar to be considered as representing the 
same social reality. The worlds in which different societies live are 
distinct worlds, not merely the same world with different labels 
attached.”
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talked to, toilet training, talking, playing, and so on—
involves people. The people present in the child’s life at 
any one time may include various combinations of father, 
mother, grandparents, brothers, sisters, playmates, other 
adult relatives, neighbors, babysitters, and others (Wal-
lace 1952). All of these people expose and pass on to the 
child their own “versions” of culture. In addition, care-
takers make conscious or unconscious decisions about 
which aspects of the surrounding culture the child will be 
exposed to. The child, especially as he or she ages, may 
accept, reject, or modify others’ versions; he or she may 
even seek new cultural experiences. Consider the case of 
Kim Il Sung, the founding president of North Korea. Kim 
Il Sung’s father raised him as Christian. As a youth Kim 
attended church regularly, even playing the organ. How-
ever, when he took power in 1948, he abolished Christian-
ity in the country, “keeping a couple of churches for show 
but staffi ng them with actors and actresses to impress 
foreign visitors with his tolerance” (Kristof 2005, p. 25). 
The case of Kim Il Sung suggests that individuals cannot 
be viewed as passive agents who simply absorb the culture 
around them (see Intersection of Biography and Society: 
“Adding to the Menu of Cultural Options”).

Culture as a Tool 
for the Problems of Living

■ CORE CONCEPT 6: Culture provides formulas that enable the 

individual to adjust to the problems of living. Although our 
biological heritage is flexible, it presents all of us with a 
number of challenges. For example, everyone feels emo-
tions and experiences hunger, thirst, and sexual desire; all 
humans age and eventually die. In turn, all cultures have 
developed “formulas” to help their members respond to 
these biological inevitabilities. Formulas exist for elimi-
nating human waste; caring for children; satisfying the 
need for food, drink, and sex; channeling and displaying 
emotions; and eventually dying. In this section, we focus 
on the differing cultural formulas for dealing with two 
biological needs: relieving hunger and expressing social 
emotions.

Cultural Formulas for Relieving Hunger

All people become hungry, but the formulas for stimulat-
ing and satisfying appetite vary considerably across cul-

INTERSECTION OF  BIOGRAPHY AND SOCIETY

Bowers visited mountain villages so remote that the 
inhabitants did not have access to television and had never 
seen dark-skinned people of African ancestry. She recalls 
that some Koreans were so fascinated with her skin color 
that they rubbed her skin just to feel it (Cherni 1998). 

Korean-born Wayne Berry was adopted by U.S. parents 
17 years after the Korean War ended in a stalemate. Holt 
International Children’s Services, the agency that pioneered 
intercountry adoption in 1955, arranged the adoption. 
When Berry turned 26 he began looking for his birth par-
ents—two people among 45 million in South Korea. He did 
not know their names, and he did not even speak Korean. 

With the help of a translator, Berry sent one hundred 
letters to agencies and people in Korea. He made a two-
minute video and sent it along with his baby picture to 
three TV stations in Seoul. Fortunately, his Korean aunt 
was watching the day the video aired, and she recognized 
him. Berry learned that his birth parents had never married 
but that they still wanted to see him. So he fl ew to Korea 
to meet his overjoyed birth parents. He is planning to stay 
in touch with them. His aunt is seeking a son living in the 
United States that she gave up for adoption (Smith 1996).

Adding to the Menu of Cultural Options

RECALL THAT ALTHOUGH culture is a blueprint of 
sorts, it also functions as a “toolkit” that allows people 
to select from, and add to, a menu of cultural options. 
Here we meet two people whose lives were dramatically 
shaped by the division of North and South Korea: Ameri-
can servicewoman Andrea “Simone” Bowers and Korean-
born adoptee Wayne Berry. Both expanded their “menu 
of cultural options” when they took steps to interact with 
Korean people and culture. Bowers joined the military 
and found herself stationed in South Korea because U.S. 
and Soviet leaders decided as long ago as 1945 that Korea 
was important to each country’s national interests. Bow-
ers, who lived in South Korea for 13 months, sought out 
new cultural experiences by befriending a Korean civilian 
who worked on her base. He introduced her to his country. 
Bowers climbed mountains every weekend with him. On 
these weekends, she met the “real” Korean people—not 
those who lived in and around the tourist towns next 
to the military bases, catering to the U.S. military. She 
sampled Korean cooking and slept at Korean houses on 
weekends. In the meantime, she picked up enough of the 
Korean language to communicate basic information. 



tures. One indicator of a culture’s infl uence is how people 
defi ne only a portion of the potential food available to 
them as edible. For example, insects such as grasshoppers, 
locusts, and ants are edible and are an excellent source 
of protein, but not everyone chooses to eat them. Dogs 
and snakes are among the foods defi ned by many Kore-
ans and other Asian peoples as edible. On the other hand, 
most Americans fi nd it appalling that someone would eat 
dog meat, but they have no trouble eating lamb, beef, or 
pork. Cultural formulas for relieving hunger not only help 
people to “decide” what is edible, but to “decide” who 
should prepare the food, how the food should be served 
and eaten, how many meals should be consumed in a day, 
at what times meals should be eaten, and with whom one 
should eat. 

South Korean formulas for satisfying hunger center 
around rice, whereas American and North Korean for-
mulas center around corn. In fact, rice is the staple of the 
South Korean diet, whereas corn is the staple of the U.S. 
and North Korean diets. Of course, these preferences are 
infl uenced by a host of historical and social factors. In the 
case of North Korea, the country has relied on foreign aid 
to feed an estimated 16 million people (of 23 million). 
Corn, not rice, is one of the most donated food items. Even 
South Korea sent 100,000 tons of corn to North Korea 
(Asia News 2005). Furthermore, the average North Korean 
cannot afford rice, as 2.2 pounds cost the equivalent of 30 
percent of the average monthly salary (BBC News 2005).

Corn as a formula for satisfying hunger in the United 
States extends beyond simply viewing it as a vegetable. 
Most of the American diet is affected by corn, although 
few Americans fully recognize its pervasiveness. Corn 
(in one form or another) appears in soft drinks, canned 
foods, candy, condensed milk, baby food, jams, instant 
coffee, instant potatoes, and soup, among other things 
(Vissar 1986). Like corn, rice and the by-products of rice 
plants have many uses: to feed livestock; to make soap, 
margarine, beer, wine, cosmetics, paper, and laundry 
starch; to warm houses; to provide inexpensive fuel for 
steam engines; to make bricks, plaster, hats, sandals, and 
raincoats; and to use as packing material to prevent items 
from breaking in shipping.

Cultural Formulas for Social Emotions

Culture also provides formulas for expressing social emo-
tions, internal bodily sensations that we experience in 
relationships with other people. Empathy, grief, love, guilt, 
jealousy, and embarrassment are a few examples of social 
emotions. Grief, for instance, is felt at the loss of a rela-
tionship; love refl ects the strong attachment that one per-
son feels for another person; jealousy can arise from fear 
of losing the affection of another (Gordon 1981). People 
do not simply express social emotions directly, however. 
Rather, they interpret, evaluate, and modify their internal 

bodily sensations upon considering “feeling rules” (Hoch-
schild 1976, 1979).

Feeling rules are norms that specify appropriate ways 
to express the internal sensations. They defi ne sensations 
that one should feel toward another person. In the domi-
nant culture of the United States, for example, same-sex 
friends are supposed to like one another but not feel any-
thing resembling romantic love. It is also generally unac-
ceptable for same-sex people to hold one another or to 
“celebrate” their friendship by holding hands in public. In 
this regard, the U.S. Army publishes a list of “must-know 
items” about South Korea for American soldiers stationed 
there. It informs them that their feeling rules do not apply 
in South Korea. One item says, “Don’t be surprised to see 
two Korean women or men walking arm in arm. They 
are just good friends and there is nothing sexual implied” 
(U.S. Army 1998).

The process by which we come to learn feeling rules is 
complex; it evolves through observing others’ actions and 
in interactions with others. In her novel Rubyfruit Jungle, 
Rita Mae Brown (1988) describes a situation in which 
feeling rules shape the way the central character, Molly, 
evaluates an encounter between her father, Carl, and his 
friend, Ep. Ep’s wife has just died and Carl is comforting 
his friend. In this passage, Molly refl ects on the feeling 
rules that apply to men:

I was planning to hotfoot it out on the porch and watch the 

stars but I never made it because Ep and Carl were in the living 

room and Carl was holding Ep. He had both arms around him 

and every now and then he’d smooth down Ep’s hair or put his 

cheek next to his head. Ep was crying just like Leroy. I couldn’t 

make out what they were saying to each other. A couple of 

times I could hear Carl telling Ep he had to hang on, that’s all 

anybody can do is hang on. I was afraid they were going to get 

up and see me so I hurried back to my room. I’d never seen men 

hold each other. I thought the only things they were allowed to 

do was shake hands or fi ght. But if Carl was holding Ep maybe 

it wasn’t against the rules. Since I wasn’t sure, I thought I’d 

keep it to myself and never tell. (p. 28)

This example shows that people learn norms that 
specify how, when, where, and to whom to display emo-
tions. Somehow Molly learned that men do not hold one 
another—perhaps because she had never encountered 
such images. That is, her culture provided her with no 
images of men comforting one another in the way that 
Carl was comforting Ep.

Social emotions Internal bodily sensations that we experience in 
relationships with other people.

Feeling rules Norms that specify appropriate ways to express 
internal sensations.
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Feeling rules can also apply to the social emotions peo-
ple feel and display toward political leaders. In the case 
of North Korea, it is diffi cult for Americans and South 
Koreans to imagine how much Kim Il Sung, the country’s 
founding and “eternal” president, and his son Kim Jong 
Il dominate North Korea’s emotional life, culture, and 
landscape (McGeown 2003; Winzig 1999). Even defectors 
and outside observers maintain that most North Koreans 
feel genuine emotion for their leaders, especially for Kim 
Il Sung. One defector recalled the emotions he felt when 
he took ideology classes in college: “I cried often. I was so 
touched by the consideration Kim Il Sung showed for his 
people” (Kristof 2005). Why do North Koreans feel such 
emotion for leaders who, by many accounts, have mis-
managed the country? Programs and activities in North 
Korea offer some answers:

• In North Korea students from nursery school through 
college take hundreds of hours of coursework that 
focuses on the lives and accomplishments of the two 
Kims, but especially of the father.

• Persons, places, and objects connected to Kim Il Sung 
are treated as sacred. “His parents, grandparents, wife 
and oldest son are still worshipped as an extension of 
Kim. Objects that he touched on his visits to collective 
farms or universities are covered with glass or draped 
with a veil” (Hunter 1999).

• Images of Kim Il Sung and Kim Jong Il are everywhere. 
Their portraits hang on the walls in all public buildings 
and households. All adults wear small badges showing 
Kim Il Sung’s photo on their lapels or shirts (Sharp 
2005b).

• An estimated 80 percent of the titles in a given book-
shop are about the Kims or are written by one or both 
Kims. There are no dissident authors in North Korea 
who challenge the Kims’ writings (Sharp 2005b; Win-
zig 1999).

• Major buildings and institutions are named after the 
Kims, and there are more than 40,000 Kim Il Sung 
Revolutionary Thought Study Rooms in the country 
(Koreascope 1998; Winzig 1999).

Cultural Diffusion

■ CORE CONCEPT 7: People borrow material and nonmaterial 

culture from other societies. Most people tend to think that 
the material and nonmaterial culture that surrounds them 
is “home-grown”—that it originated in their society. Jour-
nalist Nicholas D. Kristof (1998) offers an example:

I once asked my 5-year-old son, who has grown up largely in 

Tokyo, about his favorite Japanese foods. Gregory thought for 

a moment and decided on rice balls and McDonald’s. It makes 

perfect sense to think of Big Macs as Japanese food, since 

McDonald’s is a much more important part of his life in Japan 

than it is when we are on vacation in America. In particular, 

given the cramped homes in which most Japanese live, when 

his Japanese friends have birthdays the most common place to 

hold parties is McDonald’s. (p. 18)

The point is that most people tend to underestimate, 
ignore, or distort the extent to which familiar ideas, mate-
rials, products, and other inventions are connected in some 
way to outside sources or are borrowed outright from those 
sources (Liu 1994). The process by which an idea, an inven-
tion, or some other cultural item is borrowed from a for-
eign source is called diffusion. The term borrow is used in 
the broadest sense: it can mean to steal, imitate, plagiarize, 
learn, purchase, or copy. The opportunity to borrow occurs 
whenever people from different cultures make contact, 
whether face to face, by phone or fax, through televised 
broadcasts, or via the Internet (see No Borders, No Bound-
aries: “The Oprah Winfrey Show in 122 Countries”).

Basketball, a U.S. invention, has been borrowed by peo-
ple in 75 countries, including those in South Korea, where 
21 clubs are registered with the Federation Internationale 
de Basketball. Baseball, another U.S. invention, has been 
borrowed by people in more than 90 countries, including 
South Korea, which won the world baseball championship 
in 1982 after it upset the United States and Japan (An 1997; 
World Monitor 1992, 1993). Likewise, 85,983 South Kore-
ans have “borrowed” religion of the Jehovah’s Witnesses, 
not just in name but as proselytizing members (Adherents
.com 2002). Jehovah’s Witnesses trace their beginning to 
a small group of Bible students who met near Pittsburgh, 
Pennsylvania, and eventually published the Watchtower 
magazine in 1879. Today the magazine is published in 
more than 140 languages and the religion counts 6.4 mil-
lion practicing members in 240 lands (Watchtower Bible 
and Tract Society of Pennsylvania 2004).

Instances of opportunities for cultural diffusion are 
endless and can easily be found by skimming the newspa-
per headlines. Consider the following examples: 

• Cross-listed Business Course to Send Indiana Univer-
sity Students to South Korea (University Wire 2006)

• World’s Top Donut Chains Roll into South Korea 
(Young 2007).

• South Korea May Send Troops to Lebanon (UPI 2006)

• China Cultural Festival Opens in South Korea (China 
View 2006)

• South Korea Bulldozes Village to Expand US Military 
Base (Associated Press 2006)

People of one society do not borrow ideas, materials, or 
inventions indiscriminately from another society. Instead, 

Diffusion The process by which an idea, an invention, or some other 
cultural item is borrowed from a foreign source.
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NO BORDERS, NO BOUNDARIES

The Oprah Winfrey Show in 122 Countries

Moore or Bruce Springsteen or what it is, but these parts of 
this country are out there in the most unexpected places. 
(pp. 124–125)

The map below shows the global distribution list for 
the Oprah Winfrey Show. Which of the 122 countries did 
you least expect to carry her show? At the time of this writ-
ing, Oprah advertised the upcoming shows: “Wives Con-
fess They Are Gay,” “Back from the Brink of Suicide,” and 
“Great Women Getting Older.” What ideas are being dif-
fused to foreign viewers?

Orange-shaded countries air the Oprah Winfrey Show.

borrowing is usually selective. Even if people in one soci-
ety accept a foreign idea or invention, they are nevertheless 
choosy about which features of the item they adopt. Even 
the simplest invention is really a complex of elements, 
including various associations and ideas of how it should 
be used. Not surprisingly, people borrow the most con-
crete and most tangible elements and then develop new 
associations and shape the item to serve new ends (Linton 
1936). One might be surprised to learn that male circumci-
sion in South Korea can be traced to contact with the U.S. 
military during the Korean War. Koreans, however, depart 
from the American practice of circumcising male babies 
at birth. In fact, only 1 percent of South Korean babies are 
believed to be circumcised at birth; most circumcisions 
occur during the elementary and middle school years (Ku, 
Kim, Lee, and Park 2003).

In contrast to South Korea, the North Korean govern-
ment limits cultural diffusion opportunities by restricting 
access to information from the outside world. With rare 
exceptions, the 22 million people of North Korea cannot 

receive mail or telephone calls from outside the coun-
try. Nor can they travel beyond their country’s borders 
(Brooke 2003a). One North Korean defector claims that 
“all the tape recorders and radios have to be registered. 
At registration, they cut off and solder the tuning dial to 
make sure you don’t have a ‘free’ radio. If you have a cas-
sette player, sometimes the police come to your apartment 
to check your cassette library” (Brooke 2003b, p. A8). 
In addition, North Korean offi cials remove brand-name 
labels, price tags, and images from all imported items or 
donated products that enter the country. Even something 
as simple as product labels provides clues about life else-
where that might alert North Koreans to the impoverished 
state of their nation (Korea Herald 2004). While the North 
Korean government restricts cultural diffusion, North 
Korean people, especially those living along the border 
with China, are fi nding ways to acquire illicit radios, 
mobile phones, CD players, stereos, and televisions, which 
provide windows to a world beyond North Korea (Mac-
Kinnon 2005; Caryl and Lee 2006).

THE UNITED STATES is known around the world as the 
largest exporter of popular culture. Sociologists defi ne pop-
ular culture as any material or nonmaterial component of a 
society’s culture that is embraced by the masses within and 
outside of that society. Examples include a sandwich (such 
as the Big Mac), a doll (such as Barbie), a television show 
(such as Desperate Housewives), a book (Seven Habits of 
Highly Successful People), a movie (such as Harry Potter and 
the Goblet of Fire), an item of clothing (such as blue jeans), 
and a phrase (such as “She’s so fl y”). Any analysis of Amer-
ican popular culture must consider the industries that sell 
popular culture and the avenues by which they reach the 
masses: commercials, television programs, radio, the Inter-
net, and newspapers—to name a few. Australian social 
critic Peter Carey (1995) assesses American popular culture 
in this way: 

Americans have no understanding of the power that their 
culture has on everybody else; so even when there are people 
who are your political enemies, they are people who have 
taken on and internalized your popular music, your sitcoms, 
and there’s a part in their heart which loves [the United 
States] and its culture. I don’t know whether it’s Mary Tyler 
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The Home Culture 
as the Standard

■ CORE CONCEPT 8: The home culture is usually the standard 

that people use to make judgments about the material and 

nonmaterial cultures of another society. Most people come 
to learn and accept the ways of their culture as natural. 
When they encounter foreign cultures, therefore, they can 
experience mental and physical strain. Sociologists use the 
term culture shock to describe the strain that people from 
one culture experience when they must reorient them-
selves to the ways of a new culture. In particular, they must 
adjust to a new language and to the idea that the behav-
iors and responses they learned in their home culture and 
now take for granted do not apply in the foreign setting. 
The intensity of culture shock depends on several factors: 
(1) the extent to which the home and foreign cultures dif-
fer, (2) the level of preparation for or knowledge about the 
new culture, and (3) the circumstances (such as vacation, 
job transfer, or war) surrounding the encounter. Some 

cases of culture shock are so intense and unsettling that 
people become ill. Among the symptoms are “obsessive 
concern with cleanliness, depression, compulsive eating 
and drinking, excessive sleeping, irritability, lack of self-
confidence, fits of weeping, nausea” (Lamb 1987, p. 270).

Culture shock The strain that people from one culture experience 
when they must reorient themselves to the ways of a new culture.

Opportunities for cultural diffusion exist whenever people from differ-
ent cultural backgrounds interact. The American-born boy behind the 
larger snowman built an “American” snowman, made of three balls of 
snow. The Korean-born girls built a Korean “two-ball” snowman. The 
simple act of playing together gave the children new perspectives on 
how a snowman might look.
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Immigrant visas issued to
Korean orphans adopted
in the United States, 2003–2005 5,136

Total Korean immigration,
1999–2002 27,696

U.S. tourists to South Korea, 2004 547,020

U.S. military personnel
in South Korea, 2007 29,600

South Korean students
in U.S. colleges, 2006 58,847

U.S. students
in South Korea, 2006 631

Korean brides to U.S.
soldiers since 1950 100,000

Residents of the United States
with Korean ancestry, 2003 1,190,353

American citizens living in
South Korea, 1999 30,000

Airline passengers from South
Korea to the United States, 2003 618,000

▲ Figure 3.3 Opportunities for Cultural Diffusion between Americans and South Koreans

Opportunities for cultural diffusion between the United States and South Korea exist because of the 60-year 
presence of U.S. troops in South Korea, international trade, and the departure and return of many Koreans 
who have attended colleges and universities in the United States. Notice, for example, that almost 59,000 
South Koreans enroll in U.S. colleges and universities each year. 
Sources: U.S. Embassy–Seoul (2003); U.S. Department of State (2002); U.S. Department of Defense (2007); French 
(2003); Institute for International Education (2006); Quinlan (2004); International Tourism Association (2004a, 2004b).



In his book Communication Styles in Two Different 
Cultures, Myung-Seok Park, a Korean-born professor of 
communication, describes an example of the kinds of 
stress encountered when someone enters a foreign society. 
This experience is typical of the kinds of adjustments that 
Koreans must make when they come to the United States. 
Taken by itself, the encounter does not seem especially 
stressful. Rather, the cumulative effect of a series of such 
encounters causes culture shock.  

When I studied at the University of Hawaii, my academic advi-

sor was an old, retired English professor, Dr. Elizabeth Carr. All 

of the participants were struck by her enthusiasm, deep devo-

tion, and her unfailing health. So at the end of the fall semester 

I said to her, “I would like to extend my sincere thanks to you 

for the enormous help and enlightening guidance you gave us 

in spite of your great age.” Suddenly she put on a serious look, 

and I saw a portion of her mouth twisting. I had an inkling 

that she seemed unhappy about the way I expressed my thanks 

to her. Understandably enough, I was not a little embarrassed. 

A few hours later she told me that my remark “in spite of your 

great age” had reminded her suddenly that she was very old. I 

felt as if I had committed a big crime. I restrained myself from 

commenting on age anymore. (Park 1979, p. 66) 

Do not assume that culture shock is limited to expe-
riences with foreign cultures. People can also experience 
reentry shock, or culture shock in reverse, upon return-
ing home after living in another culture (Koehler 1986). 
In fact, some researchers have discovered that many peo-
ple fi nd it surprisingly diffi cult to readjust to the return 
“home” after spending a signifi cant amount of time else-
where. As in the experience of culture shock, they face a 
situation in which differences jump to the forefront.

The intensity of reentry shock depends on an array of 
factors, including (1) the reason for being in the host cul-
ture, (2) the length of time lived in the host culture, and 
(3) the extent of the returnee’s immersion in the everyday 

lives of people in the host culture. Symptoms of reentry 
shock are essentially the mirror image of those associated 
with culture shock. They include panic attacks (“I thought 
I was going crazy”), glorifi cation of the host culture, nos-
talgia for the foreign ways, panic, a sense of isolation or 
estrangement, and a feeling of being misunderstood by 
people in the home culture. This comment by one Ameri-
can returning from abroad illustrates:

America was a smorgasbord. But within two weeks, I had 

indigestion. Then things began to make me angry. Why did 

Americans have such big gas-guzzling cars? Why were all the 

commercials telling me I had to buy this product in order to be 

liked? Material possessions and dressing for success were not 

top priorities in the highlands. And American TV? I missed the 

BBC. (Sobie 1986, p. 96)

U.S. soldiers returning from their tour of duty in Iraq 
experienced reentry shock as well. One staff sergeant 
interviewed by the New York Times indicated that he was 
now “less tolerant of stupid people, . . . stupid people doing 
stupid things.” He was particularly irritated by the ques-
tions “Did you kill anyone?” and “How did it feel?” (Myers 
2003, p. A1).

Although many people expect to have problems adjust-
ing to a stay in a foreign culture and even prepare for such 
diffi culties, most do not expect to have trouble adjusting 
upon return to their home culture. Because reentry shock 
is unexpected, many people become anxious and confused 
and feel guilty about having problems with readjustment 
(“How could I possibly think the American way was any-
thing but the biggest and the best?”). In addition, they may 
worry about how family, friends, and other acquaintances 
will react to their critical views of the home culture; they 
may be afraid that others will view them as unpatriotic.

The experience of reentry shock points to the trans-
forming effect of an encounter with another culture (Sobie 
1986). That the returnees go through reentry shock means 
that they have experienced up close another way of life and 
that they have come to accept the host culture’s norms, 
values, and beliefs. Consequently, when they come home, 
they see things in a new light.

One reason people experience culture and reentry 
shock is that they hold the viewpoint of ethnocentrism. 
That is, they use one culture as the standard for judging 
the worth of foreign ways. From this viewpoint, one way 
is the center of everything, and all other ways are “scaled 
and rated with reference to it” (Sumner 1907, p. 13). Thus, 

North Korea is one of the world’s most isolated countries. Most of what 
we know about daily life inside this country comes from refugees who 
have fl ed to China, Russia, and Japan.
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Reentry shock Culture shock in reverse; it is experienced upon 
returning home after living in another culture.

Ethnocentrism A viewpoint that uses one culture, usually the home 
culture, as the standard for judging the worth of foreign ways.
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other cultures are seen as “strange,” or worse, as “inferior” 
(see Intersection of Biography and Society: “Opposing 
Viewpoints on Same-Sex Adults Holding Hands”).

Ethnocentrism

Several levels of ethnocentrism exist. Perhaps the most 
harmless type of ethnocentrism is simply defi ning foreign 
ways as peculiar, as did some Americans who attended 
the 1988 Summer Olympic Games in Seoul, South Korea. 
Upon learning that some Koreans eat dog meat, some 
visitors made jokes about it. People speculated about the 

consequences of asking for a doggy bag, and they made 
puns about dog-oriented dishes: Great Danish, fettuccine 
Alfi do, and Greyhound as the favorite fast food (Henry 
1988). Keep in mind that Koreans don’t eat their pet dogs; 
rather, they eat a “special breed of large tan-colored dogs 
raised especially for canine cuisine” (Kang 1995, p. 267). 
In fact, Koreans who eat dogs would argue that Americans 
who eat pigs, cows, chickens, and lambs are in no position 
to judge them (Kang 1995).

The most extreme and destructive form of ethnocen-
trism is cultural genocide, in which the people of one 
society defi ne the culture of another society not as merely 
offensive, but as so intolerable that they attempt to destroy 
it. There is overwhelming evidence, for example, that Jap-
anese tried to exterminate Korean culture between 1910 
and 1945. After Japan annexed Korea in 1910, Japanese 
became the offi cial language, Koreans were given Japanese 
names, Korean children were taught by Japanese teachers, 
Korean literature and history were abandoned, ancient 

INTERSECTION OF  BIOGRAPHY AND SOCIETY

THE TWO VERY different reactions—an American in 
Ghana and a Moroccan in the United States—to hand 
holding between same-sex adults illustrate the process 
by which people use their home culture as a standard for 
judging behavior. The reactions also remind us of the 
many subtle ways our relationships with others are shaped 
by cultural forces we had no hand in creating.    

In the United States it is typically unacceptable for two 
men to hold hands; immediately the men would be labeled 
homosexual. I spent some time in Ghana, Africa, several 
years ago and one of the fi rst cultural differences I noticed 
was that men, including the men I was with, hold hands. 
This cultural difference defi nitely hit home when one day 
one of the men I was with took my hand as we walked. 
In order not to offend him, I followed through with this 
until an appropriate opportunity allowed me to disengage 
our hands. Even though I was in a country where this was 
perfectly acceptable, I still felt extremely uneasy with this 
tradition. (An American in Ghana)

In Morocco, it is common to see two men who are good 
friends walk down the street hand-in-hand, or even kissing 
each other on the cheek. In the U.S., it is seen as abnormal 
for people to act this way. The two friends are either seen as 
odd, or homosexuals. It took me a while to understand the 
American frame of mind, and to not act the way I would in 
Morocco. (A Moroccan in the United States)

In the United States, feeling rules dictate that adult men cannot 
hold hands. President Bush adjusted to another culture’s norms 
by holding hands with Crown Prince Abdullah of Saudi Arabia.  
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Opposing Viewpoints on Same-Sex Adults Holding Hands

Cultural genocide An extreme form of ethnocentrism in which 
the people of one society defi ne the culture of another society not 
as merely offensive, but as so intolerable that they attempt to 
destroy it.



temples—important symbols of Korean heritage—were 
razed, the Korean national anthem was banned, and the 
Korean fl ag could not be fl own. Even Korean fl owers were 
banned, as Japanese offi cials forced Koreans to dig up 
their national fl owers and plant cherry trees (Kang 1995). 
Japanese brutally suppressed all resistance on the part of 
Korean people. When Koreans tried to declare their right 
to self-determination in March 1919, thousands of peo-
ple were injured or killed in clashes with the Japanese 
military. 

Sociologist Everett Hughes (1984) identifi es yet another 
type of ethnocentrism:

One can think so exclusively in terms of his own social world 

that he simply has no set of concepts for comparing one social 

world with another. He can believe so deeply in the ways and 

the ideas of his own world that he has no point of reference for 

discussing those of other peoples, times, and places. Or he can 

be so engrossed in his own world that he lacks curiosity about 

any other; others simply do not concern him. (p. 474)

A conversation between author Simon Winchester 
(1988) and the Korean owner of a bar frequented by U.S. 
service personnel shows that from a Korean viewpoint, 
many American military people display the kind of eth-
nocentrism that Everett Hughes describes. In particular, 

the bar owner pointed to soldiers who wore shirts with 
words like “Kill ’Em All: Let God Sort the Bastards Out.” 
The bar owner remarked,

They treat us like we’re some backward Third World country, 

and you know we’re not. . . . I’ve worked for 25 years trying to 

bring the two communities together. I organize them to go out 

to meet families. I try to persuade them to learn a bit of Korean, 

to eat some of the food, to understand why they’re here. But 

they don’t want to know. And it’s the way some of them treat 

our women, and our men too. Some of them just have no 

respect for us. The way they see it, they’re top of the pile, and 

everyone else is nothing. It makes me mad. (p. 144)

Another type of ethnocentrism is reverse ethnocen-
trism, in which the home culture is regarded as inferior to 
a foreign culture. People who engage in this kind of think-
ing often idealize other cultures as utopias. For example, 
they might label Japanese culture as a model of harmony, 
the United States as the model of self-actualization, and 
Native American culture as a model of environmental sus-
tainability (Hannerz 1992).

People who engage in reverse ethnocentrism not only 
idealize other cultures, but also reject any information 
disproving their view. Journalist K. Connie Kang (1995) 
offers an excellent example of reverse ethnocentrism 
among the Korean students she taught while a visiting 
professor between 1967 and 1970 at Hankuk University of 
Foreign Studies:

Going to the United States was a preoccupation with Koreans. 

America was akin to paradise, Koreans thought, and the image 

of America they carried in their heads was exaggerated. They 

really believed everyone was rich and lived in big houses with 

winding staircases. I tried to dispel their notions of what Amer-

ica was by saying that most people worked in uninteresting jobs 

to pay their bills and put their kids through school, but I do not 

think I succeeded. People want to hear only what they want to 

hear; it was hard to compete with the images of American life 

created by Hollywood. (p. 205)

Cultural Relativism

A perspective that runs counter to ethnocentrism is cul-
tural relativism. Cultural relativism means two things: 
(1) that a foreign culture should not be judged by the stan-
dards of a home culture and (2) that a behavior or way of 
thinking must be examined in its cultural context—that 

Genocide involves a coordinated and systematic plan to destroy a 
people and their culture.
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Reverse ethnocentrism A type of ethnocentrism in which the home 
culture is regarded as inferior to a foreign culture.

Cultural relativism The perspective that a foreign culture should 
not be judged by the standards of a home culture and that a behavior 
or way of thinking must be examined in its cultural context.
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is, in terms of the society’s values, norms, beliefs, envi-
ronmental challenges, and history. Cultural relativism is 
a perspective that aims to understand—not condone or 
discredit—foreign behavior and thinking.

For example, whereas most Americans cannot under-
stand why some Koreans eat dog meat, most Koreans are 
equally appalled that Americans often let dogs live in 
their homes, allow them to lick their faces, and spend so 
much money on them when the U.S. population includes 
many poor and homeless people. When we consider the 
historical and environmental challenges surrounding the 
Korean decision to eat dog meat, this practice might not 
seem so unreasonable. Whereas the United States has an 
abundance of fertile, fl at land for grazing cattle, many 
Asian countries with limited space, such as North and 
South Korea, employ available land to grow crops, not to 
graze cattle. Likewise, in light of American feeling rules 
that limit touch and physical displays of affection between 
same-sex adults, Koreans might not be surprised at the 
close relationships many Americans have with their pets. 
(The results of an American Animal Hospital Association 
survey showed that almost 62 percent of respondents said 
that they celebrate their pet’s birthday and 31 percent said 
they believed that, after their spouse, their pet understood 
them the best (Dole 2004)).

Critics argue that cultural relativism supports one or 
more of the following attitudes: “Whatever they do is fi ne”; 
“It’s none of my business what others do”; or “Everything is 
relative.” Such positions would allow every cultural trait—
even some of the most harmful and violent ones (includ-
ing infanticide, human sacrifi ce, foot binding, and witch 
hunts)—to escape judgment or criticism. Taking a posi-
tion of cultural relativism does not mean that one has no 
values of one’s own. Actually, the practice of understand-
ing cultural differences teaches us that morality is both 
relative and universal (Redfi eld 1962). Morality is relative 
in that ideas about rightness and wrongness vary across 
time and place. Morality is also universal in that every cul-
ture has its own conceptions of morality. Although mores 
do exist that can make virtually any idea or behavior seem 
right or wrong, “some mores have a harder time making 
some things right than others” (Redfi eld 1962, p. 451).

Subcultures

■ CORE CONCEPT 9: In every society, some groups pos-

sess distinctive traits that set them apart from the main 

culture. Groups that share in certain parts of the domi-

nant culture but have their own distinctive values, norms, 
beliefs, symbols, language, or material culture are called 
subcultures. Examples of subcultures in the United 
States:

• Retirement communities populated by people who 
have retired or reached a specifi c age.

• Military bases ranging from small outposts to cities 
that house members of the noncivilian population. The 
29,000 American men and women stationed in South 
Korea constitute a subculture, as they spend most of 
their time at one of 46 bases that occupy approximately 
100 square miles of the country (Brooke 2003).

• Sorority and fraternity houses, in which members live 
together as “brothers,” or “sisters” in dwellings adja-
cent to a college campus.

Often we think we can identify subcultures based 
on physical traits, ethnicity, religious background, geo-
graphic region, age, gender, socioeconomic status, dress, 
or behaviors that society defi nes as deviant. Determining 
who belongs to a particular subculture, however, is actu-
ally a complex task that must go beyond simply including 
everyone who shares a particular trait. For example, using 
ethnic or racial categories as a criterion for identifying 
the various subcultures within the United States makes 
little sense. The broad racial category “Native American” 
ignores the fact that people lumped into this category 
practice a variety of customs and lifestyles, hold a vari-
ety of values and beliefs, speak many languages, and do 
not necessarily conceive of themselves as a single people 
(Berkhofer 1978).

Subcultures Groups that share in some parts of the dominant culture 
but have their own distinctive values, norms, beliefs, symbols, lan-
guage, or material culture.

The military is an example of a subculture. It uses, among other things, 
military uniforms to distinguish its members from the larger civilian 
population. 
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Sociologists determine whether a group of people con-
stitute a subculture by learning whether they share such 
things as language, a symbol system, values, norms, or 
territory—and whether they interact with one another 
more than with people outside the group. One character-
istic central to all subcultures is that their members are 
separated or cut off in some way from other people in the 
larger culture. This separation may be complete or it may 
be limited to selected aspects of life, such as work, school, 
recreation and leisure, dating and marriage, friendships, 
religion, medical care, or housing. It may be voluntary, 
result from an accident of geography, or be imposed con-
sciously or unconsciously by a dominant group. It could 
also result from a combination of these three factors.

Subcultures within the United States experience sepa-
ration in different ways or to varying degrees. Some inte-
grate themselves into certain areas of mainstream culture 
when possible but remain excluded from other areas of life. 
In general, African Americans who work or attend school 
primarily with whites are often excluded or feel excluded 
from personal and social relationships with them. This 
exclusion forces them to form their own fraternities, study 
groups, support groups, and other organizations. Other 
subcultures are institutionally complete (Breton 1967)—
that is, their members do not interact with anyone outside 
their subculture to shop for food, attend school, receive 
medical care, or fi nd companionship, because the sub-
culture satisfi es these needs. Often we fi nd a clear asso-
ciation between institutional completeness and language 
differences. Persons who cannot speak the language of 
the dominant culture are very likely to live in institution-
ally complete subcultures (such as Little Italy, Chinatown, 
Koreatown, or Mexican barrios).

Of the 750,000 Korean immigrants living in the United 
States, approximately 300,000 live in Southern California. 
A large portion of the California group resides in an insti-
tutionally complete subculture known as Koreatown, west 
of downtown Los Angeles. Still, the Korean experience in 
the United States varies and cannot be described by a few 
generalizations—if only because Korean immigrants to 
the United States are not always from Korea. They may 
have emigrated from the large Korean communities in 
Siberia, Canada, Japan, or Brazil (Lee 1994).

Sociologists use the term countercultures to describe 
subcultures in which the norms, values, beliefs, symbols, 
and language the members share emphasize confl ict or 
opposition to the dominant culture. In fact, rejection of 
the dominant culture’s values, norms, symbols, and beliefs 

For the most part the U.S. military is an institutionally complete culture 
whose members tend to interact with Korean civilians only on specially 
arranged occasions, such as this ceremony in which Korean children 
welcome U.S. forces to the Republic of Korea for the start of military 
exercises.
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Institutionally complete subcultures Subcultures whose members 
do not interact with anyone outside their subculture to shop for food, 
attend school, receive medical care, or fi nd companionship, because 
the subculture satisfi es these needs.

Countercultures Subcultures in which the norms, values, beliefs, 
symbols, and language the members share emphasize confl ict or 
opposition to the larger culture. In fact, rejection of the dominant 
culture’s values, norms, symbols, and beliefs is central to under-
standing a counterculture.  
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is central to understanding a counterculture. In the United 
States the Older Order Amish (one of four Amish subcul-
tures) constitute a counterculture in that they remain 
separate from “the rest of the world,” organizing their life 
so that they do not even draw power from electrical grids. 
In South Korea, Buddhist monks constitute a countercul-
ture. Their rejection of the material trappings of capital-
istic society and their devotion to simple living, modest 
dress, and vegetarian diet are just some of the characteris-
tics that distinguish the monks from the dominant South 
Korean culture. Of course, the Buddhist monks who live 
in the United States also qualify as a counterculture. 
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■ CORE CONCEPT 1: In the most general 
sense, culture is the way of life of a people. 
Sociologists defi ne culture as the way of life of 
a people, specifi cally the human-created strat-
egies for adjusting to the environment and to 
humans and other creatures that are part of 
the environment. 

■ CORE CONCEPT 2: Culture consists of material and 
nonmaterial components.
Material culture is the physical creations (natural and man-
made) to which people attach meaning. Nonmaterial culture 
includes the nonphysical creations. Sociologists are interested 
in meanings people assign to material culture, the ways in 
which material and nonmaterial culture shapes social rela-
tionships, and the ways material culture shapes and is shaped 
by values, norms, beliefs, symbols, and language.

■ CORE CONCEPT 3: Geographic and historical forces shape culture.
Sociologists operate under the assumption that culture acts as a buffer 
between people and their surroundings. Thus, material and nonmaterial 
aspects of  culture represent responses to historical and geographic challenges 
and circumstances. The division of the Korean Peninsula into North and 
South Korea was a key geographic and historical event affecting the personal 
lives and culture of all Koreans. Where people live—north or south of the 
DMZ—affects whether they will learn English as a second language, eat 
primarily corn or rice, have access to more than one radio station, or be free 
to travel outside their country. 

■ CORE CONCEPT 4: Culture is learned.
Regardless of their physical traits (for example, 
eye shape and color, hair texture and color, and 
skin color), people are destined to learn the ways 
of the culture into which they are raised. The 
Korean-born boy, adopted by an American 
family, will be American in culture.
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■ CORE CONCEPT 5: People are products of cultural experiences but 
are not cultural replicas of one another.
No one can possibly experience all the material and nonmaterial 
components of their culture. Thus, we do not become replicas of one 
another simply because we experience different slices of the same 
culture. Sociologists view culture as a “toolkit” that allows people to 
select from an almost limitless menu of cultural options. How does 
this selection process work? One answer is that the people in a child’s 
life expose the child to the parts of the culture they defi ne as most 
important, and they emphasize some parts more than others.

■ CORE CONCEPT 6: Culture provides formulas that 
enable the individual to adjust to the problems of living.
Our biological heritage presents us with a number of chal-
lenges. Cultures have developed formulas to help their 
members respond to these challenges. Formulas exist for 
eliminating human waste; caring for children; satisfying 
the need for food, drink, and sex; channeling and display-
ing emotions; and eventually dying. The photograph shows 
one formula for eliminating human waste. The United 
States formula involves sitting; another formula involves 
squatting.  

■ CORE CONCEPT 7: People borrow material and nonmaterial culture 
from other societies.
Cultural diffusion is the process by which an idea, an invention, or 
some other cultural item is borrowed from a foreign source. The 
borrowing may include imitating, stealing, purchasing, copying, 
or learning about something. The opportunity to borrow occurs 
whenever two people from different cultures make contact. These 
Americans are involved with tae kwon do, the national sport of South 
Korea, which has become one of the world’s most widely practiced 
martial arts. 

■ CORE CONCEPT 8: The home culture is usually the standard that 
people use to make judgments about the material and nonmaterial 
cultures of another society.
When people encounter a foreign culture they can experience mental 
and physical strain known as culture shock. One reason people 
experience culture shock is that they hold the viewpoint of ethno-
centrism. That is, they use their home culture as the standard for 
judging the worth of foreign ways. Sociologists take a position of 
cultural relativity when they evaluate a foreign culture. That is, they 
analyze a cultural trait in the context of the society’s values, norms, 
beliefs, environmental challenges, and history. When we consider 
the historical and environmental challenges surrounding the Korean 
decision to eat dog meat, this practice might not seem unreasonable. Whereas the United States has 
an abundance of fertile, fl at land for grazing cattle, many Asian countries with limited space, such as 
North and South Korea, employ available land to grow crops, not to graze cattle.
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■ CORE CONCEPT 9: In every society, some groups possess 
 distinctive traits that set them apart from the main culture.
Groups that share in certain parts of the dominant culture but have 
their own distinctive values, norms, beliefs, symbols, language, or 
material culture are called subcultures. One characteristic central to 
all subcultures is that their members are separated or cut off in some 
way from other people in the larger culture. Some subcultures are 
known as countercultures when their norms, values, beliefs, symbols, 
and language emphasize confl ict with or opposition to the dominant 
culture. In fact, rejection of some aspect of the dominant culture is 
central to understanding a counterculture. 
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Socialization

With Emphasis on Israel 
and the Palestinian Territories
Socialization is a learning process that begins immediately after birth and 
continues throughout life. Through this process, people learn about and 
come to terms with the culture and behavior patterns of the society in 
which they live.  

CHAPTER OUTLINE
Socialization

The Importance of 
Social Contact

Individual and Collective 
Memory 

Development of the 
Social Self

Cognitive Development 

Agents of Socialization

Socialization across the 
Life Cycle

Resocialization 

■ VISUAL SUMMARY OF 
CORE CONCEPTS
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▲ A Palestinian child and Israeli soldier gaze at one another in front of the Wall/Barrier that 

separates the West Bank from Israel.



Israel and the Palestinian
Territories?
OUR EMPHASIS IN this chapter is on the fi erce century-long 
confl ict between Jews and Palestinians over land that both 
groups call home. The confl ict has involved six wars (1948, 
1956, 1967, 1968–1971, 1982, and 2006) and two major inti-
fadas (uprisings). The confl ict has been going on since Jews 
began their return “home” around 1900 in response to wide-
spread persecution throughout Europe. Palestinians have 
used guns, knives, Molotov cocktails, stones, graffi ti, strikes, 
boycotts, barricades, and suicide attacks to resist Israeli Jews’ 
control of Palestinian land.  Israelis have used gunfi re, deporta-
tions, imprisonment, curfews, school closures, blockades, land 
seizures, targeted assassinations, and bulldozers to maintain 
their “right to return.”   

Over the years, the United States has acted as peace 
broker in this region, bringing Palestinian and Israeli Jewish 

leaders together in an effort to persuade them to work through 
their differences. Achieving peace has not been (and will not 
be) easy, because everyone on both sides has been signifi -
cantly affected by the confl ict. 

In this chapter, we use sociological concepts and theories 
to help us understand how the confl ict has been passed down 
through the generations and sustained. Keep in mind that 
socialization, or the process by which people come to learn 
the culture and behavior patterns of the society in which they 
live, is just one factor that helps us understand why the Israeli-
Palestinian confl ict has lasted so long. Although we concen-
trate on the role socialization plays in perpetuating this confl ict, 
the concepts and theories presented apply to socialization in 
general.

FACTS TO CONSIDER

WHY FOCUS ON

85

● Sesame Street, an educational TV 
series targeting children ages 4–7, 
is televised in 120 countries.

● In Israel and the Palestinian 
 Territories the show airs as Sesame 
Stories (not Sesame Street) because 
the idea that a neutral street exists 

where Palestinians and Israeli 
Jews might gather together is not a 
believable scenario in that part of 
the world. 

● Sesame Stories concentrates on 
(1) teaching young viewers respect 
and understanding for their own 

and other cultures, (2) promoting a 
peaceful resolution to the hundred-
year confl ict between Palestinians 
and Israeli Jews, and (3) presenting 
positive images of Palestinian and 
Israeli Jewish children.
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Socialization

By the time children are two years old, most are biologi-
cally ready to show concern for what adults regard as the 
“rules of life.” They are bothered when things do not match 
their expectations: Paint peeling from a table, broken toys, 
small holes in clothing, and persons in distress all raise 
troubling questions. From a young child’s point of view, 
when something is “broken,” then someone somewhere 
has done something very wrong (Kagan 1988, 1989).

To show this kind of concern with standards, two-year-
olds must fi rst be exposed to information that leads them 
to expect behavior, people, and objects to be a certain way 
(Kagan 1989). They develop these expectations as they 
interact with others in their world. For example, chil-
dren go to adults with their questions and needs. Adults 
respond in different ways—perhaps by offering explana-

tions, expressing concern, trying to help, showing no con-
cern, or paying no attention. These kinds of exchanges 
constitute socialization. 

■ CORE CONCEPT 1: In the broadest sense of the word, social-

ization is the process by which people develop a sense of self 

and learn the ways of the society in which they live. Social-
ization is the process by which people develop a sense of 
self and learn the ways of the society in which they live. 
More specifically, it is the process by which humans 
(1) acquire a sense of self or social identity, (2) learn about 
the social groups to which they belong and do not belong, 
(3) develop their human capacities, and (4) learn to nego-
tiate the social and physical environment they have inher-
ited. Socialization is a lifelong process, beginning at birth 
and ending at death. It takes hold through internaliza-
tion, the process in which people take as their own and 
accept as binding the norms, values, beliefs, and language 
that their socializers are attempting to pass on. 

■ CORE CONCEPT 2: Socialization involves nature and nurture. 

No discussion of socialization can ignore the importance 
of two factors: nature and nurture. Nature comprises 
one’s human genetic makeup or biological inheritance. 
Nurture refers to the social environment, or the inter-
action experiences that make up every individual’s life. 
Some scientists debate the relative importance of genes 
and the social experiences, arguing that one is ultimately 
more important than the other. Such a debate is futile, 
because it is impossible to separate the influence of the 
two factors or to say that one is more forceful. Both nature 
and nurture are essential to socialization (Ornstein and 
Thompson 1984).

The relationship between the cerebral cortex and spo-
ken language illustrates rather dramatically the insepara-
ble qualities of nature and nurture. As part of our human 
genetic makeup (nature), we possess a cerebral cortex, 
which allows us to organize, remember, communicate, 
understand, and create. Scientists believe that humans 
inherit a cerebral cortex “set up” to learn any of the more 
than 6,000 known human languages. In the fi rst months 
of life, all babies are biologically capable of babbling the 
essential sounds needed to speak any language. As chil-
dren grow, this enormous potential is reduced, however, 
by the language (or languages) that the baby hears and 
eventually learns (nurture). For the most part, Palestin-
ian babies hear standard Arabic spoken at home and learn 
Hebrew in school. Israeli babies, for the most part, hear 
modern Hebrew spoken at home. Since Israel is a land of 
immigrants, many Jewish children are exposed to Rus-
sian, Yiddish, Ladino, or Romanian as babies, but they all 
must eventually learn Hebrew. Most Israeli Jews do not 
learn Arabic.

While humans have a biological makeup that allows 
them to speak a language, the language itself is learned 

These Israeli children are too young to understand the full meaning of 
the celebration in which they are participating. The parents looking on 
and the rabbi directing them are introducing them to select aspects of 
Jewish culture.   
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socialization The process by which people develop a sense of self and 
learn the ways of the society in which they live. 

internalization The process in which people take as their own and 
accept as binding the norms, values, beliefs, and language that their 
socializers are attempting to pass on.  

nature Human genetic makeup or biological inheritance.

nurture The social environment, or the interaction experiences that 
make up every individual’s life.



through interactions with others. If babies are not exposed 
to language, they will not acquire that communication tool. 
While social interaction is essential to language develop-
ment, it is also essential to human development in general. 
If babies are deprived of social contact with others, they 
cannot become normally functioning human beings.

The Importance of Social Contact

■ CORE CONCEPT 3: Socialization depends on meaningful 

interaction experiences with others. Cases of children raised 
in extreme isolation or in restrictive and sterile environ-
ments show the importance of social contact (nurture) to 
normal development. Some of the earliest and most sys-
tematic work in this area was done by sociologist Kingsley 
Davis. His work on the consequences of extreme isolation 
demonstrates how neglect and lack of social contact infl u-
ence emotional, mental, and even physical development.

Cases of Extreme Isolation

Davis (1940, 1947) documented and compared the sepa-
rate yet similar lives of two girls: Anna and Isabelle. Dur-
ing the fi rst six years of their lives, the girls received only 

the minimum of human care. Both children, living in the 
United States in the 1940s, were classifi ed as illegitimate. 
Because of their status, both were rejected and forced into 
seclusion; each was living in a dark, attic-like room. Anna 
was shut off from her family and their daily activities. 
Isabelle was shut off in a dark room with her deaf-mute 
mother. Both girls were six years old when authorities 
intervened. At that time, they exhibited behavior compa-
rable to that of six-month-old children. 

Anna “had no glimmering of speech, absolutely no 
ability to walk, no sense of gesture, not the least capacity 
to feed herself even when food was put in front of her, and 
no comprehension of cleanliness. She was so apathetic that 
it was hard to tell whether or not she could hear” (Davis 
1947, p. 434). Anna was placed in a private home for men-
tally disabled children until she died four years later. At 
the time of her death, she behaved and thought at the level 
of a two-year-old child.

Like Anna, Isabelle had not developed speech, but she 
did use gestures and croaks to communicate. Because of a 
lack of sunshine and a poor diet, she had developed rickets: 
“Her legs in particular were affected; they ‘were so bowed 
that as she stood erect the soles of her shoes came nearly 
fl at together, and she got about with a skittering gait’” 
(Davis 1947, p. 436). She also exhibited extreme fear of and 
hostility toward strangers. Isabelle entered into an inten-
sive and systematic program designed to help her master 
speech, reading, and other important skills. After two 
years in the program, she had achieved a level of thought 
and behavior normal for someone her age. Isabelle’s suc-
cess may be partly attributed to her establishing an impor-
tant bond with her deaf-mute mother, who taught her how 
to communicate through gestures and croaks. Although 
the bond was less than ideal, it gave her an advantage over 
Anna. 

The genes parents transmit to their offspring reach back over an 
indefi nite period through four biological grandparents, eight biological 
great-grandparents, and beyond.
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A person’s overall well-being depends on meaningful interaction expe-
riences with others. Social interaction is essential to developing and 
maintaining a sense of self. 
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4.  Status of Jerusalem Both Palestinians and Israeli Jews 
claim Jerusalem, which is divided into East and West 
Jerusalem, as their capital. The Israeli government 
claims all of the city as its capital, and Palestinians 
claim East Jerusalem as the capital of their future state. 

5.  The Wall In June 2002 the Israeli government, with the 
support of 83 percent of Israelis, began construction on 
the West Bank Barrier—a 350-kilometer-long obstacle 
comprising electrifi ed fencing, razor wire, trenches, 
concrete walls, and guard towers that winds through 
the West Bank. The wall puts 14 percent of the West 
Bank on the Israeli side; at one point the wall extends 
some 13 miles into the West Bank (Farnsworth 2004). 
The wall separates the West Bank from Israel and chan-
nels Palestinian movement from the West Bank into 
Israel through checkpoints. Israel claims that the wall 
is not a political border but rather a security border 

Why Can’t Palestinians and Jews Get Along?

THE UNITED STATES and other parties involved in the 
peace process have proposed a two-state solution to end 
the confl ict. Specifi cally, the Palestinian Territories of the 
West Bank and Gaza—two geographically disconnected 
lands—would become the new Palestinian state. Before 
the two-state solution can be implemented, a number of 
critical issues must be resolved: 

1.  Israeli settlements in the Palestinian Territories 
Settlements are Jewish-populated communities in the 
Palestinian Territories. They are diverse in structure 
ranging from  outposts composed of trailers, camp-
ers, and tents to self-contained towns and cities with 
populations of 10,000 or more. An estimated 325 such 
settlements house 400,000 Jewish residents (U.S. Cen-
tral Intelligence Agency 2007). In 2005 the Israeli gov-
ernment evacuated settlers from 21 settlements in the 
Gaza Strip and from 4 West Bank settlements. Not-
withstanding the recent evacuation, critics argue that 
the settlements are attempts to establish a signifi cant 
Jewish presence on Palestinian land so that a perma-
nent solution regarding the land cannot be achieved.

2.  Safe Passage between Gaza and the West Bank If Gaza 
and the West Bank are eventually to be regarded as 
one state, how can they be geographically linked? Who 
will control the access roads from one territory to the 
other—Palestinians? Israelis? A joint force? Currently, 
Israelis control every access route for moving goods 
and people into and out of the Palestinian Territories.

3.  Right of Return The creation of the state of Israel and 
the subsequent 1948 and 1967 Arab-Israeli wars resulted 
in Palestinian diasporas, forced scatterings of an eth-
nic population to various locations around the world. 
Several million Palestinians immigrated to surround-
ing countries and now live with their descendants in 
Jordan (est. 2,225,000); the Persian Gulf countries of 
Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, United Arab Emirates, Qatar 
(3,711,000), and Iraq (est. 450,000); Lebanon (est. 
350,000); Syria (est. 340,000); and elsewhere. Approxi-
mately 3.9 million Palestinians are registered with the 
UN as refugees. Refugees seek the right to return to the 
land within Israel from which they fl ed or were evicted 
(Bennet 2003b).

Jerusalem, a city that both Palestinians and Israelis claim as their 
capital, is the home of many religious sites, such as the Western Wall 
(or Wailing Wall). Directly behind the Western Wall is the Dome of the 
Rock—a mosque built in the seventh century.
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Cases of Less Extreme Isolation

Other evidence of the importance of social contact comes 
from less extreme cases of neglect. Psychiatrist Rene Spitz 
(1951) studied 91 infants who were raised by their parents 

during their fi rst three to four months of life but who were 
later placed in orphanages. When they were admitted to the 
orphanages, the infants were physically and emotionally 
normal. Orphanage staff provided adequate care for their 
bodily needs—good food, clothing, diaper changes, clean 



nurseries—but gave the children little personal attention. 
Because only one nurse was available for every 8 to 12 chil-
dren, the children were starved emotionally. The emotional 
starvation caused by the lack of social contact resulted in 
such rapid physical and developmental deterioration that 

a signifi cant number of the children died. Others became 
completely passive, lying on their backs in their cots. Many 
were unable to stand, walk, or talk (Spitz 1951).

These cases and the cases of Anna and Isabelle teach us 
that children need close contact with and stimulation from 
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democratically held elections, giving it the majority in 
Palestinian Legislative Council. The victory refl ected 
the Palestinian people’s deep dissatisfaction with Fatah, 
which has been widely acknowledged as corrupt. The 
election results prompted Western leaders to shut off 
aid to the Hamas-dominated unity government. At the 
time of this writing, Hamas (backed by Syria and Iran) 
had taken control of the Gaza Strip after fi ve days of 
civil war. Fatah (backed by the United States and Jor-
dan) remains in control of the West Bank. This Fatah-
Hamas division has jeopardized the two-state solution 
and further restricted Palestinian movement between 
the West Bank and Gaza. 

designed to keep suicide bombers and other would-be 
attackers out of Israel and Jewish settlements. The UN 
estimates that the barrier has disrupted 600,000 Pal-
estinian lives. For example, the wall is constructed so 
that it surrounds 12 Palestinian communities, allow-
ing residents to leave only through Israeli-controlled 
checkpoints (Myre 2003).

6. The Fatah-Hamas Divide The political party Fatah, 
founded in 1958, renounced terrorism against Israel in 
1988 and acknowledged Israel’s right to exist in 1993. 
Hamas, founded in 1987, is labeled a terrorist organi-
zation by Israel, the United States, and the European 
Union. In 2006 Hamas won 74 of 132 elected seats in 
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others if they are to develop normally. Adequate stimula-
tion means the existence of strong ties with a caring adult. 
These ties must be characterized by a bond of mutual 
expectation between caregiver and baby. In other words, 
there must be at least one person who knows the baby well 
enough to understand his or her needs and feelings and 
who will act to satisfy them. Under such conditions, the 
child learns the kinds of actions that generate predictable 
responses: getting excited may cause the child’s father to 
become equally excited; crying may prompt the mother 
to soothe the child. When researchers set up experimen-
tal situations in which parents failed to respond to their 
infants in expected ways (even for a few moments), they 
found that the babies suffered considerable tension and 
distress (Nova 1986).

Meaningful social contact with and stimulation from 
others are important at any age. Indeed, strong social ties 
with caring people are linked to overall social, psycho-
logical, and physical well-being. British sociologist Peter 
Townsend (1962) studied the effects of the minimal inter-
action that can characterize life for the elderly in nursing 
homes. The consequences for the institutionalized elderly 
are strikingly similar to those described by Spitz in his 
studies of institutionalized children:

In the institution, people live communally with a minimum of 

privacy, and yet their relationships with each other are slender. 

Many subsist in a kind of defensive shell of isolation. Their 

mobility is restricted, and they have little access to general 

society. Their social experiences are limited, and the staff 

leads a rather separate existence from them. They are subtly 

oriented toward a system in which they submit to orderly 

routine and lack creative occupation, and cannot exercise 

much self-determination. They are deprived of intimate family 

relationships. . . . The result for the individual seems to be a 

gradual process of depersonalization. He may become resigned 

and depressed and may display no interest in the future or 

things not immediately personal. He sometimes becomes 

apathetic, talks little, and lacks initiative. His personal and 

toilet habits may deteriorate. (Townsend 1962, pp. 146–147)

Children of the Holocaust

Anna Freud and Sophie Dann (1958) studied six German 
Jewish children whose parents had been killed in the gas 
chambers of Nazi Germany. The children were shuttled 
from one foster home to another for a year before being 
sent to the ward for motherless children at the Tereszin 
concentration camp. The ward was staffed by malnour-
ished and overworked nurses, who were themselves con-
centration camp inmates. After the war, the six children 
were housed in three different institution-like environ-
ments. Eventually they were sent to a country cottage, 
where they received intensive social and emotional care.

During their short lives, these six children had been 
deprived of stable emotional ties and relationships with 
caring adults. Freud and Dann found that the children 
were ignorant of the meaning of family and grew exces-
sively upset when they were separated from one another, 
even for a few seconds. In addition, they “behaved in a 
wild, restless, and uncontrollably noisy manner”:

During the fi rst days after their arrival, they destroyed all the 

toys and damaged much of the furniture. Toward the staff they 

behaved either with cold indifference or with active hostility, 

making no exception for the young assistant Maureen who 

had accompanied them from Windermere and was their only 

link with the immediate past. At times, they ignored the adults 

so completely that they would not look up when one of them 

entered the room. They would turn to an adult when in some 

immediate need, but treat the same person as nonexistent once 

more when the need was fulfi lled. In anger, they would hit the 

adults, bite or spit. (Freud and Dann 1958, p. 130)

It is clear from these studies that a person’s overall well-
being depends on meaningful interaction experiences 
with others. On a more fundamental level, social interac-
tion is essential to developing and maintaining a sense of 
self. Yet, if the biological mechanisms (nature) involved in 
learning and then recalling names, faces, and the meaning 
of words and signifi cant symbols were not present, people 
could not interact with one another in meaningful ways: 
“You have to begin to lose your memory, if only in bits and 
pieces, to realize that memory is what makes our lives. Life 
without memory is no life at all. . . . Our memory is our 
coherence, our reason, our feeling, even our action. With-
out it we are nothing” (Bunuel 1985, p. 22).

During the Holocaust many Jewish children were separated from their 
parents and confi ned to concentration camps.  
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Individual and Collective Memory

■ CORE CONCEPT 4: Socialization is impossible without mem-

ory; memories passed on from one generation to the next pre-

serve and sustain culture. Memory, the capacity to retain 
and recall past experiences, is easily overlooked in explor-
ing socialization. On an individual level, memory allows 
people to know others and remember interacting with 
them. On a societal level, memory preserves the cultural 
past. Without memory whole societies would be cut off 
from the past and left reinventing the wheel. 

The latest neurological evidence on memory suggests 
that some physical trace remains in the brain after new 
learning takes place, stored in an anatomical entity called 
an engram. Engrams, or memory traces, are formed by 
chemicals produced in the brain. They store in physical 
form the recollections of experiences—a mass of informa-
tion, impressions, and images unique to each person.

It may have been a time of listening to music, a time of looking 

in at the door of a dance hall, a time of imagining the action 

of robbers from a comic strip, a time of waking from a vivid 

dream, a time of laughing conversation with friends, a time 

of listening to a little son to make sure he was safe, a time of 

watching illuminated signs, a time of lying in the delivery room 

at childbirth, a time of being frightened by a menacing man, 

a time of watching people enter the room with snow on their 

clothes. (Penfi eld and Perot 1963, p. 687)

Scientists do not believe that engrams store actual 
records of past events, in the same way that fi lms are stored 
on DVDs or videocassettes. More likely, engrams store 
edited or consolidated versions of experiences and events, 
which are edited further each time they are recalled.

As we noted previously, memory has more than an indi-
vidual quality; it is strongly social. First, no one can par-
ticipate in society without the ability to recall such things 
as names, faces, places, words, symbols, and norms. Sec-
ond, most “newcomers” easily learn the language, norms, 
values, and beliefs of the surrounding culture. Indeed, we 
take it for granted that people have this information stored 
in memory. Third, people born at approximately the same 
time and place have likely lived through many of the same 
events. These experiences—each uniquely personal and 
yet similar to one another—are remembered long after 
the event has passed. Sociologists use the term collective 
memory to describe the experiences shared and recalled 
by signifi cant numbers of people (Coser 1992; Halb wachs 
1980). Such memories are revived, preserved, shared, 
passed on, and recast in many forms, such as stories, holi-
days, rituals, and monuments (see Intersection of Biogra-
phy and Society: “Collective Memory”). 

Virtually every Israeli Jew has memories of war and 
persecution. These memories may involve hiding in a shel-

ter, saying good-bye to someone called up for military ser-
vice, waiting for a loved one to return from war, or fl eeing 
places where Jews were deemed unfi t to exist.

Writer David Grossman (1998) explains that Israel is 
alive with memories and reminders of the past:

There are nine hundred memorials to the war dead in this 

small country. . . . There is no week on the Israeli calendar in 

which there is not a memorial day of some sort for a traumatic 

event.

 A person walking through downtown Tel Aviv can, in 

the space of fi ve minutes, set out from Dizengoff Street (where 

a suicide bomber murdered thirteen people two years ago), 

glance apprehensively at the No. 5 bus (on which another sui-

cide bomber killed twenty-two civilians four years ago), and try 

to regain his composure at the Apropos Cafe (where a year ago 

yet another suicide bomber killed three women; none of us can 

forget the images of a blood-spattered, newly orphaned baby).

 When my daughter took her fi rst fi eld trip with her kin-

dergarten classmates, they went to Yitzhak Rabin’s grave and to 

the adjacent military cemetery. (p. 56)

Although Palestinians were part of many of the same 
historical events as Jews, the memories of the two groups 
differ because they witnessed these events from different 
vantage points. Displaced Palestinians retain memories of 
their homeland, and like the Jews, pass these memories 
down to their descendants, who did not experience the 
displacements fi rsthand. One way Palestinians pass on the 
memory is by naming their children after the cities and 
towns in which they lived before the 1948 war (Al-Batrawi 
and Rabbani 1991). Most tell their children about the 
places where they used to live; they teach their offspring 
to call those places home. They show their children keys 
and deeds to the houses in which they once lived (Kifner 
2000). When author David Grossman (1988) asked a group 
of Palestinian children in a West Bank refugee camp to tell 
him their birthplace, each replied with the name of a for-
merly Arab town:

Everyone I spoke to in the camp is trained—almost from 

birth—to live this double life; they sit here, very much here . . . 

but they are also there. . . . I ask a fi ve-year-old boy where he is 

from, and he immediately answers, “Jaffa,” which is today part 

of Tel Aviv.

 “Have you ever seen Jaffa?” “No, but my grandfather saw 

it.” His father, apparently, was born here, but his grandfather 

came from Jaffa.

collective memory The experiences shared and recalled by sig-
nifi cant numbers of people. Such memories are revived, preserved, 
shared, passed on, and recast in many forms, such as stories, 
holidays, rituals, and monuments.
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INTERSECTION OF  BIOGRAPHY AND SOCIETY

tolerate this arrangement, arguing that they should not 
have to pay for European transgressions. Photo B shows 
the faces of Palestinians fl eeing to neighboring countries 
in 1948, the year Jewish leaders declared Israel an inde-
pendent state and defeated Arab armies from Egypt, Syria, 
Jordan, Lebanon, and Iraq.  

Photo C shows the collapsed towers of the World Trade 
Center where thousands died on September 11, 2001. In 
the days following this “act of war,” Americans learned 
that the attackers belonged to a global network of ter-
rorists who resented American infl uence over their lives 
and especially resented America’s long-standing support 
of Israel at the expense of Palestinians. The United States 
responded to the attack by taking military action against 
Taliban and al-Qaida bases in Afghanistan. The U.S. inva-
sion sent Afghan refugees fl eeing into neighboring coun-
tries (Photo D). In March 2003 the United States and its 
coalition partners (most notably the United Kingdom) 
attacked Iraq, under the pretext that a connection existed 
between Iraq and al-Qaida. This invasion forced people to 
fl ee from there as well (Photo E). 

Collective Memory

THE FIVE PHOTOS show the faces of individuals who 
live in different parts of the world. Yet their individual 
biographies have been shaped by an event that occurred in 
70 BC, the year the Romans conquered the land between 
the Jordan River and the Mediterranean Sea and expelled 
the Hebrew people (Israelites) who had lived their since 
1200 BC. The dispersed Jews never forgot their “home.”  

In the late 19th century, a growing climate of anti-
 Semitism arose throughout Europe and Russia. Theodor 
Herzl, the founder of the modern Zionist movement, 
believed the only way to combat European anti-Semitism 
was for Jews to return to their homeland and establish 
the state of Israel. The Nazi Holocaust, which claimed 6 
million lives, including one-third of the European Jewish 
population, gave the Jewish return movement a desperate 
urgency. Photo A shows the faces of Jews who fl ed Europe 
in the 1940s to establish their own state, with its own 
armed forces to protect them from future aggression.  

But the land to which the Jews returned was now home 
to approximately 1.2 million Palestinians. The UN voted 
to partition Palestine into two independent states—one 
Jewish, the other Palestinian. The Palestinians could not 
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Sources: (a)  National Archives and Records Administration. (b) © AP Photo. (c)  DoD photo by JO1 Mark D. Faram, USN. (d) © 
IOM/USAID. (e)  DoD Photo by Sgt. Paul L. Anstine II. USMC.



 “And is it beautiful, Jaffa?” “Yes. It has orchards and 

vineyards and the sea.” And farther down . . . I meet a young 

girl sitting on a cement wall, reading an illustrated magazine. 

. . . She is from Lod, not far from Ben-Gurion International 

Airport, forty years ago an Arab town. She is sixteen.

 She tells me, giggling, of the beauty of Lod. Of its 

houses, which were big as palaces. “And in every room a hand-

painted carpet. And the land was wonderful, and the sky was 

always blue. . . .

 “And the tomatoes there were red and big, and every-

thing came to us from the earth, and the earth gave us and 

gave us more.” “Have you visited there, Lod?” “Of course not.” 

“Aren’t you curious to see it now?” “Only when we return.” 

(Grossman 1988, pp. 6–7)

As another strategy for creating and reinforcing collec-
tive memory, a West Bank cultural center has established a 
memorial honoring the lives of the fi rst hundred Palestin-
ians killed since September 2000, when the second intifada
(uprising) began. Each dead person is represented by one 
or two items, donated by family members, bundled into a 
package and displayed below a photograph of the deceased. 
Items include slingshots, sunglasses, shoes, book bags, soc-
cer balls, and prayer shawls. One life is represented by a 

birdcage—that of a youth who had released his bird before 
heading off to confront Israeli troops (Sontag 2001).

Development of the Social Self

Signifi cant Symbols

■ CORE CONCEPT 5: Meaningful social interaction depends on 

the involved parties sharing significant symbols. Meaningful 
interaction depends on the involved parties sharing sig-
nificant symbols and gestures. A significant symbol is 
a word, gesture, or other learned sign that conveys “the 
same meaning for the person transmitting it as for the 
person receiving it” (Theodorson and Theodorson 1979, 
p. 430). Language is a particularly important significant 
symbol, because the shared meanings attached to words 
allow us to communicate with others. 

Signifi cant symbols also include symbolic gestures 
or signs—that is, nonverbal cues, such as tone of voice, 
infl ection, facial expression, posture, and other body 

The Miami Beach Holocaust Memorial, a copper green hand reaching to 
the heavens with human fi gures climbing up the forearm, calls out to 
those who visit it to remember the mass slaughter of Jews and other 
groups by the Nazis during World War II.

N
at

io
na

l P
ar

k 
Se

rv
ic

e,
 U

.S
. D

ep
ar

tm
en

t o
f t

he
 In

te
rio

r

signifi cant symbol A word, gesture, or other learned sign used to 
convey a meaning from one person to another.

 symbolic gestures Nonverbal cues, such as tone of voice and body 
movements, that convey meaning from one person to another.
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movements or positions that convey meaning from one 
person to another. 

As people learn signifi cant symbols, they also acquire 
the ability to (1) step outside the self to observe and evalu-
ate it from another’s point of view and (2) adjust and direct 
their behavior in ways that meet others’ expectations. Peo-
ple come to know how they are being evaluated by reading 
the signals others send through signifi cant symbols and 
symbolic gestures. Likewise, people use signifi cant sym-
bols and gestures to respond to others’ evaluations and 
expectations. Sociologist George Herbert Mead believed, 
however, that humans do not mechanically strive to meet 
others’ expectations. Instead, two aspects of the self—the 
me and the I—engage in a continuous dialogue.

I and Me

The me is Mead’s term for the social self—that part of the 
self that has learned and internalized society’s expecta-
tions about what constitutes appropriate behavior and 
appearances. In other words, the me is the part of the self 
that knows the norms that govern behavior in specifi c 
situations. Before an individual acts or speaks, the me 
anticipates how others will respond. The individual then 
proceeds to act or speak accordingly.

The I is the spontaneous, autonomous, creative self, 
capable of rejecting expectations and acting in uncon-
ventional, inappropriate, or unexpected ways. The I takes 
chances and violates expectations. Sometimes taking a 
chance pays off, and people react by defi ning the individ-
ual as unique, exceptional, or one of a kind. At other times, 
taking a chance backfi res and the individual is punished or 
ostracized. Mead does not specify how the I emerges, but 
we know that a spontaneous, creative self must exist; oth-
erwise, human behavior would be quite predictable. Mead 
is clear, however, about how the me develops—through a 
process known as role taking. 

According to Mead (1934), a sense of self cannot arise 
outside of social interaction. Mead assumed that the self 
is a product of interaction experiences (see Working For 
Change: “Learning to Invest in the Community”). He 
maintained that children acquire a sense of self when they 
become objects to themselves. That occurs when children 
are able to imagine the effects of their words and actions 
on other people. According to Mead, a person can see 
himself or herself as an object after learning to role-take. 

Role Taking

■ CORE CONCEPT 6: People acquire a sense of self when 

they can role-take. Role taking involves stepping outside 
the self and imagining how others view its appearance 
and behavior from an outsider’s perspective. Research-
ers have devised an ingenious method for determining 
when a child is developmentally capable of role taking. A 
researcher puts a spot of rouge on the child’s nose and then 
places the child in front of a mirror. If the child ignores 
the rouge, he or she presumably has not yet acquired a set 
of standards about how he or she ought to look; that is, 
the child cannot role-take or see himself or herself from 
another person’s viewpoint. If the child shows concern 
over the rouge, however, then he or she presumably has 
formed some notion of self-appearance and therefore can 
role-take (Kagan 1989).

Mead hypothesized that children learn to take the role 
of others through three stages: (1) preparatory, (2) play, 
and (3) games. Each of these stages involves a progres-
sively more sophisticated level of role taking.

The Preparatory Stage. In this stage, children have not 
yet developed the mental capabilities that allow them 
to role-take. They may mimic or imitate people in their 
environment but have almost no understanding of the 
behaviors that they are imitating. Children may imitate 
spontaneously (by mimicking a parent writing, cooking, 
reading, and so on), or they may repeat things that adults 
encourage them to say and then reward them for saying. 
In the process of imitating, children learn to function 
symbolically; that is, they learn that particular actions 
and words arouse predictable responses from others. 

Palestinian children fl ash the V-sign, an important symbolic gesture 
representing victory over Israel. To the uninformed observer this 
symbolic gesture might represent peace.
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 role taking The process of stepping outside the self and imagin-
ing how others view its appearance and behavior from an outsider’s 
perspective.



For example, Israeli children may be taught early on that 
undivided Jerusalem is the capital of Israel. Similarly, Pal-
estinian children may be taught that their “real” home is 
in a former Palestinian city, even before the children learn 
notions of geography and can understand the historical 
circumstances of their living arrangements.

Both Palestinian and Israeli children, like children in 
nearly every culture, learn to sing patriotic songs and say 

prayers before they can understand the words. Observers 
to the West Bank and Gaza are struck by the fact that as 
soon as some two-year-old Palestinian children “saw the 
cameras come out, they were up and alert, hands out-
stretched as taut fi ngers made in unison the victory sign 
for our photos. No [Palestinian] child we met anywhere 
wanted to be photographed without that sign” (Bourne 
1990, p. 70).

 WORKING FOR CHANGE

that bicyclists have no safe place to ride on high-traffi c 
roads. Another noticed that when he picked up his little 
sister from school, an unexpected number of children who 
appeared to be Latino were greeted by parents who seemed 
unfamiliar with the English language. 

Once students settled on a need, they searched the 
Internet and local newspaper archives to learn about 
nonprofi t organizations with missions tied to that need. 
More importantly, they used their eyes to observe previ-
ously unnoticed signs and buildings associated with non-
profi t agencies in their community. Eventually, students 
generated a list of relevant nonprofi t groups and called 
their directors to determine interest and solicit propos-
als. Students reviewed the proposals, visited the nonprofi t 
organizations, shared observations, argued, debated, and 
eventually reached an agreement about which proposals 
to fund. Funded projects included the following:

• A $1,700 investment to Cancer Family Care supported 
the Strength for the Journey Retreat—an overnight 
respite offering 16 cancer patients tools to improve 
their coping skills, gain inner strength, and share with 
others who understand what it means to have cancer. 
One participant described the retreat’s effect on her 
this way: “I had the chance to acknowledge that I have 
cancer in the presence of others who know what I am 
feeling without passing judgment on me.”

• A $1,000 investment to Licking River Watershed Watch 
supported the collection, interpretation, and presenta-
tion of data as they related to the river’s water quality. 
According to the director of the project, this data sys-
tem was needed to ensure that the Licking River met 
the vision of “swimable and fi shable waters” as defi ned 
by the 1972 Clean Water Act.

Learning to Invest in the Community
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SOCIOLOGISTS MAINTAIN THAT self-identity is fun-
damentally social in nature. This means that our sense of 
self (our sense of who we are) revolves around relation-
ships with others. My thinking on self-identity has been 
infl uenced by my working relationship with the social 
entrepreneur Neal Mayerson. On behalf of the Manuel 
D. and Rhoda Mayerson Foundation (one of 18,367 fam-
ily foundations in the United States), Mayerson funded a 
program at Northern Kentucky University known as the 
Mayerson Student Philanthropy Project. Among other 
things, this project encourages students to expand their 
defi nitions of self to include relationships with nonprofi t 
leaders and with targeted populations of their choosing 
(such as homeless people, grieving children, Latino pre-
schoolers, frail elderly people, and elementary art stu-
dents). Students enroll in courses that challenge them to 
collaborate with each other and with community leaders 
to do the following:

• Identify unmet community needs

• Interact with people in the nonprofi t sector to learn 
about unmet needs through interviews, site visits, and 
in-class presentations by nonprofi t organizations

• Solicit, assess, and select proposals from nonprofi t 
organizations that can address those needs 

• Award a total of $4,000 to one or more nonprofi t orga-
nizations 

• Visit the nonprofi t organization to observe the out-
comes of the class investment

How did students come to identify a community need, 
learn about nonprofi t organizations that could address 
that need, and select projects worth funding? They made 
a commitment to pay attention to things going on around 
them in their communities and to share their observa-
tions with classmates. For example, one student noticed 
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The Play Stage. Mead saw children’s play as the mecha-
nism by which they practice role taking. Play is a volun-
tary and often spontaneous activity with few or no formal 
rules that is not subject to constraints of time (for exam-
ple, 20-minute halves or 15-minute quarters) or place (for 
example, a gymnasium or a regulation-size fi eld).

Children in particular play whenever and wherever the 
urge strikes. If rules exist, they are developed by the chil-
dren on their own, not imposed on participants by higher 
authorities (such as rulebooks and offi cials). Participants 
undertake play for amusement, entertainment, or relax-
ation. These characteristics make play less socially compli-
cated than organized games, such as Little League baseball 
(Corsaro 1985; Figler and Whitaker 1991).

In the play stage, children pretend to be signifi cant 
others—people or characters (such as cartoon characters 
or the family pet) who are important in a child’s life, in 
that they greatly infl uence the child’s self-evaluation or 
encourage the child to behave in a particular manner. 
Children recognize behavior patterns characteristic of 
these signifi cant others and incorporate them into their 
play. When a little girl plays with a doll and pretends to 
be the doll’s mother, she talks and acts toward the doll the 
same way her mother talks and acts toward her. By pre-
tending to be the mother, she gains a sense of the mother’s 
expectations and perspective and learns to see herself as an 
object. Similarly, two children playing doctor and patient 
are learning to see the world from viewpoints other than 
their own and to understand how a patient acts in relation 
to a doctor, and vice versa.

In the play stage, children’s role taking comes from what 
they see and hear going on around them. Most Palestin-
ian children in the West Bank and Gaza have never seen 
an adult male Israeli without a gun. Palestinian children’s 
play refl ects their experiences: The children pretend to 
be Israeli soldiers arresting and beating other Palestinian 
children, who are pretending to be stone throwers. They 
use sticks and cola cans as if they were guns and tear-gas 
canisters (Usher 1991). One evening ABC News featured a 
segment on Palestinian children who engaged in this type 

of play. When asked by the reporter which they preferred 
to be, soldiers or stone throwers, the children replied, 
“Soldiers, because they have more power and can kill.” 
For their part, Israeli children have had little experience 
with Palestinians except as manual laborers or “terror-
ists.” Thus, it is hardly surprising that some Israeli kinder-
gartners pretend that Israelis are Smurfs (the good guys 
in a TV program) and Palestinians portray Gargamel (the 
enemy of the Smurfs in the program). Israeli children pre-
tend to be soldiers because both men and women must 
serve in the Israeli military, beginning at age 18.

The Game Stage. In Mead’s theory, the play stage is fol-
lowed by the game stage. Games are structured, organized 
activities that usually involve more than one person. They 
are characterized by a number of constraints, such as 
established roles and rules and an outcome toward which 
all activity is directed. Through games, children learn to 
(1) follow established rules, (2) take simultaneously the 
roles of all participants, and (3) see how their position fi ts 
in relation to all other positions.

When children fi rst take part in games such as orga-
nized sports, their efforts seem chaotic. Instead of making 
an organized response to a baseball hit to the infi eld, for 
example, everyone tries to retrieve the ball, leaving no one 
at the base to catch the throw needed to put the runner out. 
This chaos exists because each child has not developed to 
the point at which he or she can see how the individual’s 
role fi ts with the roles of everyone else in the game. With-
out such knowledge, a game cannot have order. 

Through playing games, children learn to organize 
their behavior around the generalized other—a system of 
expected behaviors, meanings, and viewpoints that tran-
scend those of the people participating. We can say that the 
expected behaviors, meanings, and viewpoints transcend 

play A voluntary and often spontaneous activity with few or no formal 
rules that is not subject to constraints of time or place.

signifi cant others People or characters who are important in an 
individual’s life, in that they greatly infl uence that person’s self-
evaluation or motivate him or her to behave in a particular manner.

games Structured, organized activities that usually involve more than 
one person and a number of constraints, such as established roles, 
rules, time, place, and outcome.

generalized other A system of expected behaviors, meanings, and 
viewpoints that transcend those of the people participating.

The Palestinian child with the head scarf lives in the Ramallah refugee 
camp. He is playing at being a Palestinian militant.
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those participating because the participants had no hand 
in creating them. When children play games such as base-
ball, they practice fi tting their behavior into an already 
established behavior system that governs the game. 

Not surprisingly, games are the tools used in programs 
designed to break down barriers between Palestinian and 
Israeli Jewish children and adolescents. The games involve 
activities like these:

Throwing an orange into the air, calling a person’s name to 

catch it, throwing it again with another’s name, and again and 

again as the whoops of laughter fi ll the room. Then they all 

crowd together, take each other’s hands, and turn around until 

they are enmeshed in a tangle of arms. Intertwined with each 

other, they try to unravel themselves without letting go. They 

talk to each other, giving advice, crouching so another can step 

over an arm, stooping so others can swing arms over heads, 

spinning around, trying to turn the snarled mess of Arab and 

Jewish bodies into a clean circle. (Shipler 1986, p. 537)

Although these games seem merely fun, sociologists 
contend that participants are learning to see things from 
another perspective and to play their parts successfully 
in a shared activity. The participants cannot be effec-
tive unless they understand their own roles in relation to 
everyone else’s. Although the children trying to untangle 
themselves may not be fully aware of it, they are learning 
that a Palestinian (or an Israeli) can be in a position like 
their own. To untangle the knot, participants must be able 
to understand everyone else’s situation.

Mead assumed that the self develops through interac-
tion with others, and he identifi ed the interaction that 
occurs in imitation, play and games as important to chil-
dren’s self-development. When children participate in play 
and games, they practice seeing the world from the view-

point of others and gain a sense of how others expect them 
to behave. Sociologist Charles Horton Cooley offered a 
more general theory about how the self develops.

The Looking-Glass Self

■ CORE CONCEPT 7: The ability to imagine others’ reactions 

to the self is critical to self-awareness. Like Mead, Cooley 
assumed that the self is a product of interaction expe-
riences. Cooley coined the term looking-glass self to 
describe the way in which a sense of self develops: People 
act as mirrors for one another. We see ourselves reflected 
in others’ real or imagined reactions to our appearance 
and behaviors. We acquire a sense of self by being sensi-
tive to the appraisals of ourselves that we perceive others 
to have: “Each to each a looking glass, / Reflects the other 
that [does] pass” (Cooley 1961, p. 824). 

As we interact, we visualize how we appear to others, we 
imagine a judgment of that appearance, and we develop a 
feeling somewhere between pride and shame: “The thing 
that moves us to pride or shame is not the mere mechani-
cal refl ection of ourselves but . . . the imagined effect of 
this refl ection upon another’s mind” (Cooley 1961, p. 
824). Cooley went so far as to argue that “the solid facts of 
social life are the facts of the imagination.” Because Cooley 
defi ned the imagining or interpreting of others’ reactions 
as critical to self-awareness, he believed that people are 
affected deeply even when the image they see refl ected is 
exaggerated or distorted. The individual responds to the 
perceived reaction rather than to the actual reaction.

Nevertheless, we cannot overlook the fact that our imag-
inations of how other people will react and behave usually 
rest on experiences with others. In the case of Palestinians 
and Israelis, each group aims a number of powerful images 
at the other. For example, many Palestinians call Israeli 
Jews “nazis” and equate the Israeli military presence in the 
West Bank and Gaza—and the accompanying system of 
identifi cation cards, checks, and imprisonments—with 
the concentration camps of World War II. These labels 
are quite painful to Jews, who see little similarity between 
the Holocaust and the Palestinian situation. One Israeli 
soldier assigned to a Palestinian refugee camp imagined 
how he appeared to Palestinian youth: “The Palestinian 
boys would look at you with hatred, such hatred that it 
reminded me of how the Jews in concentration camps in 
the Holocaust looked at [the guards]. You are the most evil 
thing on earth right now, like it was during the Holocaust. 
You are the persecutor” (Nelsen 2006, p. 56).

During the game stage, children practice fi tting their behavior into an 
already established system of rules and take on a position with already 
defi ned relationships to other positions.  
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looking-glass self A process in which a sense of self develops, 
enabling one to see oneself refl ected in others’ real or imagined 
reactions to one’s appearance and behaviors.
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Many Israeli Jews retaliate by calling Palestinians 
“Arabs”—in effect telling Palestinians that the “Palestin-
ian” people do not exist. By using the label “Arabs,” Jews 
are declaring that “Arabs” do not need a state; they can 
simply live in one of the surrounding Arab countries. 
Many Jews also treat Palestinians as culturally primitive 
and incapable of managing their own affairs. They remind 
the Palestinians that Jews are responsible for turning the 
“worthless” desert land occupied previously by a “back-
ward” Palestinian people into a modern, high-technology 
state.

Both Mead’s and Cooley’s theories suggest that self-
awareness and self-identity derive from social relationships 
and from an ability to step outside the self and imagine it 
from another’s perspective. Although Cooley and Mead 
described the mechanisms (imitation, play, games, look-
ing-glass self) by which people learn to role-take, neither 
theorist addressed how a person acquires this level of cog-
nitive sophistication. To answer this question, we turn to 
the work of Swiss psychologist Jean Piaget, whose work 
reaches across many disciplines, including sociology, biol-
ogy, and education. 

Cognitive Development

■ CORE CONCEPT 8: The ability to role-take emerges according 

to a gradually unfolding genetic timetable that must be accom-

panied by direct experiences with persons and objects. Piaget 
was the author of many influential and provocative books 
about how children think, reason, and learn. His ideas 
about how children develop increasingly sophisticated 
levels of reasoning stemmed from his study of water snails, 
which spend their early life in stagnant waters. When trans-
ferred to tidal water, these snails engage in motor activity 
that develops the size and shape of the shell to help them 
remain on the rocks and avoid being swept away (Satterly 
1987). Building on this observation, Piaget arrived at the 
concept of active adaptation, a biologically based tendency 
to adjust to and resolve environmental challenges.

Piaget believed that learning and reasoning are impor-
tant adaptive tools that help people meet and resolve envi-
ronmental challenges. Logical thought emerges according 
to a gradually unfolding genetic timetable. This unfolding 
must be accompanied by direct experiences with persons 
and objects; otherwise, a child will not realize his or her 
potential ability.

Piaget’s model of cognitive development includes four 
broad stages: sensorimotor, preoperational, concrete 
operational, and formal operational. Children cannot 
proceed from one stage to another until they master the 
reasoning challenges of earlier stages. Piaget maintained 
that reasoning abilities cannot be hurried; a more sophis-
ticated level of understanding will not show itself until the 
brain is ready. Children construct and reconstruct their 

conceptions of the world as they experience the realities 
of living.

In the sensorimotor stage (from birth to about age 2), 
children explore the world with their senses (taste, touch, 
sight, hearing, and smell). The cognitive accomplishments 
of this stage include an understanding of the self as sepa-
rate from other persons and the realization that objects 
and persons exist even when they are out of sight. Before 
this notion takes hold (at about 7 months of age), children 
act as if an object does not exist when they can no longer 
see it.

Children in the preoperational stage (ages 2 to 7) think 
anthropomorphically; that is, they assign human feelings 
to inanimate objects. They believe that objects such as 
the sun, the moon, nails, marbles, trees, and clouds have 
motives, feelings, and intentions (for example, dark clouds 
are angry; a nail that sinks to the bottom of a glass fi lled 
with water is tired). Children in the preoperational stage 
cannot appreciate that matter can change form but still 

In the sensorimotor stage of development, children explore the world 
through tasting and touching. This baby is too young to recognize 
himself, which means he has not developed the ability to step outside 
the self and see it from another’s viewpoint.
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remain the same in quantity (for example, they believe a 
12-ounce cup that is tall and narrow holds more than a 
12-ounce cup that is short and wide; height is the vari-
able by which they judge the amount, failing to consider 
diameter). In addition, children in this second stage can-
not conceive how the world looks from another’s point of 
view. Thus, if a child facing a roomful of people (all of 
whom are looking in his or her direction) is asked to draw 
a picture of how someone in the back of the room sees the 
audience, the child will draw the picture as he or she sees 
the people (showing their faces rather than the backs of 
their heads). Finally, children in the preoperational stage 
tend to center their attention on one detail and fail to pro-
cess information that challenges that detail.  

By the time children reach the concrete operational 
stage (from about ages 7 to 12) they have mastered the 
conceptual challenges of stage 2 but they have diffi culty 
in thinking hypothetically or abstractly without reference 
to a concrete event or image. For example, children in this 
stage have diffi culty envisioning life without them in it. 
One 12-year-old struggling to grasp this idea said to me, 
“I am the beginning and the end; the world begins with 
and ends with me.” 

In the formal operational stage (from the onset of ado-
lescence onward), people can think abstractly. For exam-
ple, people can conceptualize their existence as a part of 
a much larger historical continuum and a larger context. 
They no longer see the world in black-and-white terms; 
rather, they see it in shades of gray.  

Apparently, this progression by stages toward increas-
ingly sophisticated levels of reasoning is universal, 
although the content of people’s thinking varies across 
cultures. For example, all children in the preoperational 
stage (stage 2) focus their attention on a single detail to 
the exclusion of information that might challenge it. But 
the details they learn to focus on vary by culture. Israeli 
children are taught to be suspicious not only of unat-
tended packages and bags in airports but also of empty 
cups, bottles, and cans anywhere. In Arab and Jew David 
Shipler (1983) describes his frustrations in explaining to 
his young children that they did not have to follow this 
rule now that they were in the United States. When he set 
some bags of newspapers on the curb to be picked up, his 
children reported suspicious packages outside; and when 
he asked his seven-year-old son to pick up a plastic cup in 
the street and throw it away, “He adamantly refused to go 
near it, and he remained solidly unmoved by my extrava-
gant assurances that we didn’t have to worry about bombs 
on a quiet, tree-lined suburban street in America” (Shipler 
1986, p. 83).

Agents of Socialization

■ CORE CONCEPT 9: Agents of socialization—significant others, 

primary groups, ingroups and outgroups, and institutions (such 

as mass media)—shape our sense of self and teach us about 

the groups to which we do and do not belong. Sociologists 

Israeli soldiers carry guns and have access to other equipment such as armored vehicles. These Palestinian 
boys carry slingshots for launching stones. Guns and slingshots are symbols of the power Israelis possess 
relative to Palestinians.
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have identified a number of agents of socialization: sig-
nificant others, primary groups, ingroups and outgroups, 
and institutions that (1) shape our sense of self or social 
identity, (2) teach us about the groups to which we do and 
do not belong, (3) help us realize our human capacities, 
and (4) help us negotiate the social and physical envi-
ronment we have inherited. It is impossible to list all the 
agents of socialization. Specific agents include the family, 
peers, military units, school, religion, and mass media. In 
the next section, we pay special attention to groups and 
mass media (a social institution). Note that earlier in this 
chapter, we considered significant others (see play stage).    

Groups as Agents of Socialization

In the most general sense, a group is two or more persons 
who do the following: 

1. Share a distinct identity (the ability to speak a specifi c 
language, biological descent from a specifi c couple, 
membership in a team or a military unit)

2. Feel a sense of belonging
3. Interact directly or indirectly with one another

Groups vary according to a host of characteristics, 
including size, cohesion, purpose, and duration. Sociolo-
gists identify primary groups, ingroups, and outgroups as 
particularly important agents of socialization.

Primary Groups

A primary group—such as a family, military unit, or peer 
group—is a social group that has face-to-face contact and 
strong emotional ties among its members. Primary groups 
are not always united by harmony and love; for example, 
they can be united by hatred for another group. In either 
case, the ties are emotional. The members of a primary 
group strive to achieve “some desired place in the thoughts 
of [the] others” and feel allegiance to the other members 
(Cooley 1909, p. 24). Although a person may never achieve 
the desired place, he or she may remain preoccupied with 
that goal. In this sense, primary groups are “fundamental 

in forming the social nature and ideals of the individual” 
(Cooley 1909, p. 23). 

The family is an important agent of socialization 
because it gives individuals their deepest and earliest 
experiences with relationships and their fi rst exposure to 
the “rules of life.” In addition, the family teaches its mem-
bers about the social and physical environment and ways 
to respond to that environment. When that environment 
is stressful, the family can buffer its members against the 
effects of that stress; alternatively, it can exacerbate the 
effects. Sociologists Amith Ben-David and Yoav Lavee 
(1992) offer a specifi c example of this buffering function. 
The two sociologists interviewed 64 Israelis to learn how 
their families responded to the 1990 SCUD missile attacks 
Iraq launched on Israel during the Persian Gulf War. Dur-
ing these attacks, families gathered in sealed rooms and 
put on gas masks. The researchers found that families var-
ied in their responses to this life-threatening situation.

Some respondents reported the interaction during 
that time as positive and supportive: “We laughed and we 
took pictures of each other with the gas masks on” or “We 
talked about different things, about the war, we told jokes, 
we heard the announcements on the radio” (p. 39).

Other respondents reported that little interaction 
among family members occurred but a feeling of together-
ness prevailed: “I was quiet, immersed in my thoughts. We 
were all around the radio. . . . Nobody talked much. We all 
sat there and we were trying to listen to what was happen-
ing outside” (p. 40). Some respondents reported that inter-
action was tense: “We fought with the kids about putting 
on their masks, and also between us about whether the 
kids should put on their masks. There was much shouting 
and noise” (p. 39).

agents of socialization Signifi cant others, primary groups, ingroups 
and outgroups, and institutions that (1) shape our sense of self or 
social identity, (2) teach us about the groups to which we do and do 
not belong, (3) help us to realize our human capacities, and (4) help us 
negotiate the social and physical environment we have inherited.

group Two or more people who share a distinct identity, feel a sense 
of belonging, and interact directly or indirectly with one another.

primary group A social group that has face-to-face contact and 
strong emotional ties among its members.

Grandparents are important agents of socialization. In the United 
States an estimated 5.7 million children live with grandparents. 
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As this case illustrates, even under extremely stressful 
circumstances, such as war, the family can teach responses 
that increase or decrease that stress. Clearly, children in 
families that emphasize constructive responses to stress-
ful events have an advantage over children whose parents 
respond in destructive ways.

 Like the family, a military unit is a primary group. A 
unit’s success in battle depends on the existence of strong 
ties among its members. Soldiers in this primary group 
become so close that they fi ght for one another, rather than 
for victory per se, in the heat of battle (Dyer 1985). In Israel 
the military represents a place where immigrants from 
almost 100 national and cultural backgrounds become 
Israelis, bonding with one another and with native Israelis 
(Rowley 1998). Military units train their recruits always 
to think of the group before themselves. In fact, the par-
amount goal of military training is to make individuals 
feel inseparable from their unit. Some common strategies 
employed to achieve this goal include ordering recruits to 
wear uniforms, to shave their heads, to march in unison, 
to sleep and eat together, to live in isolation from the larger 
society, and to perform tasks that require the successful 
participation of all unit members. If one member fails, the 
entire unit fails. Another key strategy is to focus the unit’s 
attention on fi ghting together against a common enemy. 
An external enemy gives a group a singular direction, 
thereby increasing its internal cohesiveness.

The Israeli military is an important agent of socializa-
tion. Almost every Israeli can claim membership in this 
type of primary group because virtually every Israeli 
citizen—male and female—serves in the military (three 
years for men and two years for women). Men must serve 

on active duty for at least one month every year until they 
are 51 years old (Rodgers 1998). 

Similarly, military training is an important experience 
for many Palestinians, although it takes place less formally. 
Palestinian youth—especially those living in Syrian, Leb-
anese, Egyptian, and Jordanian refugee camps (which are 
outside Israeli control)—join youth clubs and train to 
protect the camps from attack. The focus on defeating a 
common enemy helps establish and maintain the bound-
aries of the military unit. All types of primary groups have 
boundaries—a sense of who is in the group and who is 
outside it. The concepts of ingroup and outgroup help us 
understand these dynamics.

Ingroups and Outgroups

Sociologists use the term ingroup to describe a group 
with which people identify and to which they feel closely 
attached, particularly based on hatred or opposition 
toward another group, known as an outgroup. Ingroups 
cannot exist without an outgroup. An outgroup is a group 
of individuals toward which members of an ingroup feel 
a sense of separateness, opposition, or even hatred. Obvi-
ously, one person’s ingroup is another person’s outgroup.

The very existence of an outgroup heightens loyalty 
among ingroup members and magnifi es the characteris-
tics that distinguish the ingroup from the outgroup. The 
presence of an outgroup can unify an ingroup even when 
the ingroup members are extremely different from one 
another. For example, one could argue that the presence of 
Palestinians functions to unify Israeli Jews, who are cul-
turally, linguistically, religiously, and politically diverse. 
Israel’s diversity refl ects the fact that, since 1948, Jews from 
102 different countries, speaking 80 different languages, 
have settled there (Peres 1998). In fact, only about 20 per-
cent of Israel’s total population consists of Jews native to 
that land. About 32 percent consists of Jews born in Europe 
or America, 13 percent born in Asia, and 15 percent born 
in Africa; the remaining 20 percent of Israel’s population 
consists of Palestinians (U.S. Central Intelligence Agency 
2005a). To ease the inevitable communication problems 
caused by diversity, Israeli law requires that everyone learn 
Hebrew. In addition to their common language, unifying 
threads for Jews in Israel include the desire for a homeland 
free of persecution, and the confl ict with the  following 

A military unit is a primary group. Because of military training, soldiers 
become so close that they fi ght for one another, rather than for victory 
per se, in the heat of battle. 
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ingroup A group with which people identify and to which they feel 
closely attached, particularly when that attachment is founded on 
hatred or opposition toward an outgroup.

outgroup A group toward which members of an ingroup feel a sense 
of separateness, opposition, or even hatred.
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outgroups: Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza, Pales-
tinians in Israel, and Arabs in surrounding states. “Israeli 
Arab” is the label the Israeli government applies to the Pal-
estinians who did not leave in 1948 or 1967 and to their 
descendants. These Palestinians number about 1.3 mil-
lion people—about 20 percent of Israel’s population. They 
live in 116 Arab-only communities and seven so-called 
“mixed” cities, in which Arabs live in separate communi-
ties adjacent to Jewish communities (Nathan 2006). The 
Palestinians who live in Israel prefer the label “Israeli Pal-
estinians.” Similarly, the presence of Jews acts to unite an 
equally diverse Palestinian society, which includes West 
Bank Palestinians, Gaza Palestinians, and Israeli Palestin-
ians, who also come from different ethnic and religious 
groups, clans, and political orientations.

Loyalty to an ingroup is accompanied by an us-versus-
them consciousness. This consciousness can be traced to 
the fact that the two groups live segregated lives. Pales-
tinians and Israelis, for example, have little in common. 
For the most part, they do not share a language, religion, 
schools, residence, or military service. Before 1999 the two 

groups did share an economic relationship, in that almost 
20 percent of all Palestinian workers in the West Bank and 
12 percent in Gaza commuted to jobs in Israel or Jewish 
settlements (Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics 1998). 
Today only 12,000 Palestinians from the West Bank and 
Gaza are permitted to enter Israel each day to work; an 
estimated 20,000 enter illegally (Haaretz 2005). The Israeli 
government plans to ban Palestinian labor in Israel by 
2008, and it has been gradually replacing such workers with 
workers from Thailand and Romania (Haaretz 2006).   

Because little interaction occurs between ingroup and 
outgroup members, they know little about one another. 
This lack of fi rsthand experience deepens and reinforces 
misrepresentations, mistrust, and misunderstandings 
between members of the two groups. Thus, members of 
one group tend to view members of the other in the most 
stereotypical of terms. Yorum Bilu at Hebrew University of 
Jerusalem designed and conducted a particularly creative 
study to examine the consequences of ingroup–outgroup 
relations in the West Bank. Bilu and two of his students 
asked youths aged 11 to 13 from Palestinian refugee camps 
and Israeli settlements in the West Bank to keep journals 
of their dreams over a specifi ed period. Seventeen percent 
of Israeli youths wrote that they dreamed about encounters 
with Arabs, whereas 30 percent of the Palestinian youths 
dreamed about meeting Jews. Among the 32 dreams of 
meetings between Jews and Arabs not one character was 
identifi ed by name. Not a single fi gure was defi ned by a 
personal, individual appearance. All the descriptions 
were completely stereotyped—the characters defi ned only 
by their ethnic identifi cation (such as “Jew,” “Arab,” or 
“Zionist”) or by value-laden terms with negative connota-
tions (such as “the terrorists“ or “the oppressors”). The 
majority of the interactions in the dreams indicate a hard 
and threatening reality, a fragile world with no defense:

An Arab child dreams: “The Zionist Army surrounds our 

house and breaks in. My big brother is taken to prison and is 

tortured there. The soldiers continue to search the house. They 

throw everything around, but do not fi nd the person they want 

[the dreamer himself].

 “They leave the house, but return, helped by a treacher-

ous neighbor. This time they fi nd me, and my relatives, after we 

have all hidden in the closet in fright.” 

 A Jewish child dreams: “. . . suddenly someone grabs me, 

and I see that it is happening in my house, but my family went 

away, and Arab children are walking through our rooms, and 

their father holds me, he has a kaffi yeh and his face is cruel, and 

I am not surprised that it is happening, that these Arabs now 

live in my house.” (Grossman 1988, pp. 30, 32–33)

There are at least 12 youth camps in the United States 
and Canada designed to bring Palestinians and Israeli 
Jews together with the hope of bridging the ingroup-
outgroup divide with specially designed activities such as 
the following: 

In 1945 these survivors of the Buchenwald concentration camp, like 
many other Jewish survivors of the Holocaust, resettled in Palestine. 
International outrage over Hitler’s effort to exterminate the Jewish 
people was one of the factors that led the United Nations in 1947 to 
partition Palestine into two states, Jewish and Palestinian. The state 
of Israel was established in 1948. The Palestinians rejected a two state 
solution to a European-caused situation.
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The Israeli and Palestinian youth probably have never physi-

cally touched each other. They may arrive with images of the 

other as inhuman, even aliens or monsters. In one program, 

they are asked to fi nd someone they don’t know well in the 

group, someone they consider “other.” It may be someone they 

were afraid of, or still are afraid of.

 They are told to look at one another. And then, they are 

told to ask permission, and then fi nd the pulse on one another’s 

wrist. Then they do the same with the arteries in their necks. 

Then they place their hands on the others’ breastbone to feel 

their hearts, while they continue to look at each other. “This 

can be very powerful, because they’ve never touched their 

enemy, and they realize that ‘she feels like me,’” says the pro-

gram director. (Fetzer Institute 2005)

Often an ingroup and an outgroup clash over sym-
bols—objects or gestures that are clearly associated with 
and valued by one group. These objects can be defi ned by 
members of the outgroup as so threatening that they seek 
to eliminate the objects: destroying the symbol becomes a 
way of destroying the group. The wall the Israeli govern-
ment built to divide the West Bank from Israel is a signifi -
cant symbol for both Palestinians and Israeli Jews. Jews 
see it as a protection against suicide attacks. Palestinians 
see it as a severe restriction of their movement to and from 
and within the West Bank, impeding their ability to cross 
into Israel to work and shifting the boundaries between 
Israel and a future Palestinian state.  

It is important to know that ingroups and outgroups 
also exist within Palestinian and Israeli society. Palestin-
ians are divided according to which political party they 
support: the relatively secular Fatah or Islamic Hamas; in 
addition, about 10 percent of Palestinians are Christian. 
Among Israelis clear divisions exist between Sephardic 
Jews, with North African and Middle Eastern roots, and 
Ashkenazi Jews, with European roots. An estimated 50 
percent of Israelis do not actively practice a religion, 30 
percent consider themselves practicing Jews, and 18 per-

cent are ultra-orthodox. The ultra-orthodox are exempt 
from military service, a policy that creates resentment 
among Jews who must serve in the military and then the 
reserves until they are 51 years old (BBC News 1998b).

Our discussion of ingroups and outgroups shows that 
one’s self-identity revolves around group membership. In 
the section that follows we examine how the self- identity 
of Palestinian suicide bombers/martyrs is tied to the 
ingroup to which they belong, and by extension, to the 
outgroup to which they do not belong.

Suicide: The Severing of Relationships. We learned in 
Chapter 1 that Durkheim offered a defi nition of suicide 
that goes beyond its popular meaning (the act of inten-
tionally killing oneself)—taking the spotlight off the 
victim and pointing it outward, toward the ties that bind 
(or fail to bind) people to others in the society. That is, 
he defi ned suicide as “the severing of relationships.” 
Recall that Durkheim identifi ed four types of problematic 
social relationships: (1) egoistic (weak ties to the group), 
(2) altruistic (strong ties to the group), (3) anomic (dra-
matic change in which the individual is cast out of the 
group into a higher or lower status), and (4) fatalistic (a 
state in which individuals see their future as hopelessly 
blocked).  

Another graffi ti artist uses the wall to pay tribute to Ghas-
san Kanafani, the Palestinian writer on themes of exile, 
uprootedness, and national struggle.
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According to the Israeli security service, known as Shin 
Bet, between June 2002 and June 2004, 145 suicide bomb-
ers/martyrs carried out, or tried but failed to carry out, 
an attack (Harel 2004a). This represents 0.5 percent of the 
29,000 attacks (ranging from stone throwing to planting 
bombs) Palestinians carried out against Israelis. Here are 
some things we know about suicide bombers that suggest 
altruistic motives:

• Palestinians who put their lives on the line are typically 
motivated by “revenge for acts committed by Israelis.” 
In other words, the suicide and the publicity it receives 
let the Israelis know that the Palestinians will avenge 
acts of injustice and the bomber’s response will be 
celebrated in the Islamic world. One suicide bomber/
martyr explained his motives with these words: “I want 
to avenge the blood of the Palestinians, especially the 
blood of the women, of the elderly, and of the chil-
dren, and in particular the blood of the baby girl Iman 
Hejjo, whose death shook me to the core” (Margalit 
2003). Another suicide bomber/martyr’s mother noted 
that her daughter was fi lled with pain after fi ve Israeli 
soldiers killed her brother, Fadi. “She was full of pain 
about that. Some nights she woke screaming, saying she 
had nightmares about Fadi” (Burns 2003).

• Approximately 75 percent of Palestinians support sui-
cide attacks (Lahoud 2001). Suicide attackers/martyrs 
are treated as celebrities in the sense that they are 
instantly “propelled from being no one to being some-
one who is glorifi ed, and lionized with poems and 
[they] live on in this historical chain of heroic martyrs, 
being remembered and saluted for longer than if [they] 
had not undertaken this kind of operation” (Natta 
2003). Even small children know the names of suicide 
bombers (Margalit 2003).

Several other characteristics distinguish suicide 
bombers/ martyrs as well. While Durkheim would classify 
the conditions that support the individual Palestinian’s 
decision to commit a suicide attack as altruistic, he would 
fi nd it noteworthy that two-thirds of all suicide attackers 
were between the ages of 17 and 23 (and most were younger 
than 30) and that 86 percent were single. These character-
istics suggest that, while suicide bombers/martyrs may be 
acting in the name of the larger Palestinian society and 
in the name of someone wronged by Israelis, they are 
also relatively detached from others (such as a spouse 
and children), and because of that detachment, they will 
encounter less resistance to carrying through on the sui-

cide than those attached to others through marriage or 
parenthood. 

Mass Media

Mass media are forms of communication designed to reach 
large audiences without face-to-face contact between those 
conveying and those receiving the messages. Examples of 
mass media include magazines, newspapers, commer-
cials, books, television programs, Web sites, radio broad-
casts, video games, and music CDs. The tools of mass 
media—such as television, radio, the Internet, and MP3 
players—introduce their audiences to a variety of people, 
including sports fi gures, news makers, cartoon characters, 
politicians, government leaders, actors, disc jockeys, and 
musicians. Some audience segments become so emotion-
ally attached to these fi gures that they count themselves 
as fans following celebrities’ lives, desiring the products 
celebrities endorse, and otherwise seeking to emulate 
them or live vicariously through them. 

For the fi rst time in human history, average people 
have, in the Internet, a tool for potentially reaching mass 
audiences (Internet World Stats 2006; see No Borders, 
No Boundaries: “Reaching Mass Audiences through the 
Internet”). At the time of this writing, two Web sites that 
allow users to present the self to millions of people—You-
Tube.com and MySpace.com—ranked fourth and sixth 
on the Global 500 (Alexa 2007b). The two Web sites were 
among the ten most popular sites among Internet users 
in Israel and the United States. YouTube ranked fourth 
among users in the Palestinian Territories (Alexa 2007a). 
YouTube contains hundreds of videos chronicling vari-
ous viewpoints on the Palestinian-Jewish confl ict. Titles 
include “Torture of Palestinians” (58 seconds), “Israel and 
the Palestinians” (4 minutes, 21 seconds), “Palestinian 
Propaganda about the Israeli Security Fence” (1 minute, 
51 seconds), and “Israel’s Oppression of the Palestinians” 
(5 minutes, 23 seconds). 

Suicide bombers/martyrs pose before their death for pictures that will 
be shown on posters honoring or celebrating their death.
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mass media Forms of communication designed to reach large audi-
ences without face-to-face contact between those conveying and those 
receiving the messages.



Arguably, the most infl uential medium of mass com-
munication in the United States is still television; 98 per-
cent of American households have at least one television, 
and 82 percent have a cable connection or satellite dish 
antenna (U.S. Census Bureau 2006). Each day, the aver-
age American watches about 4 hours of TV. That trans-
lates into 28 hours per week, or two months of nonstop TV 
watching per year (A. C. Nielsen Co., 2006). It would be 
impossible to make defi nitive statements about the mass 
media’s effect on people’s sense of self and on their rela-
tionships with others. Studies have been done on virtu-
ally every type of mass media, showing both positive and 
negative consequences. For example, studies show that 
television can function as an important educational tool 
but it can also impede development of critical academic 
skills, such as reading. 

One example of the power of television to reach mass 
audiences is Sesame Street. The most watched children’s 
television show in history, it airs in at least 120 countries. 
It fi rst aired in the United States in 1969, with a ground-
breaking multiracial cast. Sesame Street’s mission is to 

level the educational playing fi eld for all preschool chil-
dren. Joan Gantz Cooney, the originator of Sesame Street, 
maintains that “our producers are like old-fashioned 
missionaries. . . . It’s not religion they’re spreading, but 
it’s learning and tolerance and love and mutual respect” 
(Independent Lens 2006).  

In Israel and the Palestinian Territories, Sesame Street
airs as Sesame Stories, because the idea that a neutral street 
exists where Palestinians and Jews might gather together 
is not a believable scenario in that part of the world. 
Sesame Stories concentrates on (1) teaching young view-
ers respect and understanding for their own and other 
cultures, (2) promoting a peaceful resolution to the hun-
dred-year confl ict between Palestinians and Jews, and 
(3) presenting positive images of Palestinian and Jewish 
children. In one episode, Israeli and Arab friends stage a 
peaceful protest to stop one of the Muppets from banging 
his drum too loudly. In another episode, a Palestinian girl 
living in a refugee camp fi nds a water bottle on the street 
and takes it upon herself to plant something in it. She gets 
no encouragement from those around her, who claim that 
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NO BORDERS, NO BOUNDARIES

Reaching Mass Audiences through the Internet

47 countries with the highest Internet penetration rates. 
Anyone with an Internet connection and the ability to cre-
ate a Web site or blog has the potential to connect with 
the 1.6 billion people who have Internet access (about 24 
percent of the world’s population). 

Source: Miniwatts Marketing Group (2009) "Internet Usage Statistics" http://www.internetworldstats.com/

North America
74.4%

Latin America/
Caribbean

29.9%

Europe
48.9%

Asia
17.4%

Middle East
23.3%

Oceania/Australia
60.4%

Africa
5.6%

Top 47 Countries with the 
Highest Internet Penetration Rate

THE MAP SHOWS the Internet penetration rate (or the 
percentage of the total population in each area who have 
Internet access) for seven regions of the world. Almost 75 
percent of the North American population has access to 
the Internet. Only 5.6 percent of people across the con-
tinent of Africa have access. The map also highlights the 

http://www.internetworldstats.com/North
http://www.internetworldstats.com/North
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nothing can grow in a refugee camp. The producers place 
great emphasis on the girl’s fi nding a clear container rather 
than, say, a tin can, as Jewish children are taught not to 
pick up items if they cannot see what is in them (Salamon 
2002). These producers believe that shows emphasizing 
themes of hope, integration, and friendship will have last-
ing effects on Palestinian and Jewish viewers (Deutsche 
Welle 2003). A pre-test and post-test study of the impact of 
Sesame Stories programming suggests an increase in Jew-
ish and Palestinian viewers’ use of prosocial strategies to 
resolve confl icts and positive attributes to describe each 
other (Cole et al. 2003).  

Socialization across the Life Cycle

■ CORE CONCEPT 10: Socialization takes place throughout the 

human life cycle. It is important to realize that socializa-
tion takes place throughout the human life cycle. Sociolo-
gists divide the life cycle into eight stages, emphasizing 
the interaction themes and social challenges peculiar to 
each. Because we have devoted considerable attention to 
early childhood socialization, we now focus on stages 4 
through 8.

Stages 1 through 3 (Infancy, Toddler, 
Preschool)

During stage 1 (Infancy) it is important that caretakers 
give consistent, predictable care. Inadequate, unpredict-

able care leaves infants uncertain of their ability to elicit 
care and makes them feel that the world is not reliable 
(Erikson 1950). In stage 2 (Toddler) the child’s nervous 
and muscular systems mature, and abilities in one area 
are frustrated by inabilities in another. Toddlers possess 
enough motor skills to move around and explore but are 
not yet aware of the consequences of their actions. Grow-
ing abilities clash with inabilities, and this stage becomes 
a battle for autonomy. Caregivers must protect children 
from danger, be tolerant yet fi rm, and support children in 
their efforts to be independent. If caregivers are critical, 
overprotective, or discouraging of children’s attempts to 
master the environment, the children may feel shame and 
doubt, especially if parents resent their children’s inabili-
ties for interfering with the parents’ independence (Erik-
son 1950). 

Stage 3 (Preschool) corresponds with Mead’s play 
stage, in that children play at being the kind of person they 
hope to grow up to be. They “hitch their wagons” to the 
persons they admire most in their immediate lives; they 
identify with these fi gures and imagine being them. If the 
gap between an admired person and the child’s skills is 
too large, children become frustrated and think, “I am no 
good compared with X.” Adults must show approval and 
encouragement and let children know they are equal in 
worth, if not yet ability. Without such reassurance, “the 
danger is that they will feel guilt over the goals contem-
plated and the acts initiated” (Erikson 1950, p. 84).

Stage 4 (Ages 6–12)

Systematic instruction is central to this stage. Recogni-
tion is won by doing things. If their teachers are secure 
and respected, children develop a positive identifi cation 
with those who know how to do things. If assignments are 
meaningful, children learn the pleasure that comes with 

Sesame Street, airing in at least 120 countries, is the most watched 
children’s television show in history—an example of the power of televi-
sion to reach and socialize mass audiences. 
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During stage 1 it is essential that children receive predictable and 
consistent care from caregivers, as such care sends the message that 
the world is reliable. 
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steady attention and perseverance. In this setting, they 
come to enjoy performing tasks and take pride in doing 
things well. Industry involves doing things beside and 
with others (Erikson 1950).

The danger at this stage is developing a sense of inad-
equacy and inferiority—the feeling that one will never 
contribute anything or be any good. Palestinian children 
face the industry-inferiority tension when Israeli authori-
ties close their schools for extended periods. The loss of 
meaningful, systematic instruction stimulates children to 
search for their own meaningful activity. Many Palestin-
ian schoolchildren have chosen to participate by throw-
ing stones, an action defi ned as a meaningful contribution 
toward securing a homeland.

Stage 5 (Adolescence)

This stage is characterized by rapid body growth and geni-
tal maturation. At this time, adolescents also develop ideas 
about what they will do with their lives. In other words, 
they begin to search for an identity. As they search, they 
are often preoccupied with how they appear in the eyes 
of others. They struggle with being a part of a group and 
being themselves. As they work to establish an identity, 

adolescents may overidentify with unrealistic cultural or 
group heroes and exclude people they deem “different.”

Stage 6 (Young Adulthood) 

During this stage, the young adult forms close and inti-
mate bonds with others. A mark of a healthy personality is 
the ability to love and to work. People with this ability can 
work productively without losing the capacity to be sexual 
and loving. The opposite of intimacy is self- absorption, 
which involves “the readiness to isolate, if necessary, to 
destroy those forces and people whose essence seems dan-
gerous to one’s own” (Erikson 1950, p. 264).

The work lives and personal lives of most Israelis are 
interrupted repeatedly by military obligations. Israeli men 
must leave their jobs and families at least once a year to 
serve in the army. Palestinians frequently sacrifi ce work 
and family when they protest the occupation with strikes, 
work stoppages, and business closings. Israeli offi cials also 
disrupt Palestinian work and family life when they close 
access roads and Palestinian businesses. Each group holds 
the other responsible for the state of affairs, and each seeks 
to control or resist the other (see Intersection of Biography 
and Society: “Israeli Jews as Aggressors and Victims”).

INTERSECTION OF  BIOGRAPHY AND SOCIETY

Elad were Israeli soldiers. Hirschenson is a member of the 
group Families Forum, an organization of bereaved Pales-
tinians and Israeli Jews working toward reconciliation. An 
excerpt from the profi le follows:

Amir volunteered for the paratroops, three months after he 
joined the army. He was a good, generous person, very close 
to his brother. He also believed in two states for two peoples 
but he was proud of the army. He wanted to be an architect. 
I was at my workshop when I heard about the attack that 
killed him. . . . It was on the news that a suicide bomber 
blew himself up among a group of soldiers at Beit Lid junc-
tion. I knew Amir was staying at another base so I thought 
he was safe. I didn’t know that he’d been sent to the junction 
to guard against terrorists. He wasn’t hurt by the fi rst explo-
sion but when he went to help his friends, another suicide 
bomber blew himself up, and he found his death. . . . 
Elad [who subsequently committed suicide] was also a 
soldier. The last words he wrote were that he couldn’t stand 
the pain of the loss of his brother and that life was useless 
when you have lost your closest one like this. (Nelsen 2006, 
pp. 194–195) 

Israeli Jews as Aggressors and Victims

IN THE OTHER SIDE OF ISRAEL Susan Nathan inter-
views an Israeli soldier who imagines how he would feel if 
Palestinians were in power and conducting home searches 
the way his Israeli unit had conducted them:

I try to imagine the reverse situation: if they had entered 
my home, not a police force with a warrant but a unit of 
solders, if they had burst into my home and shoved my 
mother and little sister into my bedroom and forced my 
father and my younger brother and me into the living room, 
pointing their guns at us, laughing, smiling, and we didn’t 
always understand what the soldiers were saying while they 
emptied drawers and searched through things. Oops, it fell, 
broken—all kinds of photos of my grandmother and grand-
father, all kinds of sentimental things that you wouldn’t 
want anyone else to see. There is no justifi cation for this. If 
there is a suspicion that a terrorist has entered a house, so be 
it. But just to enter a home, any home: here I’ve chosen one, 
look, what fun. We go in, we check it out, we cause a bit of 
injustice, we have asserted our military presence and then 
we move on. (Nathan 2006, pp. 213–214)

In Occupied Minds Arthur Nelsen profi les Roni 
Hirschenson, a 62-year-old Jew whose sons Amir and 
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Stage 7 (Middle Age)

Ideally, those in middle age make an effort to guide and 
help establish the next generation and to pass on what they 
have contributed to life. This stage is characterized by a 
strengthened commitment to the care of cherished per-
sons and objects. Its counterpart is stagnation and inter-
personal impoverishment (Erikson 1988, p. 16).

Someone who chose a path of commitment to future 
generations is Israeli prime minister Yitzhak Rabin, who 
was assassinated by a Jewish right-wing extremist for seek-
ing a peaceful solution to the Israeli-Palestinian confl ict. 
Rabin “took the road of peace with the Palestinians, not 
because he possessed great affection for them or their 
leaders. . . . Rabin decided to act, because he discerned 
very wisely that Israeli society would not be able to sus-
tain itself endlessly in a state of an unresolved confl ict. 
He realized long before many others that life in a climate 
of violence, occupation, terror, anxiety and hopelessness, 
extracts a price Israel cannot afford” (Grossman 2006). In 
contrast to Rabin’s response are the responses of Palestin-
ians and Israeli Jews who see no end to the hundred-year 
confl ict, “having been born into war and raised in it, and 
in a certain sense indoctrinated by it.” They see this mad-
ness as “the only life,” with “no option or even the right to 
aspire [to] a different life” (Grossman 2006).

Stage 8 (Old Age)

In old age “one faces the totality of life. Old people see 
their lives as a whole. At last, life hangs together,” and one 
comes to accept the life one has lived and to acknowledge 
the people signifi cant to it (Erikson 1982, p. 102). Old age 

Table 4.1  Selected Demographic Characteristics of Gaza, the West Bank, and Israel

The table shows the population characteristics of Israel and the Palestinian Territories. Note that 
almost 50 percent of Gaza’s population is age 14 or younger and its fertility rate is 5.8, which means 
the average Gazan woman over her lifetime has almost six children. Each year, Gaza has 40 births 
for every 1,000 people. To place these fi gures in context, consider that the highest recorded birth 
rate is 50 births per 1,000 people. A birth rate of 50 means that a population is reproducing as fast as 
humanly possible. If we consider that at least 63 percent of the Gaza population lives in poverty, how 
will the age distribution of that population affect prospects for peace? What insights do Erikson’s life 
stages offer for thinking about the developmental challenges Palestinians and Israeli Jews face? 

Gaza West Bank Israel

Birth rate 40.0 31.2 18.0
Fertility rate  5.8  4.3  2.4
Infant mortality (per 1,000 
live births) 22.4  19.5   6.89
Percent of population 14 or 
younger 48.1 42.9 26.3
Percent of population 65 or older  2.6  3.4  9.8
Percent of population living in 
poverty 63.1  45.7 21.6

Source: U.S. Central Intelligence Agency (2007)

There are more than 60 Raging Granny Action Groups worldwide who 
believe they still have time to change the world for the better.  Accord-
ing to their website their “purpose is to create a better world for our 
children and grandchildren.”  They “operate with a sense of outrage, a 
sense of humor, and a commitment to non-violence.”
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involves the realization that one’s biography is the “acci-
dental coincidence of but one life cycle in but one segment 
of history.” With this realization comes a sense of comrade-
ship with all human beings. If acceptance is not achieved, 
one feels despair about oneself and the world and believes 
that the remaining time is too short to try again or change 
things. Despair is often expressed as disgust or displea-
sure with institutions and people. On the other hand, if 
all goes well, wisdom is the fruit of the struggle to accept 
the life one has lived in the face of physical disintegration 
(see Table 4.1). 



Resocialization

■ CORE CONCEPT 11: Over a lifetime, people make social tran-

sitions that entail acquiring new roles, shedding old roles, and 

integrating new roles with current roles. In making these tran-

sitions, people undergo resocialization. Resocialization is 
the process of becoming socialized over again. In particu-
lar, this process involves discarding values and behaviors 
unsuited to new circumstances and replacing them with 
new, more-appropriate values and norms (standards of 
appearance and behavior). Much resocialization happens 
naturally over a lifetime and involves no formal training; 
people simply learn as they go. For example, people relo-
cate to foreign countries (see Global Comparisons: “The 
Jewish Population of the World”), marry, change jobs, 
become parents, change religions, and retire without for-
mal preparation or training. Conversely, some resocializa-
tion requires that, to occupy new positions, people must 

GLOBAL COMPARISONS

The Jewish Population of the World

▲ Figure 4.4 Estimated Number of Jews Living in Each of the World’s Countries

The map shows the estimated number of Jews living in each country. Keep in mind that the European pogroms (government-
instigated massacres and persecution) and severe economic crises between 1880 and 1914 pushed Jews to leave Europe for many 
countries around the world, especially the United States. In addition, the Nazi Holocaust during World War II increased the fl ow of 
Jewish refugees out of Europe to other countries, especially to Israel. The Jewish immigrants had to adjust to their new homes 
through resocialization. According to the World Jewish Congress, an estimated 13 million Jews now live in 120 countries. The larg-
est number of Jews live in the United States (5.8 million) and Israel (4.6 million). The eight cities with the largest Jewish popula-
tions are New York (1,750,000), Miami (535,000), Los Angeles (490,000), Paris (350,000), Philadelphia (254,000), Chicago (248,000), 
San Francisco (210,000), and Boston (208,000).
Source: Jewish Communities of the World, Institute of World Jewish Congress (2006).

5,800,000 (United States)

4,600,000 (Israel)

100,000–600,000

10,000–99,999

1,000–9,999

120–999

No known Jewish population

undergo formal, systematic training and demonstrate that 
they have internalized appropriate knowledge, suitable 
values, and correct codes of conduct.

Such systematic resocialization can be voluntary or 
imposed (Rose, Glazer, and Glazer 1979). Voluntary reso-
cialization occurs when people choose to participate in a 
process or program designed to “remake” them. Examples 
of voluntary resocialization are wide-ranging: the unem-
ployed youth who enlists in the army to acquire a technical 
skill, the college graduate who pursues medical education, 
the drug addict who seeks treatment, the alcoholic who 
joins Alcoholics Anonymous.

resocialization The process of discarding values and behaviors 
unsuited to new circumstances and replacing them with new, more-
appropriate values and norms.
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Imposed resocialization occurs when people are forced 
to undergo a program designed to train them, rehabilitate 
them, or correct some supposed defi ciency in their earlier 
socialization. Military boot camp (when a draft exists), 
prisons, mental institutions, and schools (when the law 
forces citizens to attend school for a specifi ed length of 
time) are examples of environments designed to resocial-
ize individuals whether or not they enter voluntarily.

In Asylums: Essays on the Social Situation of Mental 
Patients and Other Inmates, sociologist Erving Goffman 
writes about a setting—total institutions (with particu-
lar focus on mental institutions)—where people undergo 
systematic socialization. In total institutions, people sur-
render control of their lives, voluntarily or involuntarily, 
to an administrative staff.

As “inmates,” they then carry out daily activities (eat-
ing, sleeping, recreation) in the “immediate company of 
a large batch of others, all of whom are [theoretically] 
treated alike and required to do the same thing together” 
(Goffman 1961, p. 6). Total institutions include homes 
for the blind, the elderly, the orphaned, and the indigent; 
mental hospitals; jails and penitentiaries; prisoner-of-war 
camps and concentration camps; army barracks; boarding 

schools; and monasteries and convents. Their total char-
acter is symbolized by barriers to social interaction, “such 
as locked doors, high walls, barbed wire, cliffs, water, for-
ests, or moors” (p. 4).

Goffman (1961) identifi ed wide-ranging general and 
standard mechanisms that the staffs of all total institu-
tions employ to resocialize inmates. When the inmates 
arrive, the staff strips them of their possessions and their 
usual appearances (and the equipment and services by 
which their appearances are maintained). In addition, 
the staff sharply limits interactions with people outside 
the institution, to establish a “deep initial break with 
past roles” (p. 14). The staff typically employs “admission 
procedures,” such as taking a life history, photographing, 
weighing, fi ngerprinting, assigning numbers, searching, 
listing personal possessions for storage, undressing, bath-
ing, disinfecting, haircutting, issuing institutional cloth-
ing, instructing as to rules, and assigning to quarters. New 
arrivals allow themselves to be shaped and coded into 
objects that can be fed into the administrative machinery 
of the establishment (p. 16). 

Goffman maintained that the admission procedures 
function to prepare inmates to shed past roles and to 
assume new ones. Inmates participate in enforced activi-
ties that staff members have designed to meet institutional 
goals. Those goals may be to care for the incapable, to keep 
inmates out of the community, or to teach people new 
roles (for example, to be a soldier, priest, or nun).  

In general, it is easier to resocialize people when they 
want to be resocialized than when they are being forced to 
abandon old values and behaviors. Furthermore, resocial-

Soldiers recovering from serious physical injuries 
sustained while in Iraq and Afghanistan must learn 
to renegotiate life without limbs. 
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Total institutions are settings in which people voluntarily or involun-
tarily surrender control of their lives to an administrative staff that 
supervises their behavior.
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total institutions Institutions in which people surrender control of 
their lives, voluntarily or involuntarily, to an administrative staff and 
carry out daily activities with others required to do the same thing.



ization occurs more readily when acquiring new values and 
behaviors requires competence rather than subservience 
(Rose, Glazer, and Glazer 1979). Herein lies the dilemma 
in fi nding a resolution to the Palestinian-Israeli confl ict. 
Factions on both sides attempt to forcibly resocialize the 
other side to change its position about land rights. Israe-
lis deport, imprison, impose curfews, close schools, level 
houses, and kill. Palestinians throw stones, strike, boycott 

Israeli products, and employ suicide bombers/martyrs to 
kill. A signifi cant percentage of Palestinians and Israelis 
seem to believe that if they make life miserable enough for 
the other group, their group will gain a homeland. The 
problem is that if one side wins through intimidation, the 
other side by defi nition assumes a subservient position 
and, in the long run, is likely to challenge the legitimacy of 
the other’s victory (Elbedour, Bastien, and Center 1997).

■ VISUAL SUMMARY OF CORE CONCEPTS
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■ CORE CONCEPT 1: In the broadest sense of the word, socialization is 
the process by which people develop a sense of self and learn the ways of 
the society in which they live.
Socialization is the process by which humans (1) acquire a sense of self or 
social identity; (2) learn about the social groups to which they primar-
ily belong and about the groups to which they do not belong; (3) realize 
their human capacities, including the ability to talk, walk upright, speak 
a language, and reason; and (4) learn to negotiate the social and physical 
environment they have inherited.

■ CORE CONCEPT 2: Socialization involves nature 
and nurture.
No discussion of socialization can ignore the 
importance of two factors: nature and nurture. 
Nature comprises one’s human genetic makeup or 
biological inheritance. Nurture refers to the social 
environment or the interaction experiences that 
make up every individual’s life. Children inherit 
genes transmitted through parents that reach back 
to include four biological grandparents, eight bio-
logical great-grandparents, and beyond. Parents and 
other caretakers are among the fi rst to introduce 
children to the culture and behavior patterns of the 
society in which they live.
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■ CORE CONCEPT 3: Socialization depends on 
meaningful interaction experiences with others.
Meaningful social contact with and stimulation 
from others are important at any age. Indeed, strong 
social ties with caring people are linked to overall 
social, psychological, and physical well-being. More 
fundamentally, social interaction is essential to 
developing and maintaining a sense of self. 

■ CORE CONCEPT 4: Socialization is impossible without memory; memo-
ries passed on from one generation to the next preserve and sustain 
culture.
No one can participate in society without the ability to remember such 
things as names, faces, places, words, symbols, and norms. We take it 
for granted that people have language, norms, values, and beliefs of the 
surrounding culture stored in memory. People born at approximately the 
same time and place have likely lived through many of the same events. 
These experiences —each unique to one person and yet similar to experi-
ences of other persons—are remembered long after an event has passed. 
Such collective memories are revived, preserved, shared, passed on, and 
recast in many forms, such as stories, holidays, rituals, and monuments. 
All societies support rituals that teach people about the past and encourage them to remember. The 
charred remains of an Israeli bus, in what is known as the Coastal Road Massacre, calls out to Israelis, 
born 40 or more years after that date, to remember.

■ CORE CONCEPT 5: Meaningful social interaction depends on 
the involved parties sharing significant symbols.
A signifi cant symbol is a word, gesture, or other learned sign 
that conveys “the same meaning for the person transmitting 
it as for the person receiving it” (Theodorson and Theodorson 
1979, p. 430). Language is a particularly important signifi cant 
symbol, because the shared meanings attached to words allow 
us to communicate with others. Signifi cant symbols also include 
symbolic gestures or signs—that is, nonverbal cues, such as tone 
of voice, infl ection, facial expression, posture, and other body 
movements or positions that convey meaning from one person 
to another. 

■ CORE CONCEPT 6: People acquire a sense of self when they 
can role-take.
Role taking involves stepping outside the self and imagining how oth-
ers view its appearance and behavior from an outsider’s perspective. 
Children learn to role-take through a three-stage process involving 
imitation (preparatory stage), play (play stage), and games (game stage). 
In the play stage, children pretend to be signifi cant others, or people or 
characters important in their lives; they recognize behavior patterns of 
signifi cant others and incorporate them into play.  
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■ CORE CONCEPT 7: The ability to imagine others’ 
reactions to the self is critical to self-awareness.
As we interact, we visualize how we appear to others, 
we imagine a judgment of that appearance, and we 
develop a feeling somewhere between pride and shame. 
The imagining or interpreting of others’ reactions is 
critical to self-awareness. People are affected deeply 
even when the image they see refl ected is exaggerated 
or distorted. The individual responds to the perceived 
reaction rather than to the actual reaction. Suicide 
bombers/martyrs pose for photos before their death, 
knowing that their faces will appear on posters and that 
many will salute them for undertaking that kind of operation.  

■ CORE CONCEPT 8: The ability to role-take emerges according to a gradually 
unfolding genetic timetable that must be accompanied by direct experiences with 
persons and objects. 
Self-awareness and self-identity derive from social relationships and from an abil-
ity to step outside the self and imagine it from another’s perspective. The theory of 
cognitive development addresses how people come to acquire this level of cogni-
tive sophistication. Piaget’s model of cognitive development includes four broad 
stages: sensorimotor, preoperational, concrete operational, and formal operational. 
Children cannot proceed from one stage to another until they master the reason-
ing challenges of earlier stages. Piaget maintained that reasoning abilities cannot be 
hurried; a more sophisticated level of understanding will not show itself until the 
brain is ready. Children construct and reconstruct their conceptions of the world as 
they experience the realities of living. This progression by stages toward increasingly 
sophisticated levels of reasoning is apparently universal, although the content of 
people’s thinking varies across cultures. 

■ CORE CONCEPT 9: Agents of socialization—significant 
others, primary groups, ingroups and outgroups, and institu-
tions (such as mass media)—shape our sense of self, teach us 
about the groups to which we do and do not belong. 
Sociologists have identifi ed a number of agents of social-
ization: signifi cant others, primary groups, ingroups and 
outgroups, and institutions that (1) shape our sense of self or 
social identity, (2) teach us about the social groups to which 
we do and do not belong, (3) help us to realize our human 
capacities, and (4) help us negotiate the social and physical 
environment we have inherited.    
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■ CORE CONCEPT 10: Socialization takes place through-
out the human life cycle.
It is important to realize that socialization takes place 
throughout the human life cycle. Sociologists are 
impressed with Erikson’s model because each of its eight 
stages addresses the importance of social interaction and 
forming constructive relationships with people. Each stage 
is marked by a crisis, a struggle with the challenges or the 
developmental tasks that a particular life stage presents. 
The struggle and its outcome shape one’s thinking about 
the self and others.

■ CORE CONCEPT 11: Over a lifetime, people make social 
transitions that entail acquiring new roles, shedding old 
roles, and integrating new roles with current roles. In 
making these transitions, people undergo resocialization.
Resocialization is the process of becoming socialized over 
again. In particular, this process involves discarding values 
and behaviors unsuited to new circumstances and replac-
ing them with new, more-appropriate values and norms 
(standards of appearance and behavior). People marry, 
change jobs, enlist in the military, pursue higher educa-
tion, become parents, change religions, and retire. Reso-
cialization can be voluntary or involuntary. The young 
man pictured is beginning a resocialization process that 
begins with the staff stripping him of his possessions and of his usual appearance. In this case, street 
clothes are replaced with an orange jumpsuit and objects such as jewelry that give someone status on 
the “outside” are removed.

Resources on the Internet

 Sociology: A Global Perspective Book Companion Web Site

www.cengage.com/sociology/ferrante

Visit your book companion Web site, where you will fi nd fl ash cards, practice quizzes, 
Internet links, and more to help you study.

Just what you need to know NOW!

Spend time on what you need to master rather than on information you have already 
learned. Take a pre-test for this chapter, and CengageNOW will generate a personalized 
study plan based on your results. The study plan will identify the topics you need to 
review and direct you to online resources to help you master those topics. You can then 
take a post-test to help you determine the concepts you have mastered and what you will 
need to work on. Try it out! Go to www.cengage.com/login to sign in with an access code 
or to purchase access to this product.
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Social Interaction 

With Emphasis on the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo
When sociologists study interaction, they seek to understand the social 
forces that bring people together. And once people come together, 
sociologists seek to identify the factors that shape the content and direction 
of interaction.

CHAPTER OUTLINE
Social Interaction

Division of Labor

Solidarity: The Ties That Bind

Disruptions to the Division 
of Labor 

The Global Scale of Social 
Interaction

Social Status 

The Dramaturgical Model 
of Social Interaction

■ VISUAL SUMMARY OF 
CORE CONCEPTS
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▲ Leopold II, king of Belgium, calculated that his “yearly income 
from the Congo is millions.”



117

The Democratic Republic 
of the Congo?
IN THIS CHAPTER, we consider social interaction related to 
the transmission of the human immunodefi ciency virus (HIV) 
and the treatment of acquired immune defi ciency syndrome 
(AIDS). In doing so, we focus on the Democratic Republic of 
the Congo (DRC)—formerly Congo Free State (1884–1908), 
Belgian Congo (1908–1960), and Zaire (1960–1997). Focus-
ing on the DRC, the site of the earliest confi rmed HIV-infected 
blood sample does not mean that African people started the 
global epidemic. Rather, focusing on the country in which this 
sample was stored forces us to consider how one case of HIV 
infection grew to 55 million cases worldwide. Of course, inti-
mate interaction between the noninfected and the HIV-infected 
explains how HIV/AIDS became a global epidemic. But that is 
only part of the story. It is also important to know the circum-
stances that drew people from different countries and conti-

nents to the Congo, and the larger social forces that shaped 
interactions among them. 

AIDS researchers believe that the story of this global 
epidemic started in southeastern Cameroon around 1930, 
when the virus “jumped” from a chimpanzee to a human 
host. For the virus to survive and lead to an epidemic, it had 
to jump from human to human and make its way to a big city, 
where human hosts were many; the closest such city was 
Léo poldville (later renamed Kinshasa), in what was then the 
 Belgian Congo (Abraham 2006). Obviously, the story of HIV/
AIDS involves the study of interaction at the intimate interper-
sonal level—at least two people engaging in sexual activity, 
sharing needles, or exchanging blood or other body fl uids. As 
we will see, it also involves the study of such interaction within 
a larger social and globally organized context.

FACTS TO CONSIDER

WHY FOCUS ON

● In 1980, AIDS researchers identifi ed 
the fi rst known sample of HIV-
infected blood in a Congolese blood 
bank. The frozen stored blood 
sample was taken in 1959 from a 
volunteer participating in a medical 
study.

● According to United Nations 
estimates, 55 million people are 
HIV-infected or living with AIDS 
worldwide.

● Millions of intimate interactions—
specifi cally an exchange of blood or 
other body fl uids—between HIV-
infected and noninfected people 
explain how HIV/AIDS became a 
global epidemic. 

● HIV’s origin cannot be understood 
apart from European colonial 
rule of Africa. HIV’s spread was 
connected to colonial practices 
that shaped interactions between 
African peoples and colonial rulers 
(Moore 2006).
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Social Interaction

■ CORE CONCEPT 1: When sociologists study interactions, they 

seek to understand the larger social forces that bring people 

together in interaction and that shape the content and direction 

of that interaction. Sociologists defi ne social interaction
as a situation in which at least two people communicate 
and respond through language and symbolic gestures to 
affect one another’s behavior and thinking. In the process, 
the parties involved defi ne, interpret, and attach meaning 
to the encounter. Social interaction includes situations 
ranging from chance encounters (two strangers standing 
in line making small talk about the weather) to highly reg-
ulated encounters in which the parties are required, even 
forced, to communicate and respond to others in specifi ed 
ways (an army recruit addressing a drill sergeant). 

When sociologists study social interaction, they seek 
to understand and explain the larger social forces that 
(1) bring people together in interaction and (2) shape the 
content and course of interaction. With regard to HIV/
AIDS, sociologists ask, ”What forces increase the likelihood 
that HIV-infected and noninfected people interact? What 
meanings do the involved parties assign to their encounter? 
How do the parties interpret each other’s actions and reac-
tions? How do these meanings and interpretations shape 
the interaction’s direction, course, and outcome?”  

We begin by exploring an important social force—the 
division of labor—that drew people from all over the 
world to Africa, especially to the DRC. If we can under-
stand such larger, seemingly impersonal forces, we can 
understand more about the interaction in general and the 
transmission of viruses such as HIV in particular.

Division of Labor

■ CORE CONCEPT 2: The division of labor is an important social 

force that draws people into interaction with one another and 

shapes their relationships. Emile Durkheim was one of the 
fi rst sociologists to provide insights into the social forces 
that contributed to the rise of a “global village.” In The Divi-
sion of Labor in Society ([1933] 1964) Durkheim provides 

a general framework for understanding the forces under-
lying global-scale interactions. According to Durkheim, 
an increase in population size and density increases the 
demand for resources (such as food, clothing, and shelter). 
This demand, in turn, stimulates people to fi nd more-
effi cient methods for producing goods and services, thus 
advancing society “steadily towards powerful machines, 
towards great concentrations of [labor] forces and capi-
tal, and consequently to the extreme division of labor” 
(Durkheim [1933] 1964, p. 39). As Durkheim describes 
it, division of labor refers to work that is broken down 
into specialized tasks, each performed by a different set 
of workers specifi cally trained to do that task. The work-
ers do not have to live near each other; they often live in 
different parts of a country or different parts of the world. 
Not only are the tasks geographically dispersed, but the 
parts and materials needed to manufacture products also 
come from many locations around the world. 

In their search for natural resources and for low-cost 
(even free) labor, European governments vigorously col-
onized much of Asia, Africa, and the Pacifi c in the late 
19th and early 20th centuries. In 1883 King Leopold II 
of Belgium claimed as his private property one million 
square miles of land that encompassed 15 million people. 
Leo pold’s personal hold over the land was formally legit-
imized in 1885 by the leaders of 13 European countries 
and the United States who were attending the Berlin West 
Africa Conference (see Figure 5.1). The purpose of that 
conference was to carve Africa into colonies and divide the 
continent’s natural resources among competing colonial 

As early as 1871 the British-born journalist and explorer Henry Morton 
Stanley led expeditions along the Congo River, documenting the com-
mercial possibilities of the land and making “deals” to acquire land for 
Leopold. In his diary he wrote, “Every cordial-faced aborigine whom 
I meet . . . I look upon . . . as a future recruit to the ranks of soldier-
laborer” (Hochschild 1998, p. 68).
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social interaction An everyday event in which at least two people 
communicate and respond through language and symbolic gestures to 
affect one another’s behavior and thinking.

division of labor Work that is broken down into specialized tasks, 
each performed by a different set of persons trained to do that task. 
The persons doing each task often live in different parts of the world. 
Not only are the tasks specialized, but the parts and materials needed 
to manufacture products also come from many different regions of 
the world.



powers (Witte 1992). The vast amount of land awarded to 
Leopold contained as many as 450 ethnic groups, rang-
ing “from citizens of large, organizationally sophisticated 
kingdoms to the Pygmies of the Ituri Rain Forest, who 
lived in small bands with no chiefs and no formal struc-
ture or government” (Hochschild 1998, p. 72). 

For 23 years Leopold capitalized on the world’s demand 
for rubber, ivory (to be used in making piano keys, billiard 
balls, snuff boxes), palm oil (a machine-oil lubricant and 
an ingredient in soaps such as Palmolive), coffee, cocoa, 
lumber, and diamonds. His reign over the Congo was the 
“vilest scramble for loot that ever disfi gured the history 
of human conscience and geographical location” (Conrad 
1971, p. 118). The methods he used to extract rubber for 
his own personal gain involved atrocities so ghastly that in 
1908 international outrage forced the Belgian government 
to assume administration of the country. Both Leopold and 
the Belgian government forced the indigenous Africans to 
leave their villages to work the mines, cultivate and harvest 

▲ Figure 5.1 European Colonization of Africa 

By 1913 all of Africa had been divided into European colonies.

Spain

Italy

France

Britain

Germany

Portugal

Belgium

The Belgian colonists viewed and treated the Congolese “like animals, 
as beasts of burden” forcing them to carry or push loads long dis-
tances (Hochschild 1998).
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crops, and build and maintain roads and train tracks. Keep 
in mind that the “roads were not built for Africans. Their 
purpose was to provide the Europeans with easy access 
into the interior in order to maintain order, increase trade, 
and get raw materials out” (Mark 1995, p. 220).

The Belgian Congo’s capital city, Léopoldville (now 
Kinshasa), became the major inland port connecting all 
of Central Africa to the West and beyond. The capital—
located on the Congo River, the “river that swallows all 
rivers” running through what is now the DRC, Zambia, 
Angola, Tanzania, Cameroon, and Gabon—attracted 
Europeans and Africans. All trade originating within 
8,000 miles of waterways “fanning out, like the veins of a 
leaf” from Léopoldville passed through that city (Forbath 
1977, p. 12). Figure 5.2 below shows the location of the for-
mer capital in relation to the many surrounding rivers.

A Léopoldville shipyard in the 1930s. Shipyard workers are pushing 
barges into the Congo River.

Ur
ba

in
 U

re
el

▲ Figure 5.2 The Rivers of Central Africa

The map shows Léopoldville, the capital of the Belgian Congo. It was located on the Congo River—the ”river that swallows all rivers” running through 
what is now the DRC, Zambia, Angola, Tanzania, Cameroon, and Gabon. The capital city attracted Europeans and Africans, who traded along the 8,000 
miles of waterways which passed through the city and then out to sea. 



As industrialization proceeded in Europe and the 
United States, the demand for various raw materials grew. 
The world came to depend on the Congo as a source of 
copper, cobalt (needed to manufacture jet engines), indus-
trial diamonds, zinc, silver, gold, manganese (needed to 
make steel and aluminum dry-cell batteries), coltan (a 
heat-resistant mineral used in cell phones, laptops, and 
Playstations), and uranium (needed to generate atomic 
energy and fuel the atomic bomb) (Oliver 2006).

Solidarity: The Ties That Bind

■ CORE CONCEPT 3: Solidarity—the ties that bind people to 

one another and shape their interactions—can be mechanical 

or organic. Durkheim noted that as the division of labor 
becomes more specialized and as the sources of materials 
for products become more geographically diverse, a new 
kind of solidarity emerges. He used the term solidarity 
to describe the ties that bind people to one another in a 
society and shape their interactions. Durkheim observed 
that mechanical solidarity is characteristic of preindustrial 
societies and that organic solidarity is characteristic of 
industrial societies.

Mechanical Solidarity

Mechanical solidarity characterizes a social order based on 
a common conscience, or uniform thinking and behavior. 
In this situation a person’s “fi rst duty is to resemble every-
body else”—that is, “not to have anything personal about 

one’s [core] beliefs and actions” (Durkheim [1933] 1964, 
p. 396). Durkheim believed that this similarity derived 
from the simple division of labor and the corresponding 
lack of specialization. In other words, a simple division of 
labor causes people to be more alike than different, because 
they do the same kind of tasks to maintain their liveli-
hood. This similarity gives rise to common experiences, 
skills, core beliefs, attitudes, and thoughts. In societies 
characterized by mechanical solidarity, the ties that bind 
individuals to one another are based primarily on kinship, 
religion, and a shared way of life. To understand how soci-
ety is organized around mechanical solidarity, consider the 
lifestyle of the Mbuti pygmies, a hunting-and-gathering 
people who, before colonization, lived in the Ituri Forest 
(an equatorial rain forest) in what is now the northeastern 
DRC. Their society represents one of the many ways of life 
that colonization forced people to abandon:

The Mbuti share a forest-oriented value system. Their common 

conscience derived from the fact that the forest gives them 

food, fi rewood, and materials for shelter. It is not surprising 

that the Mbuti recognize their dependence upon the forest and 

refer to it as “Father” or “Mother” because as they say it gives 

them food, warmth, shelter, and clothing just like their parents. 

Mbuti say that the forest also, like their parents, gives them 

affection. . . . The forest is more than mere environment to the 

Mbuti. It is a living, conscious thing, both natural and super-

natural, something that has to be depended upon, respected, 

trusted, obeyed, and loved. The love demanded of the Mbuti is 

no romanticism, and perhaps it might be better included under 

“respect.” It is their world, and in return for their affection and 

trust it supplies them with all their needs. (1965, p. 19)

Mbuti are aware of the ongoing destruction of the rain 
forest by companies that push them farther into the for-
est’s interior. The pygmies agree that if they leave the for-
est and become part of the modern world, their way of life 
will die: “The forest is our home; when we leave the forest, 
or when the forest dies, we shall die. We are the people of 
the forest” (Turnball 1961, p. 260).

Organic Solidarity

A society with a complex division of labor is character-
ized by organic solidarity—a social order based on inter-
dependence and cooperation among people performing 

In a 24-hours-a-day, seven-days-a-week operation, European and Asian 
logging companies remove an estimated 10 million cubic meters of 
wood each year from forests in Central African countries, including the 
DRC (Peterson and Ammann 2003). 
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solidarity The ties that bind people to one another in a society.

mechanical solidarity Social order and cohesion based on a 
common conscience, or uniform thinking and behavior.

organic solidarity Social order based on interdependence and 
cooperation among people performing a wide range of diverse 
and specialized tasks.
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a wide range of diverse and specialized tasks. A complex 
division of labor increases differences among people, in 
turn leading to a decrease in common conscience. Never-
theless, Durkheim argued, the ties that bind people to one 
another, based on specialization and interdependence, 
can be very strong. 

Specialization means that the tasks needed to make a 
product or to deliver a service are performed by workers 
who have been trained to do a specifi ed task or tasks. The 
fi nal product depends on contributions from all relevant 
occupational categories. Relationships refl ect this special-
ization. People relate to one another in terms of their spe-
cialized roles in the division of labor. When we interact in 
this manner, we ignore personal differences and treat indi-
viduals who perform the same tasks as interchangeable. 
Thus, most day-to-day interactions are largely transitory, 
limited, impersonal, and instrumental (that is, we interact 
with people for a specifi c reason, not to get to know them). 
We buy tires from a dealer; we interact with a customer 
service representative by telephone, computer, or fax; we 
travel by airplane from city to city in a matter of hours 
and are served by fl ight attendants; we pay a supermarket 
cashier for coffee; and we deal with a lab technician when 
we give or sell blood. We do not need to know these people 
personally to interact with them. Likewise, we do not need 
to know the people behind the scenes: the rubber gatherer, 
the ivory hunter, the coffee grower, or the logger working 
in the DRC who contributed to making the products we 
purchase. When the division of labor is complex and when 
the materials for products are geographically scattered, 
few individuals possess the knowledge, skills, and mate-

rials to be self-suffi cient. Consequently, people fi nd that 
they must depend on others. Thus, social ties are strong 
because people need one another to survive.

Disruptions to the Division 
of Labor

■ CORE CONCEPT 4: Disruptions to the division of labor pro-

foundly affect interaction and an individual’s ability to con-

nect with others meaningfully. Durkheim hypothesized 
that people become more vulnerable as the division of 
labor becomes more complex and more specialized. He 
was particularly concerned with the kinds of events that 
break down individuals’ ability to connect with others 
meaningfully through their labor. Such events include 
(1) industrial and commercial crises caused by plant clos-
ings, massive layoffs, epidemics, technological revolutions, 
or war; (2) workers’ strikes; (3) job specialization, insofar 
as workers are so isolated that few people grasp the work-
ings and consequences of the overall enterprise; (4) forced 
division of labor, to the extent that occupations are fi lled 
according to inherited traits (such as nationality, age, race 
or sex) rather than ability; and (5) ineffi cient management 
and development of workers’ talents and abilities, so that 
work for them is nonexistent, irregular, intermittent, or 
subject to high turnover. See Intersection of Biography 
and Society: “Disruptions to the Division of Labor” for 
two examples of how disruptions to the division of labor 
disrupt relationships and shape interactions. 

Since at least 1883, disruptions to the division of labor 
have plagued the Congo region. Figure 5.3 puts these dis-
ruptions into historical context. In all cases, the disruptions 
severed established connections and interactions among 
people, threw people unfamiliar with one another together, 
and made them vulnerable to HIV/AIDS. While it is diffi -
cult to pinpoint the exact disruption and resulting interac-
tions responsible for triggering the HIV/AIDS pandemic, 
one thing is clear: HIV’s origin must be placed in the con-
text of European colonial rule of Africa and the ways colo-
nial practices shaped interactions among outsiders and the 
hundreds of Congolese ethnic groups (Moore 2006). 

AIDS researchers believe that the story of this global 
epidemic started in southeastern Cameroon around 1930, 
when the virus “jumped” from a chimp to a human host. 
Researchers speculate that the host was a male from the 
Bantu ethnic group who hunted and butchered chimpan-
zees for meat. For the virus to survive and lead to an epi-
demic, it had to jump from human to human and make its 
way to a big city, where human hosts were many. The clos-
est such city was Léopoldville (later renamed Kinshasa), 
in the Belgian Congo (Abraham 2006). But there must be 
more to the story than this, because this hunting practice 
had been going on for thousands of years. The key socio-

In societies characterized by organic solidarity, most day-to-day inter-
actions are largely transitory, limited, impersonal, and instrumental. 
We interact with people for a specifi c reason, not to get to know them. 
For example, we can interact with the the person who draws blood for 
medical tests without knowing them personally.
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logical question is this: What is signifi cant about the year 
1930 (give or take 10 years)? 

By 1930, Belgian-imposed division of labor had "forced" 
enough people together to sustain the virus.

Forced labor camps of thousands had poor sanitation, poor 

diet and exhausting labor demands. It is hard to imagine better 

conditions for the establishment of an immune-defi ciency dis-

ease. To care for the health of the laborers, well-meaning, but 

undersupplied doctors, routinely inoculated workers against 

small pox and dysentery, and they treated sleeping sickness (an 

infectious disease transmitted by the tsetse fl y with symptoms 

that include severe headache, fever, and lymph node swell-

ing, extreme weakness, sleepiness, and deep coma) with serial 

injections. The problem was that multiple injections given to 

arriving gangs of tens or hundreds were administered with 

only a handful of syringes. The importance of sterile technique 

was known but not regularly practiced. Transfer of pathogens 

would have been inevitable. And to appease the laborers, in 

some of the camps sex workers were offi cially encouraged. 

(Moore 2006, p. 545) 

Furthermore, working conditions were such that they 
left the Congolese people vulnerable to illnesses and sent 
thousands of Congolese into the unfamiliar jungle in 

search of food, where they encountered chimpanzees. To 
complicate matters, HIV is exceptionally effi cient, in that 
it does not kill its human host within a few days, a week, 
or even a month. The human host stays alive for years and 
in most cases is unaware of the infection, increasing the 
chances of inadvertently passing it on to others (Abra-
ham 2006). How did HIV make its way out of the Congo 
region, leading to a global epidemic? Here we turn to the 
forces that resulted in global-scale interactions. 

The Global Scale of Social Interaction

The demand for the Congo region’s resources stimulated 
Western business interests to fi nd more-effi cient means 
for producing and transporting goods and services. The 
effort went beyond simply dividing labor into specialized 
tasks. Since the effort was profi t driven, it also involved 
fi nding ways to increase the volume of goods and services 
produced, the reach of markets, and the speed at which 
goods, services, and labor were delivered. Railroads, 
freighters, and airplanes (by 1920 there was a Belgium–
Congo fl ight) increased opportunities for more and more 
people to interact with people they would otherwise never 
have met (Wrong 2002). 

INTERSECTION OF  BIOGRAPHY AND SOCIETY

[The] fi sherman fl ees his small village to escape a colonial 
patrol demanding its rubber quota [which he cannot meet]; 
as he runs, he grabs one of the unfamiliar shotguns that 
recently arrived in the area. While hiding for several days, 
he shoots a chimpanzee [for food] and, unfamiliar with the 
process of butchering it, is infected with Simian immunode-
fi ciency virus (SIV), a retrovirus that is found in primates. 
On return to the village he fi nds his family massacred 
and the village disbanded. He wanders for miles, dodging 
patrols, until arriving at a distant village. The next day he 
is seized by a railroad press gang and marched for days to 
the labor site, where he (along with several hundred others) 
receives several injections for reasons he does not under-
stand. During his months working on the railroad, he has 
little to eat and is continually stressed, susceptible to any 
infection. He fi nds some solace in one of the camp prosti-
tutes (themselves imported by those in charge), but eventu-
ally dies of an undiagnosed wasting—the fate of hundreds 
in that camp alone. 

Disruptions to the Division of Labor

IN THE RECKONING David Halberstam (1986) profi les 
the life of Joel Goddard after he was laid off by Ford Motor 
Company. Goddard was married with two children. After 
he lost his job, his daily interactions shifted from col-
leagues at work to contacts with people at the unemploy-
ment offi ce. Moreover, he lost the structure in his life that 
came with the routine of his job. Instead of working, he 
watched TV, fi shed, or read want ads. His ties were further 
disrupted when friends from work moved out of state to 
fi nd employment. Goddard eventually took a job selling 
insurance and found himself selling to his acquaintances. 
He later quit, and then his wife decided to go to work. 
However, her success at work strained their marriage 
because it reminded Goddard of his failures.

 In “The Puzzling Origins of AIDS” biological anthro-
pologist Jim Moore (2004) describes a series of interac-
tions involving an African fi sherman who experiences 
forced division of labor in the 1920s and 1930s:
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1880

2010

2000

1990

1980

1970

1960

1950

1940

1930

1920

1910

1900

1890

Democratic Republic of Congo Timeline 1880–2010

1884
King Leopold II claims the Congo 
Free State (forced labor and 
migrant labor system)

1892–1893
Arab War (against European-led 
Force Publique)

1910
Belgian government assumes 
control over Belgian Congo (forced 
labor and migrant labor system)

1920?–1933?
French campaign against sleeping 
sickness—60,000–600,000 treated 
each year. Forced labor officially 
ends.

1940
Population of Leopold 49,000
1950
Disposable plastic syringes came 
on the market
1959
HIV blood sample stored in 
Leopold blood bank
1960?
100,000 Europeans live in 
Belgian Congo on eve of 
independence.
1960
Independence. Belgian Congo 
renamed Zaire. Civil Wars. 
Mobutu reigns for 32 years

1981–1983
AIDS “discovered”

1993
Population of Kinsasha 5 million

1997
Laurent Kabila declares himself 
president; Zaire renamed DRC

1999
Africa’s first world war in DRC. 
(1999–2003 involving soldiers of 
eight African nations)

1893
Smallpox vaccination

campaigns

1884–1910
10 million

Congolese
die

1920
Air service from Belgium 

to Congo begins.

1935
Government turns school system

and operations over to
religious groups including the

Salvation Army

1957–1960
Major trials of experimental oral

polio virus

1960
Mobuto calls in mercenary forces

from Morocco, Belgium, France;
skilled workers from Lebanon,

Pakistan, and India

1960
Population of Kinsasha 420,000

2000
Kabila assassinated and son
Joseph assumes presidency

1999–2006
8 million Congolese die from war,

starvation, disease

▲ Figure 5.3 Time Line of Major Events in the DRC



Global-scale interaction is not new. Industrializa-
tion and colonization drew people from the most remote 
regions of the world into a process that produced unprec-
edented quantities of material goods, primarily for the 
benefi t of the colonizing powers. In this context, AIDS 
(and other infectious diseases) cannot be viewed sim-
ply as a biological event; it is a social event as well. The 
importance of considering interaction on a global scale is 
supported by the fact that disease patterns have histori-
cally been affected by changes in population density and 
changes in transportation. Physician Mary E. Wilson 
(1996) describes the relationship between travel and the 
emergence of infectious diseases:

Travel is a potent force in the emergence of disease. Migration 

of humans has been the pathway for disseminating infectious 

diseases throughout recorded history and will continue to 

shape the emergence, frequency, and spread of infections in 

geographic areas and populations.

 The current volume, speed, and reach of travel are 

unprecedented. The consequences of travel extend beyond the 

traveler to the population visited and the ecosystem. When 

they travel, humans carry their genetic makeup, immunologic 

sequelae of past infections, cultural preferences, customs, and 

behavioral patterns. Microbes, animals, and other biologic life 

also accompany them. Concomitant changes in the environ-

ment, climate, technology, land use, human behavior, and 

demographics converge to favor the emergence of infectious 

diseases caused by a broad range of organisms in humans, as 

well as in plants and animals.

Keep in mind that it is impossible to state conclusively 
that the fi rst case of HIV originated in what is now the 
DRC.  Even if a particular Mbuti hunter were identifi ed 
as the person to begin the chain reaction of interactions 
that resulted in the HIV pandemic, could we in good con-
science defi ne that hunter as the source?

In the second half of this chapter, we focus on face-to-
face interaction, by which the interacting parties com-
municate and respond through language and symbolic 
gestures to affect another’s behavior and thinking. While 
interacting, the parties defi ne, interpret, and attach mean-
ing to all that goes on around them and between them. 

Social Status

■ CORE CONCEPT 5: When analyzing any social interaction, 

sociologists identify the social statuses of the participating 

parties. Sociology offers a rich conceptual vocabulary for 
analyzing the dialogue, actions, and reactions that take 
place when people interact, as well as for analyzing how 
the parties involved work to defi ne, interpret, and attach 
meaning to everything that goes on during the encounter. 
When analyzing any interaction, sociologists identify the 

social statuses of the participating parties. Social status
is a position in a social structure. A social structure con-
sists of two or more people interacting in expected ways. 
Two-status social structures include relationships between 
a doctor and a patient, a husband and a wife, a professor 
and a student, a sister and a brother, and an employer and 
an employee. Multiple-status social structures include a 
family, an athletic team, a school, a large corporation, and 
a national government. Statuses are embedded in groups 
and institutions, both of which are also key components 
of social structures.

Individuals usually occupy more than one social sta-
tus. Sociologists use the term status set to capture all 
the statuses a person assumes. Recall that Joel Goddard 
(see Intersection of Biography and Society: “Disruptions 
to the Division of Labor”), the laid-off Ford worker, was 
male, and unemployed, and he was a father, a husband, 
and a friend. Note that some of Joel Goddard’s statuses, 
such as male, resulted from chance, and others, such as 
father, were achieved. At least one of Goddard's statuses, 
unemployed, seemed the most important of the statuses 
he occupied. 

As one indicator of the massive movement of humans, consider that 
approximately 703 million people take international trips each year 
(World Tourism Organization 2007). Approximately 42 million foreign 
visitors enter the United States (excluding day-trippers), and 25.2 mil-
lion U.S. residents travel to foreign countries (U.S. International Trade 
Administration 2007). 
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social status A position in a social structure.

social structure Two or more people occupying social statuses 
and interacting in expected ways. 

status set All the statuses an individual assumes
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GLOBAL COMPARISONS

Percentage of Adult Population with  HIV/AIDS by Country

THE TABLE BELOW shows the years that HIV/AIDS 
was fi rst noticed in selected regions of the world and the 
main modes of transmission. Why do you think MSM 
(men having sex with men) is not considered a main mode 
of transmission in some regions of the world? Notice on 

▲ Figure 5.4

the map, which gives country-by-country breakdowns, 
that in the Democratic Republic of the Congo between 5 
and 15 percent of the population is HIV infected or has 
AIDS. At a minimum, that represents 1 in every 20 people 
(U.S. Central Intelligence Agency 2007).

15.0%–34.0%

5.0%– <15.0%

1.0%– <5.0%

0.5%– <1.0%

0.1%– <0.5%

<0.1%

Adult Prevalence %

Table 5.1

  Main Mode(s) of HIV/AIDS 

Region When Epidemic Started Transmission  Number of Cases

Sub-Saharan Africa Late 1970s–early 1980s Hetero* 24.7 million

Southern and Southeast Asia Late 1980s Hetero; IDU** 7.8 million

Latin America Late 1970s–early 1980s MSM***; IDU; Hetero 1.7 million

North America Late 1970s–early 1980s MSM; IDU; Hetero 1.4 million

Western and Central Europe Late 1970s–early 1980s MSM; IDU; Hetero 740,000

Australia and New Zealand Late 1970s–early 1980s MSM; IDU; Hetero 81,000

Caribbean Late 1970s–early 1980s Hetero 250,000

Eastern Europe and Central Asia  Early 1990s IDU; MSM 1.7 million

East Asia and Pacifi c Late 1980s IDU; Hetero; MSM 750,000

North Africa and Middle East Late 1980s IDU; Hetero 460,000

Notes: *Hetero: heterosexual transmission; **IDU: transmission through injecting drug use; ***MSM: transmission among men who have sex with men.

Source: UNAIDS (2006).



Ascribed, Achieved, and Master Statuses

Ascribed statuses result from chance; that is, the individ-
ual exerts no effort to obtain them. A person’s birth order, 
race, national origin, sex, and age qualify as ascribed sta-
tuses. Of course, one can always think of cases in which 
people take extreme measures to achieve a status typically 
thought of as ascribed; they undergo a sex change opera-
tion, lighten their skin, or hire a plastic surgeon. 

Achieved statuses are acquired through some combi-
nation of personal choice, effort, and ability. A person’s 
marital status (excluding widowhood), occupation (quar-
terback, physician, miner), and educational attainment 
(high school dropout, college graduate) are considered 
achieved statuses. Ascribed statuses can play a role in 
determining achieved statuses. Simply consider that in the 
United States 99 percent of airplane pilots are male and 
98 percent of child-care providers are female. Sometimes 
one status is so important to a person’s social identity that 
it overshadows all other statuses that person occupies. It 
shapes every aspect of life and dominates social interac-
tions. Such a status is known as a master status. Unem-
ployed, retired, ex-convict, HIV infected, homosexual, 
and disabled can qualify as master statuses. 

Master statuses, most notably a person’s sex and racial 
classifi cation, profoundly shaped interactions between 
European and African peoples between 1884 and 1960, the 
years the DRC was known as the Congo Free State and the 
Belgian Congo. During this time, white European males 
(predominantly Belgian) occupied the following kinds of 
positions: commissioned military offi cers, steamboat cap-
tains, district commissioners, and station chiefs. Belgian 
men and women also traveled to the Congo as physicians 
and missionaries. The black Congolese and other Africans 
who migrated to the Belgian colony worked as porters, 
canoe paddlers, miners, rubber gatherers, and low- to 
mid-level administrative and technical staff. Congolese 
women worked as maids, house servants, and prostitutes, 
and since there were always labor shortages, women were 
pressed to work on roads and plantations (Lyons 2002). 
Most Congolese were forced into these labor-intensive 
positions out of desperation or the threat of death from 
the Force Publique, a white-led repressive military force 
comprising African males from many ethnic groups both 
inside and outside of the Congo. 

Until independence in 1960 the Congo maintained a 
rigid system of racial segregation in all areas of life. The 
segregated school system was such that the Congolese were 
denied access to education beyond primary school. At the 
time of independence, only 17 Congolese had earned a 
university degree (Wrong 2000, Edgerton 2002).

■ CORE CONCEPT 6: People occupy statuses and perform 

roles. A social status has meaning only in relation to other 
social statuses. For instance, the status of a physician takes 

on quite different meanings depending on whether the 
physician is interacting with another physician or with 
a patient, spouse, or nurse. Thus, a physician’s behavior 
varies, depending on the social status of the person with 
whom he or she is interacting. 

Roles

All social structures allow sociologists to broadly antici-
pate the behavior of people occupying each status, no 

The status of disabled can overshadow all other statuses a person 
occupies. On the most observable level, this person also occupies the 
statuses of male and tennis player.
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ascribed statuses Social statuses that result from chance; that is, 
the individual exerts no effort to obtain them. A person’s birth order, 
race, national origin, sex, and age qualify as ascribed characteristics.

achieved statuses Social statuses acquired through some combina-
tion of personal choice, effort, and ability. A person’s marital status, 
occupation, and educational attainment are considered examples of 
achieved statuses.

master status One status in a status set that is so important 
to a person’s social identity it overshadows all other statuses a 
person occupies—shaping every aspect of life and dominating 
social interactions.
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matter the personality of the occupant.  Just as the behav-
ior of a person occupying the status of a football quar-
terback is broadly predictable, so too is the behavior of a 
person occupying the status of nurse, secretary, mechanic, 
patient, or physician. Sociologists use the term role to 
describe the behavior, obligations, and rights expected of 
a status in relation to another status (for example, profes-
sor to student or physician to patient). 

The distinction between role and status is this: people 
occupy statuses and enact or perform roles. Thus, physi-
cian is a social status, a fi xed position in a social structure. 
Attached to that social status are roles specifying how phy-
sicians are expected to behave toward people depending 
on the status (nurse, patient, colleague) they occupy. The 
role of physician in relation to a patient specifi es that a 
physician has an obligation to establish a diagnosis, not 
overtreat the patient, respect patient privacy, work to pre-
vent disease, “call on colleagues when the skills of another 
are needed for a patient’s recovery,” and avoid sexual rela-
tions with the patient (Hippocratic Oath 2006). In addi-
tion to their role obligations, physicians also have the 
right to demand that patients answer questions honestly 
and cooperate with a treatment plan.

Although roles set general limits on behavior, we 
should not expect behavior to be completely predictable. 
Quite often people do not meet their role obligations—as 
when physicians knowingly perform unnecessary surgery, 
overmedicate, engage in sexual relations with patients, or 
break confi dentiality. Likewise, some patients do not give 
honest answers to questions their physicians ask, and they 
fail to comply with treatment plans. Two sources of such 
failures to meet role expectations are role strain and role 
confl ict. 

Role strain is a predicament in which contradictory 
or confl icting expectations are associated with a single 
role. For example, military doctors, as physicians, have an 
obligation to preserve life and to “fi rst do no harm.” At 
the same time, they are part of a system that deliberately 
places soldiers in situations that threaten their physical 

and psychological well-being. Role confl ict is a predica-
ment in which the expectations associated with two or 
more distinct roles contradict one another. For example, a 
person in a sick role has an obligation to want to get better 
and comply with treatment plans. This obligation, how-
ever, can interfere with a second role the person holds—as 
when a woman fi nds that the side effects of a prescribed 
drug (such as drowsiness) prevent her from carrying out 
her obligations in her role as mother if she is not alert 
enough to care for her children properly. In this situation, 
the woman cannot be a good mother and a good patient 
at the same time.

Despite variations in how people perform roles, role 
is still a useful concept because, for the most part, a pre-
dictability exists “suffi cient to enable most of the people, 
most of the time to go about [the] business of social life 
without having to improvise judgments anew in each 
newly confronted situation” (Merton 1957, p. 370). More-
over, if people deviate too far from the expected range of 
behaviors, negative sanctions—ranging in severity from a 
frown to imprisonment and even death—may be applied. 
Serious punishment was meted out in the Congo when 
rubber gatherers and other forced laborers failed to meet 
imposed role obligations. To ensure that rubber gather-
ers met quotas, family members were held hostage until 
the quotas were delivered. Failing to gather enough rub-
ber could mean death for a spouse, parents, or children. 
If a village refused to participate in forced labor, company 
troops shot everyone in sight so that nearby villagers were 
clear about expectations (Hochschild 1998, p. 165). 

Cultural Variations in Role Expectations

Role expectations are intertwined with the larger cultural 
context. Recall from Chapter 3 that culture consists of 

Military doctors can experience role strain because they have an obli-
gation to preserve life; yet they are part of a system that deliberately 
places soldiers in situations that threaten their physical and psycho-
logical well-being.
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role The behavior, obligations, and rights expected of a social status 
in relation to another social status.

role obligations The relationship and behavior a person enacting a 
role must assume toward others occupying a particular social status.

right A behavior that a person assuming a role can demand or expect 
from another.

role strain A predicament in which the social role a person is enact-
ing involves contradictory or confl icting expectations.

role confl ict A predicament in which the expectations associated 
with two or more roles in a role set contradict one another.



material and nonmaterial culture (norms, values, beliefs, 
language, and symbols)—both of which shape behavior 
and thinking. In light of culture’s importance we should 
not be surprised to learn that the behavior expected of 
physicians varies across cultures. In the United States the 
main objective of the patient-physician interaction is to 
give a diagnosis and to use available technology to treat 
it. This objective is shaped by a core cultural belief in the 
ability of science to solve problems. Western medicine 
uses all available tools of science to establish the cause 
of a disease, combat it for as long as possible, and ideally 
return the body to a healthy state. In view of this cultural 
orientation, it is not surprising that U.S. physicians rely 
heavily on technological elements, such as X-rays and CAT 
scans, to diagnose conditions, and on vaccines, drugs, 
and surgery to cure them. This reliance is refl ected in the 

fact that the United States, with less than 5 percent of the 
world’s population, consumes an estimated 44 percent 
of the world’s pharmaceutical supply (Online Newshour 
2004). This is equivalent to 2.8 billion prescriptions per 
year, or 10 prescriptions for every man, woman, and child 
(National Center for Health Statistics 2002). 

We can contrast the U.S. physician-patient relation-
ship with the traditional African healer-patient relation-
ship. The social interaction between the African healer 
and patient is very different from that between the U.S. 
physician and patient. Like American physicians, tradi-
tional healers recognize and treat the organic and physi-
cal aspects of disease. But they also attach considerable 
importance to other factors: supernatural causes, social 
relationships (hostilities, stress, family strain), and psy-
chological distress. This holistic perspective allows for a 
more personal relationship between healer and patient. 

Sociologist Ruth Kornfi eld observed Western-trained 
physicians working in the Congo’s urban hospitals and 
found that success in treating patients was linked to the 
physicians’ ability to tolerate and respect other models of 
illness and include them in a treatment plan. Among some 

One of the most grisly policies of Leopold’s rule was to sever the right 
hands of Congolese who refused to gather rubber. Soldiers were under 
orders to turn in a right hand for every bullet fi red, as proof that they 
were using bullets to kill people (and not animals or for target prac-
tice). Often soldiers would sever the right hands of people to cover for 
other uses of bullets.
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The United States, with less than 5 percent of the world’s population, 
consumes an estimated 44 percent of the world’s pharmaceutical 
supply.

De
pa

rt
m

en
t o

f D
ef

en
se

 SOCIAL STATUS 129



 130 Chapter 5 SOCIAL INTERACTION

ethnic groups in the Congo, when a person becomes ill, 
the patient’s kin form a therapy management group and 
make decisions about treatment. Because many people in 
the Congo believe that illnesses result from disturbances 
in social relationships, the cure must involve a “reorgani-
zation of the social relations of the sick person that [is] sat-
isfactory for those involved” (Kornfi eld 1986, p. 369; also 
see Kaptchuk and Croucher 1986, pp. 106–108).

Given these culturally-rooted differences regarding the 
cause and treatment of disease, it is not surprising to learn 
that Europeans and Africans clashed over how to handle 
a sleeping sickness epidemic in the late 1920s and early 
1930s. Europeans, confi dent in the superiority of their 
approach, assumed that sleeping sickness and other Afri-
can diseases could be controlled, even eliminated, through 
European-developed techniques and technologies. With 
regard to sleeping sickness, those techniques and technol-
ogies revolved around needles, which were used to screen 
for and treat the condition.  

Most Congolese were suspicious of the European cam-
paign against sleeping sickness. They believed that Europe-
ans were responsible for the dramatic increase in cases of 
sleeping sickness and other diseases. Specifi cally, the Con-
golese made a causal link between the European-imposed 
disruptions to their economic and  social relations and the 
illness. They believed that slow, chronic illnesses like sleep-
ing sickness were man made.  For them diagnosis required 

careful investigation to identify the ultimate cause behind 
physical symptoms; treatment focused on reintegrating the 
sick person into the social fabric (Lyons 2002). In The Colo-
nial Disease, Maryinez Lyons (2002) argues that it “is vital 
to understand the profound importance and depth of this 
Congolese belief regarding cause and treatment” (p.183). 

The Dramaturgical Model 
of Social Interaction

■ CORE CONCEPT 7: Social interaction can be viewed as if it 

were a theater, people as if they were actors, and roles as if 

they were performances before an audience. A number of 
sociologists have compared social roles with the dramatic 
roles played by actors. Sociologist Erving Goffman offered 
a dramaturgical model of social interaction. According 
to this model, social interaction is viewed as if it were the-
ater, people as if they were actors, and roles as if they were 
performances before an audience in a particular setting. 
People in social situations resemble actors in that they 
must be convincing to others and must demonstrate who 
they are and what they want through verbal and nonver-
bal cues. In social situations, as on a stage, people manage 
the setting, their dress, their words, and their gestures to 
correspond to the impression they are trying to make or 
the image they are trying to project. This process is called 
impression management.

Impression Management

On the surface, impression management may strike us as 
manipulative and deceitful. Most of the time, however, 

People line up for sleeping sickness screening. In light of the labor 
needs at the time, the Belgian government and other Western players 
in Congo ventures considered diseased and dead Africans as economic 
losses. Thus sleeping sickness posed a grave threat in need of control.  
Sleeping sickness campaigns were institutionalized through a network 
of rural clinics, screening and injection centers, and hospitals. Between 
1923 and 1938 an estimated 26 million exams were performed in the 
Belgian Congo (Lyons 2002).
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Europeans’ approach to diagnosing sleeping sickness involved taking a 
blood sample through a fi nger prick or taking spinal fl uid, shown here, 
through a lumbar puncture (spinal tap). In Africa, sleeping sickness was 
considered the AIDS of the early 20th century.
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dramaturgical model A model in which social interaction is viewed as 
if it were a theater, people as if they were actors, and roles as if they 
were performances before an audience in a particular setting.

impression management The process by which people in social situa-
tions manage the setting, their dress, their words, and their gestures 
to correspond to the impression they are trying to make or the image 
they are trying to project.



people are not even aware that they are engaged in impres-
sion management; they are simply behaving in ways they 
regard as natural. Women engage in impression manage-
ment when they remove hair from their faces, legs, armpits, 
and other areas of their bodies and present themselves as 
hairless in these areas. From Goffman’s perspective, even if 
people are aware that they are manipulating reality, impres-
sion management can be a constructive feature of social 
interaction. Social order depends on people behaving in 
broadly predictable ways. If people spoke and behaved 
entirely as they pleased, civilization would break down. 

Goffman (1959) also recognized the dark side of impres-
sion management, which occurs when people manipulate 
their audience in deliberately deceitful and hurtful ways. 
Such was the case when King Leopold presented his inter-
ests in the Congo as purely philanthropic. He used the 
International African Association as a front for his profi t-
making ventures. His stated aim was to bring a human-
izing infl uence to the Congo—an effort that included 
establishing a chain of medic posts and scientifi c centers 
across the region and abolishing Afro-Arab slave trade. In 
reality, Leopold (through Henry Morton Stanley) signed 
treaties with 450 African chiefs, who were unfamiliar with 
the written word and the concept of treaties beyond those 
made in friendship with neighboring chiefs and villages. 
The treaties read,

In return for one piece of cloth per month to each of the 

undersigned chiefs, besides present cloth in hand, to freely and 

of their own accord, for themselves and their heirs and succes-

sors for ever, . . . give up to the said Association the sovereignty 

and all sovereign and governing rights to all their territories . . . 

and to assist by labour or otherwise any works, improvements 

or expeditions which the said Association shall cause at any 

time to be carried out in any part of these territories. . . .  All 

roads and waterways running through this country, the right 

of collecting tolls on the same, and all mining, fi shing, and 

forest rights are to be the absolute right of the said Association. 

(Hochschild 1998, p. 72)

Impression management often presents people with 
a dilemma. If we reveal inappropriate, unacceptable, or 
unpleasant information, we risk losing or offending our 
audience. If we conceal the same information, we may 
feel that we are being deceitful, insincere, or dishonest. 
According to Goffman, in most social interactions, people 
weigh the costs of losing their audience against the costs of 
losing their integrity. If keeping our audience seems more 
important, deliberately concealing information is neces-
sary; if being honest seems more important, we may risk 
losing the audience.

The tension between revealing and concealing infor-
mation comes into play when people test positive for HIV. 
If they disclose the test results, they risk discrimination, 
including loss of their jobs, insurance coverage, friends, 
and family (Markel 2003). This risk explains why many 
HIV-infected people fail to disclose their HIV status, even 
to sexual partners or when giving blood. In a study of 203 
HIV-infected patients treated at two East Coast hospitals, 
Michael Stein (1998) and his colleagues found that more 
than half the group claimed to be sexually active. Of these 
129 patients 40 percent had not disclosed their HIV- positive 
status to partners with whom they had had sex in the past 
six months. In addition, only 42 percent reported that they 
always used a condom. In another study, almost one-third 
of a group of 304 HIV-positive blood donors indicated that 
they had donated blood because their colleagues had pres-
sured them to do so (see Working For Change: “Uganda, a 
Success Story in Addressing HIV/AIDS”).

Front- and Back-Stage Behavior

Goffman uses other theater analogies—front stage and 
back stage—to identify situations in which people are 
most likely to engage in impression management. Just 
as the theater has a front stage and a back stage, so too 
does everyday life. The front stage is the area visible to 
the audience, where people take care to create and main-
tain expected images and behavior. The back stage is the 
area out of the audience’s sight, where individuals let their 
guard down and do things that would be inappropriate or 

The dramaturgical model portrays social interaction as theater, equat-
ing participants with actors performing their roles before an audience.
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front stage The area of everyday life visible to an audience, where 
people take care to create and maintain the images and behavior the 
audience has come to expect.

back stage The area of everyday life out of an audience’s sight, 
where individuals can do things that would be inappropriate or 
unexpected on the front stage.
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 WORKING FOR CHANGE

Uganda, a Success Story 

in Addressing HIV/AIDS

4.  Religious leaders and faith-based 
organizations have been active on the 
front lines of the response to the epi-
demic. Mainstream faith-based orga-
nizations wield enormous infl uence in 
Africa. Early and signifi cant mobiliza-
tion of Ugandan religious leaders and 
organizations resulted in their active 
participation in AIDS education and 
prevention activities. Mission hospi-
tals were among the fi rst to develop 
AIDS care and support programs in 
Uganda. The Roman Catholic church 
and mission hospitals provided leader-
ship in designing AIDS mobile home 
care projects and special programs for 
AIDS widows and orphans. 

5.  Uganda established Africa’s fi rst con-
fi dential voluntary counseling and 
testing (VCT) services. In 1990 the 
fi rst AIDS Information Center (AIC) 
for anonymous VCT opened in Kam-
pala. By 1993, centers had opened in 
four major urban areas. AICs pioneered 
producing same-day results, using 
rapid HIV tests, as well as the concept 
of Post-Test Clubs to provide long-term 
support for behavior change to anyone 
tested, regardless of test results. 

6. Condom marketing has played a key 
role. Condom promotion was not central to Uganda’s 
early response to AIDS. Surveys show the rate of having 
ever used condoms, as reported by women, increased 
from 1 percent in 1989 to 16 percent in 2000. Rates of 
males having ever used condoms were 16 percent in 
1995 and 40 percent in 2000. 

7. Uganda has experienced a decrease in multiple sexual 
partnerships and networks. In general, Ugandans now 
have considerably fewer casual sex partners across all 
ages. Ugandan males in 1995 were less likely to have 
ever had sex (in the 15- to 19-year-old range), more 
likely to be married and keep sex within the marriage, 
and less likely to have multiple partners, particularly 
if never married. Such behavioral changes in Uganda 
appear to be related to more-open personal communi-
cation networks for acquiring AIDS knowledge. 

Source: Adapted from “What Happened in Uganda?” U.S. Agency for Interna-
tional Development (September 2002).

UGANDA IS CONSIDERED a success 
story in overcoming the HIV epidemic. 
It has experienced substantial declines in 
prevalence of HIV infection. Prevalence 
peaked at around 15 percent in 1991 and 
fell to 5 percent in 2001. The estimated 
cost of this success was $1.80 per adult 
per year over a 10-year period. The dra-
matic decline in prevalence appears to be 
unique. Not surprisingly, it has been the 
subject of curiosity and scientifi c scrutiny 
since the mid-1990s. Uganda’s falling HIV 
prevalence can be traced to a number of 
behavioral changes: 

1. High-level political leaders sup-
ported the fi ght against HIV/AIDS. 
Uganda’s president, Yoweri Museveni, 
responded to evidence of the emerging 
epidemic with a proactive commit-
ment to prevention, which has contin-
ued. In face-to-face interactions with 
Ugandans at all levels, he emphasized 
that fi ghting AIDS was a patriotic duty 
requiring openness, communication, 
and strong leadership from the village 
level to the national capitol. 

2. An aggressive media campaign 
informed the public. The campaign 
involved using print materials, radio 
messages, billboards, and community mobilization 
for a grassroots offensive against HIV. The word was 
spread through thousands of community-based AIDS 
counselors, health educators, peer educators, and other 
specialists.

3. Intervention campaigns addressed women and youth, 
stigmatization and discrimination. Since 1989, Ugan-
dan teachers have been trained to integrate HIV educa-
tion and messages about changing sexual behavior into 
school curricula. Youth-friendly approaches promote 
reducing the risk of HIV infection by limiting the num-
ber of one’s sexual partners, delaying the beginning of 
sexual activity, abstaining from sex until marriage, 
remaining faithful to one uninfected person if married, 
and using condoms if “you’re going to move around.” 
Of particular note has been the decline in the percent-
age of youth aged 13–16 who reported being sexually 
active. In 1994 nearly 60 percent of boys and girls aged 
13–16 reported having already “played sex.” In 2001 the 
fi gure declined to less than 5 percent.

Uganda’s AIDS Support Organiza-
tion staff use motorbikes to take 
services to people. The services 
include “HIV prevention education; 
counseling and support activities; 
basic medical care for opportunis-
tic infections, sexually transmitted 
infections, and family planning 
services; and social support, 
including skills training for income 
generating activities and orphan 
support.”
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unexpected on the front stage. Because back-stage behav-
ior frequently contradicts front-stage behavior, we take 
great care to conceal it from the audience.  

Goffman uses a restaurant as an example of a social set-
ting that has clear boundaries between the back stage and 
front stage. Restaurant employees do things in the kitchen 
and pantry (back stage) that they would never do in the 
dining areas (front stage), such as eating from customers’ 
plates, dropping food on the fl oor and putting it back on 
a plate, and yelling at one another. Once they enter the 
dining area, however, such behavior stops. If you have ever 
worked in a restaurant, you know that such actions are 
fairly common back-stage behavior.  

The division between front stage and back stage can be 
found in nearly every social setting. In relation to the AIDS 
crisis, we can identify many settings that have a front stage 
and a back stage, including hospitals, doctors’ offi ces, and 
blood banks. An awareness of how front-stage–back-stage 
dynamics shape behavior helps us anticipate problems 
such as those described in a U.S. government General 
Accounting Offi ce (GAO 1997a) study. 

The GAO found that 20 percent of blood donors claimed 
they would have answered screening questions differently 
if a more private setting had been provided. It appears 
that one in fi ve donors did not answer screening questions 
honestly, because they were on the “front stage”—that is, 
others were within hearing distance and the donors feared 
disclosing answers that might be judged harshly. In fact, 
between 14 and 30 percent of blood donors believed that 
blood bank screening areas provided inadequate privacy, 
enabling others to hear answers to the questions techni-
cians asked. Such questions included “Are you in good 
general health?” “Are you a male who has had sex with 
another male even once since 1977?” “Have you ever taken 
street drugs by needle, even once?” “Since 1977, have you 
ever exchanged sex for drugs or money?” “Have you had 
sexual contact with anyone who was born in or lived in 
Cameroon, Central African Republic, Chad, Congo, Equa-
torial Guinea, Gabon, Niger, or Nigeria since 1977?”

Attribution Theory

■ CORE CONCEPT 8: People assign cause to their own and 

others’ behaviors. That is, they propose explanations for their 

own and other’s behaviors, successes, and failures and then 

they respond accordingly. Social life is complex. People 
need a great deal of historical, cultural, and biographi-
cal information if they are to truly understand the causes 
of even the most routine behaviors. Unfortunately, it 
is nearly impossible for people to have this information 
at hand every time they seek to explain a behavior. Yet, 
despite this limitation, most people attempt to determine 
a cause, even if they rarely stop to examine critically the 
accuracy of their explanations. As most of us know very 

well, ill-defi ned, incorrect, and inaccurate perceptions of 
cause do not keep people from forming opinions and tak-
ing action. The Thomas theorem describes this process 
very simply: “If [people] defi ne situations as real they are 
real in their consequences” (Thomas and Thomas [1928] 
1970, p. 572).

Attribution theory relies on the assumption that 
people make sense of their own and others’ behavior by 
assigning a cause. In doing so, they often focus on one 
of two potential causes: dispositional (internal) or situ-
ational (external). Dispositional causes are forces over 
which individuals are supposed to have control—includ-
ing personal qualities or traits, such as motivation level, 
mood, and effort. Situational causes are forces outside an 
individual’s control—such as the weather, bad luck, and 
others’ incompetence. Usually people stress situational 
factors to explain their own failures and dispositional fac-
tors to explain their own successes (for example, “I failed 
the exam because the teacher can’t explain the subject” 
versus “I passed the exam because I studied hard”). With 
regard to other people’s failures or shortcomings, people 
tend to stress dispositional factors (“She doesn’t care about 
school”; “He didn’t try”). With regard to others’ successes, 
people tend to emphasize situational factors (“She passed 
the test because it was easy”). Right or wrong, the attribu-
tions people make affect how they respond.  

Many people stress dispositional traits to explain the 
cause of HIV/AIDS, arguing that certain groups of people 
behaved in careless, irresponsible, bizarre, or immoral 
ways. They hypothesize that the disease originated in 
Africa and then spread to the United States and beyond 
through homosexual interactions. When I ask my stu-
dents—many of whom were born after 1981 (the year 
AIDS was recognized as a disease)—about the origin 
of AIDS, they repeat these popular beliefs. With regard 
to Africa, students point to the evidence that the virus 
jumped from chimpanzees to humans—specifi cally from 
chimps to African hunters who were bitten or scratched 
by chimps. With regard to homosexuals, students point to 
high-risk and promiscuous behavior. 

When evaluating the chimp-hunter and homosexual 
hypotheses, some questions must be asked. With regard 
to the chimp-hunter hypothesis, we must ask, If chimps 

Thomas theorem An assumption focusing on how people construct 
reality: If people defi ne situations as real, their defi nitions have real 
consequences.

dispositional causes Forces over which individuals are supposed 
to have control—including personal qualities or traits, such as motiva-
tion level, mood, and effort. 

situational causes Forces outside an individual’s immediate 
control—such as weather, chance, and others’ incompetence. 
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have been hunted for thousands of years, why did the leap 
between species take place around 1930 but HIV go unno-
ticed until the early 1980s? The answer lies in this simple 
equation: Suppose a single hunter is infected by an chimp 
and then transmits the virus to 2 people over 5 years, for 
a total of 3 people. In turn, each of those 2 transmits the 
virus to another 2 people over the next 5 years. We now 
have a total of 7 people infected over the course of 10 years. 
Now imagine a series of 5-year progressions. The number 
of cases climbs from 7 to 21 to 63 to 169 to 517 to 1,751 to 
5,253, and so on. Now imagine the virus being “helped 
along” by forcing tens of thousands of unskilled hunters 
into the forests to hunt chimps for food, by administering 
blood transfusions, by conducting inoculation campaigns 
with unsterilized needles, and by rounding up large labor 
pools and then abandoning the weakest and sickest work-
ers to scavenge for food in the forests (as their “unproduc-
tive state” merits no rations). The point is that, even with 
help, it took time for the virus to burst onto the global 
scene 50 years later (Moore 2000).

With regard to homosexual origins, we must ask, Are 
the categories male homosexual/bisexual and heterosex-
ual mutually exclusive? To ask the question another way, 

Is heterosexual contact always vaginal? According to the 
researchers who conducted the most comprehensive study 
on sexual behavior in the United States, between 13.2 and 
37.5 percent of respondents said they had engaged in anal 
sex with an opposite-sex partner at some time. Between 
55.6 and 83.6 percent said they had had oral sex with an 
opposite-sex partner in the past year (Michael et al. 1994). 
An Urban Institute Study fi nanced by the U.S. government 
surveyed a representative sample of 1,297 males between 
the ages of 15 and 19 and found that two-thirds had had 
experience “with non-coital behaviors like oral sex, anal 
intercourse, or masturbation by a female” (Lewin 2000, 
p. 18A). The point is that we could probably learn more 
about how HIV spreads if we classifi ed HIV cases by type 
of sex act (oral, anal, vaginal) rather than identifying the 
categories of people having sex (homosexual/bisexual or 
heterosexual).

 On the surface, attributing cause to dispositional fac-
tors—sexual practices, preferences, and appetite—seems 
to reduce uncertainty about the source and spread of the 
disease. The rules are clear: If we do not interact with or 
behave like members of the group to whom we attribute 
those dispositional factors, then we can avoid the disease. 
At best, such rules provide people with a false sense of 
security: The disease cannot affect us because it affects 
them (Grover 1987).

Dispositional attributions imply that these Africans 
and gays “earned” their disease as a penalty for perverse, 
indulgent, and illegal behaviors (Sontag 1989). Such logic 
supports the naming of a scapegoat. A scapegoat is a per-

Almost every country in the world produces 
AIDS-prevention messages tailored to the 
values and beliefs of people in that country. 
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scapegoat A person or group blamed for conditions that (a) cannot 
be controlled, (b) threaten a community’s sense of well-being, or 
(c) shake the foundations of an important institution.



illnesses include invasive cervical cancer, recurrent pneu-
monia, Kaposi’s sarcoma, toxoplasmosis of the brain, and 
wasting syndrome due to HIV. An HIV-positive person 
who has not experienced one of the 25 indicator illnesses 
can receive an AIDS diagnosis based on tests showing that 
the number of CD4+ T cells per cubic millimeter of blood 
has dropped below 200. 

Keep in mind that a diagnosis of AIDS depends on how 
the condition is defi ned. Until 1993 the offi cial defi ni-
tion of AIDS did not include HIV-related gynecological 
disorders, such as cervical cancer, or HIV-related pulmo-
nary tuberculosis or recurrent pneumonia as conditions 
that indicated AIDS. Before 1993 many indicator illnesses 
were unique to the gay population with AIDS. Under the 
revised defi nition, HIV-positive women with cervical 
cancer are offi cially diagnosed as having AIDS. Before this 
defi nition change, physicians did not advise women with 
cervical cancer to be tested for HIV and did not treat HIV-
 positive women with this condition as if they had AIDS 
(Barr 1990; Stolberg 1996). The revised defi nition added 
40,000 people to the total number diagnosed with AIDS.

Source: Adapted from Centers for Disease Control (2001a, 2004b).

What Is HIV/AIDS?

HIV (HUMAN IMMUNODEFICIENCY virus) is the 
virus that causes AIDS. This virus is passed from one per-
son to another through exchanging infected blood or other 
body fl uids, including semen, vaginal fl uid, breast milk, 
cerebrospinal fl uid surrounding the brain and spinal cord, 
synovial fl uid surrounding bone joints, and amniotic fl uid 
surrounding a fetus. 

AIDS stands for acquired immunodefi ciency syn-
drome.

Acquired means that the disease is not hereditary but 
develops after birth from contact with a disease-causing 
agent (in this case, HIV).

Immunodefi ciency means that the disease is charac-
terized by a weakening of the immune system.

Syndrome refers to a group of symptoms that col-
lectively indicate or characterize a disease. In the case of 
AIDS, symptoms can include the development of certain 
infections or cancers, as well as a decrease in the number 
of certain cells in a person’s immune system.

A diagnosis of AIDS is made by a physician using spe-
cifi c clinical or laboratory standards. The symptoms of 
AIDS are not unique to that condition. An HIV-infected 
person receives a diagnosis of AIDS after developing one 
of the 25 CDC-defi ned AIDS indicator illnesses. These 

son or group blamed for conditions that (a) cannot be con-
trolled, (b) threaten a community’s sense of well-being, 
or (c) shake the foundations of an important institution. 
Often the scapegoat belongs to a group that is vulnerable, 
hated, powerless, or viewed as different. The public identi-
fi cation of scapegoats gives the appearance that something 
is being done to protect the so-called general public; at the 
same time, it diverts public attention from those who have 
the power to assign labels. In the United States the early 
identifi cation of AIDS as the “gay plague” diverted atten-
tion from blood banks and the risks associated with medi-
cal treatments involving blood and blood products. Blood 
bank offi cials could maintain that the supply was safe as 
long as homosexuals abstained from giving blood (See No 
Borders, No Boundaries: “Imports/Exports of Blood and 
Blood Products”). 

    From a sociological perspective, dispositional expla-
nations of a problem that point to a group—or character-
istics supposedly inherent in members of that group—are 
simplistic and potentially destructive, not only to the 
group but also to the search for solutions. When a specifi c 
group and its behaviors emerge as targets, the solution is 
framed in terms of controlling that group. In the mean-

time, the problem can spread to members of other groups 
who believe that they are not at risk because they do not 
share the “problematic” attribute. This kind of misguided 
thinking about risk applies even to physicians and medi-
cal researchers. “HIV-positive patients older than 50 years 
tend to be more immunosuppressed and more often have 
AIDS at fi rst evaluation than their younger counterparts” 
(Reuters Health Information 1999, p. 1). Attributions 
about who “should” have AIDS affect the way in which 
AIDS is defi ned and diagnosed. The defi nition and diag-
nosis, in turn, infl uence the statistics about who has AIDS. 
Such attributions also affect the content of the physician-
patient interaction. In other words, if physicians do not 
believe a patient could be HIV-positive because he or she 
does not possess well-publicized attributes associated with 
risk (homosexual, young, male), they will not recommend 
testing (Henderson 1998; Villarosa 2003). Research shows, 
for example, that physicians do not suspect HIV/AIDS in 
older patients until their condition has reached advanced 
stages (see “What Is HIV/AIDS?”)

In evaluating arguments about the origins of HIV/
AIDS, we must recognize that we simply do not know how 
many people are infected with HIV in the United States 
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or worldwide. To obtain information on who is actu-
ally infected, every country in the world would have to 
administer blood tests to a random sample of its popula-
tion. Unfortunately (but perhaps not surprisingly), people 
resist being tested. A planned random sampling of the U.S. 
population sponsored by the CDC was abandoned after 31 
percent of the people in the pilot study refused to partici-
pate, despite assurances of confi dentiality (Johnson and 
Murray 1988). Two researchers involved with this project 
concluded that “it does not seem likely that studies using 
data on HIV risk or infection status, even with complete 

protection of individual identity, will be practical until 
the stigma of AIDS diminishes” (Hurley and Pinder 1992, 
p. 625). 

The United States is not the only country whose people 
do not want to be tested. Indeed, this resistance seems to 
be universal. For example, at one time Congolese offi cials 
were reluctant to disclose the number of AIDS cases and 
infection rates to UN offi cials or to allow foreign medical 
researchers to test their citizens because of sensitivity to 
the unsubstantiated but widely held belief that the Congo 
was the cradle of AIDS (Noble 1989).

NO BORDERS, NO BOUNDARIES

Imports/Exports of Blood and Blood Products

shortcomings, we mean defi ciencies in medical knowledge 
and the level of technology rather than simply negligence.) 
Blood bank offi cials later argued that they practiced this 
concealment to prevent a worldwide panic. (In Goffman’s 
terminology, blood bank offi cials did not want to “lose 
their audience.”) Such a panic would have brought chaos 
to the medical system, which depends on blood products. 
This delay in implementing screening ultimately exposed 
many people to infection, especially hemophiliacs. Hemo-
philiacs were at higher risk of contracting HIV because 

▲ Figure 5.5 Countries to Which the United States Exports and Imports Blood and Blood Products

No imports or exports

Import countries

Export countries

Import and export
countries

U.S. CORPORATIONS SUPPLY about 60 percent of 
the world’s plasma and blood products. The map shows 
the countries from which the United States imports blood 
and blood products and to which it exports them. For at 
least four years after HIV/AIDS was identifi ed, U.S. blood 
bank offi cials continued to publicly affi rm their faith in the 
safety of the country’s blood supply, insisting that screen-
ing donors was unnecessary. Yet, these offi cials never 
revealed to the public the many shortcomings in produc-
tion methods that could jeopardize the safety of blood. (By 
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their plasma lacks Factor VIII, a blood product that aids 
in clotting, or because their plasma contains an excess 
of anticlotting material (U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services 1990). In fact, we now know that 50 per-
cent of hemophiliacs became infected with HIV from con-
taminated Factor VIII treatments before the fi rst case of 
AIDS appeared in this group (Frontline 1993).

To truly understand the global AIDS epidemic, we need 
to consider the role of exported blood products in trans-
mitting HIV. The amount of blood products exported 

from the United States to other selected countries as a 
percentage of the receiving country’s total need is graphed 
below. The data are from 1981, the year that HIV was 
“discovered” and scientists fi rst learned that it was in the 
blood supply. Notice that at the time, Japan imported 98 
percent of its blood products from the United States—46 
million units of concentrated blood products and 3.14 
million liters of blood plasma (Yasuda 1994).

Source: U.S. International Trade Administration (2006); International Federation 
of Pharmaceutical Manufacturers Associations (1981).

Amount of Blood Products Imported from the United States as a Percentage of Total Need
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When sociologists study interaction, they seek to understand the social forces that bring people 
together. And once people come together, sociologists seek to identify the factors that shape the content 
and direction of interaction.

■ CORE CONCEPT 1: When sociologists study interactions, 
they seek to understand the larger social forces that bring 
people together in interaction and that shape the content and 
direction of that interaction.
Social interaction occurs when two or more people commu-
nicate and respond through language and symbolic gestures 
to affect one another’s behavior and thinking. In the process, 
the parties involved defi ne, interpret, and attach meaning to 
the encounter. When sociologists study social interaction, they 
seek to understand and explain the larger social forces that (1) 
bring people together in interaction and (2) shape the content 
and course of interaction. With regard to HIV/AIDS, sociolo-
gists ask questions like these: What forces increase the likelihood that HIV-infected and noninfected 
people will interact? What meanings do the involved parties assign to their encounter? How do the par-
ties interpret each other’s actions and reactions? How do these meanings and interpretations shape the 
interaction’s direction, course, and outcome?  

■ CORE CONCEPT 2: The division of labor is an important social 
force that draws people into interaction with one another and 
shapes their relationships. 
In The Division of Labor in Society ([1933] 1964) Durkheim pro-
vides a general framework for understanding the forces underlying 
global-scale interactions. As Durkheim describes it, division of labor 
refers to a product or service that is broken down into specialized 
tasks, each performed by workers specifi cally trained to do that task. 
The workers do not have to live near each other; they often live in 
different parts of the country or different parts of the world. Not 
only are the tasks geographically dispersed but the parts and materi-
als needed to manufacture products also come from many locations 
around the world. The Congolese workers shown here pushing a barge out to sea perform one of the 
tasks related to transporting products to European and other consumers.

■ VISUAL SUMMARY OF CORE CONCEPTS
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■ CORE CONCEPT 3: Solidarity—the ties that bind people to one another 
and shape their interactions—can be mechanical or organic.
Solidarity describes the ties that bind people to one another in a society 
and shape their interaction. Mechanical solidarity is characteristic of pre-
industrial societies, and organic solidarity is characteristic of industrial 
societies. Mechanical solidarity characterizes a social order based on a com-
mon conscience, or uniform thinking and behavior. The similarity derives 
from the simple division of labor and the corresponding lack of specializa-
tion. A society with a complex division of labor is characterized by organic 
solidarity—social order based on interdependence and cooperation among 
people performing a wide range of diverse and specialized tasks. The man 
getting his blood drawn does not need to know the woman personally to 
interact with her; the interaction is strictly instrumental.

■ CORE CONCEPT 4: Disruptions to the division of labor 
profoundly affect interaction and an individual’s ability to 
connect with others meaningfully. 
Durkheim maintained that people become more vulner-
able as the division of labor becomes more complex and 
more specialized. He was particularly concerned with 
the kinds of events that break down individuals’ ability 
to connect with others in meaningful ways through their 
labor. Such events include (1) industrial and commer-
cial crises caused by plant closings, massive layoffs, crop 
failures, severe weather (such as Hurricane Katrina, which 
disrupted the work lives of thousands of people), techno-
logical revolutions, and war; (2) workers’ strikes; (3) job specialization; (4) forced division of labor; and 
(5) ineffi cient management and development of workers’ talents and abilities, so that work for them is 
nonexistent, irregular, intermittent, or subject to high turnover.  

■ CORE CONCEPT 5: When analyzing any social interaction, sociologists 
identify the social statuses of the participating parties. 
Social status is a position in a social structure. A social structure consists 
of two or more people interacting in expected ways. Individuals usually 
occupy more than one social status. Sociologists use the term status set to 
capture all the statuses a person assumes. Sociologists distinguish among 
ascribed, achieved, and master statuses. Ascribed statuses result from 
chance—that is, the individual exerts no effort to obtain them (the man 
pictured occupies the ascribed statuses of male and disabled). Achieved 
statuses are acquired through some combination of personal choice, 
effort, or ability, such as occupation and educational attainment. Ascribed 
statuses can play a role in determining achieved statuses. Sometimes 
one status, such as disability, is so important to a person’s social identity 
that it overshadows all other statuses that that person occupies—shaping 
every aspect of life and dominating the course of social interaction. Such 
statuses are known as master statuses. 
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■ CORE CONCEPT 6: People occupy statuses and 
perform roles. 
A social status has meaning only in relation to 
other social statuses. The common characteristic of 
all social structures is that it is possible to broadly 
anticipate the behavior of people occupying each 
status, no matter the personality of the occupant.  
Just as the behavior of a person occupying the status 
of a football quarterback is broadly predictable, so 
too is the behavior of a person occupying the status 
of nurse, secretary, mechanic, patient, or physician. 
Sociologists use the term role to describe the behav-
ior, obligations, and rights expected of a status in 
relation to another status. The two men occupying 
the status of surgeon are performing the role of oper-
ating on a person occupying the status of patient. 

■ CORE CONCEPT 7: Social interaction can be viewed as if it were 
a theater, people as if they were actors, and roles as if they were 
performances before an audience.
Social roles can be equated with the dramatic roles played by actors. 
In this model, social interaction is viewed as though it were theater, 
people as though they were actors, and roles as though they were 
performances before an audience in a particular setting. People in 
social situations resemble actors in that they must be convincing 
to others and must demonstrate who they are and what they want 
through verbal and nonverbal cues. In social situations, as on a 
stage, people manage the setting, their dress, their words, and their 
gestures to correspond to the impression they are trying to make or 
to the image they are trying to project. People alter their behavior depending on whether they are on 
the front stage (area visible to the audience, where people take care to create and maintain expected 
images and behavior) or back stage (area out of the audience’s sight, where individuals let their guard 
down and do things that would be inappropriate or unexpected on the front stage). 

■ CORE CONCEPT 8: People assign causes to their own and others’ 
behaviors. That is, they propose explanations for their own and 
other’s behaviors, successes, and failures and then they respond 
accordingly.
Attribution theory relies on the assumption that people make sense 
of their own and others’ behavior by assigning a cause. In doing so 
they often focus on dispositional (internal) or situational (external) 
causes. Dispositional causes are forces over which individuals are 
supposed to have control—including personal qualities or traits, 
such as motivation level, mood, and effort. Situational causes are 
forces outside an individual’s control, such as the weather, bad luck, 
and others’ incompetence. Usually people stress situational factors to 
explain their own failures and dispositional factors to explain their 
own successes. With regard to other people’s failures or shortcom-
ings, people tend to stress dispositional factors. With regard to 
others’ successes, people tend to emphasize situational factors. In the 
aftermath of Hurricane Katrina some observers believed the Gulf 
Coast residents did not heed warnings to leave (dispositional factor), while others argued that many 
people lacked transportation and money to evacuate (situational).
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Formal Organizations

With Emphasis on McDonald’s 
Operations
Sociologists view formal organizations as having a life that extends beyond 
the people who make them run. This idea is supported by the fact that most 
organizations continue to exist even as their members or employees die, 
quit, retire, or get fi red.

CHAPTER OUTLINE
 Formal Organizations 

The Concept of Bureaucracy

The Extremes of Value-
Rational Action
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▲ Little two-year-old Gregory Chew tries to get the attention of the Ronald McDonald that used to 

adorn the “Big Mac Land” at the old Busch Stadium, during Fredbirds Garage Sale at America’s 

Center in St. Louis, on November 27, 2005.
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McDonald’s? 

THIS CHAPTER FOCUSES on McDonald’s, a fast-food service 
corporation headquartered in the United States. At this writ-
ing, McDonald’s has 31,667 units in 118 countries (McDonald’s 
2007). On any given day, approximately 50 million people eat 
at a McDonald’s restaurant, and the fast-food chain estimates 
that it handles 18.3 billion customer orders per year (McDon-
ald’s 2007). Sixty percent of McDonald’s sales and profi ts 
are derived from its international units. As one measure of its 
global presence, McDonald’s ranks 318th out of the 500 larg-
est global corporations (Fortune 2006).

Our emphasis on the McDonald’s organization in this chap-
ter does not mean that McDonald’s is better or worse than 
any other organization. Focusing on this well-known corpora-
tion allows us to apply the concepts that sociologists use to 
analyze formal organizations—in particular, to understand and 
appreciate their power, the way they function, their internal 
dynamics, and their impact on society (Perrow 2000).

FACTS TO CONSIDER

WHY FOCUS ON

● McDonald’s is the world’s largest 
fast-food service chain and one of 
the world’s largest purchasers of 
beef, chicken, and pork (buying 2.5 
billion pounds per year) and of eggs 
(buying a billion per year) (Barboza 
2003a, 2003b).

● Each year, McDonald’s handles 
more than 18 billion customer visits 
worldwide.

● After Santa Claus, Ronald McDon-
ald is the world’s most recognized 
personality (McDonald’s 2006).

● When McDonald’s opened its fi rst 
restaurant in Kuwait City, cars lined 
up for seven miles to experience 
drive-through service (McDonald’s 
2006).
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Formal Organizations

■ CORE CONCEPT 1: The formal organization, a type of sec-

ondary group, is a coordinating mechanism people create to 

achieve a planned outcome. In this chapter, we examine the 
concepts that sociologists use to analyze formal organiza-
tions, coordinating mechanisms people create to achieve 
a planned outcome. Formal organizations are viewed as 
coordinating mechanisms because they bring together 
people, resources, and technology and then channel 
human activity toward achieving a specific outcome. That 
outcome may be to maintain order in a community (as 
does a police department); to challenge an established 
order (as does People for the Ethical Treatment of Ani-
mals); to keep track of people (as does a census bureau); 
to grow, harvest, or process food (as does PepsiCo); to sell 
goods (as does Wal-Mart); to produce oil (as does Exxon 
Mobil); or to provide a service (as does a hospital) (Aldrich 
and Marsden 1988).

Sociologists classify formal organizations as second-
ary groups, thereby distinguishing them from primary 
groups. Recall from Chapter 4 that primary groups are 
“fundamental in forming the social nature and ideals of 
the individual” and fuse members into a common whole 
(Cooley 1909, p. 23). Primary groups are characterized by 
face-to-face contact and by strong, emotional ties among 
members, who feel considerable allegiance to one another 
and strive to achieve “some desired place in the thoughts 
of [the] others” (Cooley 1909, p. 24). Examples of primary 
groups are the family, military units, and peer groups. 

Secondary groups are impersonal associations among 
people who interact with a specifi c purpose. Thus, by defi -
nition, secondary-group relationships are narrow in scope 
(confi ned to a particular setting and specifi c tasks) and are 
seen as a means to achieve some agreed-upon end. Mem-
bers relate to each other in terms of specifi c roles. One 
key to distinguishing primary and secondary groups is to 
examine the breadth of the relationships among members. 
If relationships are limited to a specifi c activity and setting 
and if members only know others by what they do and not 
by who they are outside that setting, the group would cer-
tainly be considered secondary. 

Secondary groups can range from small to extremely 
large. Examples of small secondary groups include a work 
unit, college students assigned to work together on a class 

project, and parent-teacher associations. Formal organi-
zations, many of which are large, also qualify as second-
ary groups. Specifi c examples include McDonald’s, the 
United States Naval Academy, and the Peace Corps. Keep 
in mind that members of secondary groups can form pri-
mary groups if they expand their relationships beyond the 
task at hand. Taken as a whole, the United States Naval 
Academy which enrolls 4,300 students is also a second-
ary group, as it is impossible for that number of people to 
interact with everyone in the group on a personal basis. 
Formal organizations are a taken-for-granted aspect of 
life. Simply consider that the human biography can be 
chronicled by encounters with them: “born in a hospital, 
educated in a school system, licensed to drive by a state 
agency, loaned money by a fi nancial institution, employed 
by a corporation, cared for by a hospital or nursing home, 

formal organization Coordinating mechanisms that bring together 
people, resources, and technology and then channel human activity 
toward achieving a specifi c outcome.

secondary groups Impersonal associations among people who inter-
act for a specifi c purpose.

This grandfather (right) and his son and grandson, who all share the 
same fi rst and last names, constitute a primary group.
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The 4,300 students enrolled in the United States Naval Academy consti-
tute a secondary group. 
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and at death served by as many as fi ve organizations—a 
law fi rm, a probate court, a religious organization, a mor-
tician, and a fl orist (Aldrich and Marsden 1988, p. 362). 
Formal organizations can be voluntary, coercive, or utili-
tarian, depending on the reason that people participate 
(Etzioni 1975).

Voluntary organizations (also known as voluntary 
associations) draw in people who give time, talent, or 
treasure to support mutual interests, meet important 
human needs, or achieve a not-for-profi t goal. Alexis de 
Tocqueville (1882) was the fi rst to observe that “Ameri-
cans of all ages, all conditions, and all dispositions con-
stantly form associations” and that those “associations are 
created, extended, and worked in the United States more 
quickly and effectively than  in any other country” (p. 129). 
Voluntary organizations include community service cen-
ters, politically oriented groups, religious organizations 
(such as ministries, churches, mosques, and synagogues), 
historical societies, and sports associations. Families and 
individuals who join the Ray and Joan Kroc Community 
Centers (named after the founder of McDonald’s and his 
wife, who left $1.5 billion to fund such centers nation-
wide) qualify as members of a voluntary organization 
(Allen 2006). 

Coercive organizations draw in people who have no 
choice but to participate. Organizations dedicated to com-
pulsory socialization, such as elementary schools and the 
military (when there is a draft), qualify as coercive organi-
zations. Other such organizations include resocialization 
or treatment facilities that work with individuals labeled 
as deviant because they are (or are seen as) not moving 

along normal pathways or not adequately performing 
their social roles (Spreitzer 1971). 

Utilitarian organizations draw people seeking mate-
rial gain in the form of pay, health benefi ts, or a new sta-
tus (as conferred through a college degree, certifi cation, 
or voluntarily undergoing some treatment). McDonald's 
qualifi es as a utilitarian organization as does any organi-
zation that employs people. 

From a sociological perspective, formal organizations 
can be studied apart from the people who designed and 
created them. Indeed, even as their members or employees 
die, quit, retire, or get fi red, formal organizations have a 
life that extends beyond the people who constitute them 
(unless a catastrophe hits and the organization is com-
pletely destroyed). 

The Concept of Bureaucracy

■ CORE CONCEPT 2: Most formal organizations can be classi-

fied as bureaucracies, organizational structures that strive to 

use the most efficient means to achieve a valued goal. Mc-
Donald’s Corporation coordinates the activities of 447,000 
employees in more than 31,600 restaurants located in 118 
countries to feed 50 million people each day. The concept 
of bureaucracy can help us appreciate the organizational 
structure behind this monumental feat. 

Sociologist Max Weber defi ned a bureaucracy, in the-
ory, as a completely rational organization—one that uses 
the most effi cient means to achieve a valued goal, whether 
that goal is feeding people, making money, recruiting sol-
diers, counting people, or collecting taxes. A bureaucracy 
has seven major characteristics that allow it to coordinate 
people so their actions focus on achieving the organi-
zation’s goals. After identifying each characteristic, we 
provide an example in parentheses, applying the charac-
teristic to the McDonald’s Corporation’s organizational 
structure.

voluntary organizations Formal organizations that draw together 
people who give time, talent, or treasure to support mutual interests, 
meet important human needs, or achieve a not-for-profi t goal. 

coercive organizations Formal organizations that draw in people 
who have no choice but to participate; such organizations include 
those dedicated to compulsory socialization or to resocialization or 
treatment of individuals labeled as deviant. 

utilitarian organizations Formal organizations that draw together 
people seeking material gain in the form of pay, health benefi ts, or a 
new status. 

bureaucracy An organization that strives to use the most effi cient 
means to achieve a valued goal.

Habitat for Humanity qualifi es as a voluntary organization  because 
people volunteer their time and talent to build affordable housing for 
low-income families.  The houses are affordable because the labor 
costs and profi t are not included in the sale price of these homes.  
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1. A clear-cut division of labor exists: Each offi ce or posi-
tion is assigned a specifi c task geared toward accom-
plishing the organizational goals. (One of McDonald’s 
Corporation’s organizational goals is to deliver a meal 
90 seconds after it is ordered. When a customer places 
an order for, say, a Big Mac, an order taker types it into 
a computer and the order appears on a video screen in 
the kitchen. An employee known as the initiator reads 
the screen. Other employees who work in assembly 
warm the bun, put on the main ingredients, includ-
ing condiments and other toppings, and then wrap the 
sandwich and send it to the order taker, who hands it to 
the customer [CNN Newstand Fortune 1998].)

2. Authority is hierarchical: Each lower offi ce or position is 
under the control and supervision of a higher one. (Indi-
vidual McDonald’s franchises are under the control of 
the corporate offi ce; employees at each franchise are 
under the control of managers and assistant managers.)

3. Written rules specify the exact nature of relationships 
among personnel and describe the way tasks should be 
carried out. (McDonald’s issues a 600-page Operations 
and Training Manual that specifi es everything from 
where sauces should be placed on buns to how thick 
pickle slices should be [Watson 1997].) 

4. Positions are fi lled based on objective criteria (such as 
academic degree, seniority, merit points, or test results) 
and not based on emotional considerations, such as 
family ties or friendship. (Each year, McDonald’s Cor-
poration receives 36,000 franchise applications, of 
which 360 will result in new franchises. One criterion 
for buying a McDonald’s franchise is that an applicant 
must have $200,000 of unborrowed cash on hand [Wil-
liams 2006].)

5. Administrative decisions, rules, procedures, and activi-
ties are recorded in a standardized format and preserved 
in permanent fi les (such as McDonald’s Operations and 
Training Manual).

6. Authority belongs to the position, not to the particu-
lar person who fi lls that position. This characteris-
tic implies that one has authority over subordinates 
who are on the job because one holds a higher posi-
tion, but one has little to no authority over subordi-
nates who are not on the job (unless, for example, the 
company requires workers to lead a drug-free life). (A 
McDonald’s manager has authority over other employ-
ees only when they are on the time clock, working for 
McDonald’s. The manager cannot demand that other 
employees do nonwork-related tasks, such as washing 
the manager’s car or babysitting his or her children.)

7. Organizational personnel treat clients as “cases” and 
“without hatred or passion, and hence without affec-
tion or enthusiasm” (Weber 1947, p. 340). To put it 
another way, no one receives special treatment. This 
utilitarian approach is believed necessary because emo-
tion and special circumstances can interfere with the 
effi cient delivery of goods and services. (According to 
standard operating procedures, every customer should 
be greeted with the words “Welcome to McDonald’s. 
May I take your order?”) 

Taken together, these seven characteristics describe a 
bureaucracy as an ideal type—“ideal” not in the sense of 
being desirable, but as a standard against which real cases 
can be compared. An ideal type of a bureaucracy is a delib-
erate simplifi cation or caricature, in that it exaggerates the 
defi ning characteristics of a bureaucracy (Sadri 1996). 
Anyone involved with an organization realizes that actual 
behavior departs from this ideal. 

Formal and Informal Dimensions 

■ CORE CONCEPT 3: Organizations include both formal and 

informal dimensions: The formal dimension is the official side 

of the organization governed by written guidelines, rules, and 

policies; the informal dimension includes employee-generated 

norms that depart from or otherwise bypass the formal 

dimension. Ideally organizations such as McDonald’s have 
well-defined and predictable job descriptions, rules gov-
erning relationships among personnel, and procedures for 
carrying out work-related tasks. The actual workings of 
organizations are not always clear and predictable, how-
ever, because the people in organizations vary in their 
ability or willingness to follow through—as when man-

Organizations treat customers as “cases.” If interaction between staff 
and customers were personalized, the speed of service would decline. 
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ideal type A deliberate simplifi cation or caricature that exaggerates 
defi ning characteristics, thus establishing a standard against which 
real cases can be compared.



agers hire family and friends or when employees do not 
always treat customers the same.

Sociologists distinguish between formal and informal 
dimensions of organizations. The formal dimension is 
the offi cial aspect of the organization; it consists of job 
descriptions and written rules, guidelines, and procedures 
established to achieve valued goals. The informal dimen-
sion includes behaviors that depart from the formal 
dimension, such as employee-generated norms that evade, 
bypass, or ignore offi cial policies and regulations (Seku-
lic 1978). For example, a manager may expect employees 
to work off the clock to meet goals related to labor costs; 
employees may give their friends free food and soft drinks 
when the manager is not looking; and servers may spit in 
a rude customer’s drinks. In a British court case involv-
ing McDonald’s, many former employees testifi ed about 
employees and managers who routinely violated formal 
corporate policies to meet profi t-related goals—squeezing 
French fry boxes before fi lling them to make them look 
fuller; watering down soft drinks, syrups, and shake mix; 
and failing to throw away food that had dropped on the 
fl oor (Beech 1994; Brett 1993; Coton 1995).

Another aspect of the informal organization is worker-
generated norms that govern output or physical effort. 
They include informal norms against working too quickly 
(workers who do so are often called “rate busters”), work-
ing too slowly, or slacking off, as well as unoffi cial norms 
about the number and length of breaks. According to 
the Second Annual Survey of Restaurants and Fast Food 
Employees, worker-generated norms may govern how 
workers respond to managers in the industry who workers 
think have treated them unfairly. On average, entry-level 
fast-food service employees claim they each steal $238.72 

in cash and merchandise per year, and they are more likely 
to do so when they believe they have been treated unfairly 
(Lowe 1997).

In light of these deviations from the ideal, one might 
ask, Why use the seven essential characteristics of bureau-
cracy to analyze an organization? These characteristics are 
useful tools because they focus our attention on impor-
tant organizational features. By comparing an actual 
operation against the seven ideals, sociologists can evalu-
ate how much a formal organization departs from them or 
adheres to them. As we will learn, many organizational 
problems result from not following offi cial policies, but 
many also result from following them too rigidly. One 
process that can push organizational behavior to extremes 
is rationalization. 

Rationalization 

■ CORE CONCEPT 4: The concept of rationalization—a process in 

which thought and action rooted in custom, emotion, or respect 

for mysterious forces is replaced by instrumental-rational 

thought and action—helps us understand how striving to 

achieve valued goals can have undesirable, even disastrous, 

consequences. Formal organizations such as McDonald’s 
strive to find the most efficient (time-saving and other 
cost-cutting) means to achieve its most valued goal, which 
is turning a profit. Rationalization describes the dynam-
ics underlying the never-ending quest for efficiency. 
While that quest can result in amazing feats, such as fill-
ing 50 million orders per day, it can also have unintended, 
destructive consequences for workers, the public, and the 
environment.

The growth and dominance of formal organizations 
goes hand in hand with a process known as rationaliza-
tion. Weber defi ned rationalization as a process in which 
thought and action rooted in emotion (such as love, hatred, 
revenge, or joy), superstition, respect for mysterious forces, 
or tradition is replaced by instrumental-rational thought 
and action. Through instrumental-rational thought and 

This sign reminds food service workers to wash their hands. Many food 
service workers fail to follow the policy before handling food. This 
informal practice explains, in part, why each year 76 million Americans 
get sick, 300,000 are hospitalized, and 5,000 die from food-borne ill-
nesses (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 2006).
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formal dimension The offi cial aspect of an organization, includ-
ing job descriptions and written rules, guidelines, and procedures 
established to achieve valued goals.

informal dimension The unoffi cial aspect of an organization, 
including behaviors that depart from the formal dimension, such as 
employee-generated norms that evade, bypass, or ignore offi cial 
rules, guidelines, and procedures.

rationalization A process in which thought and action rooted in 
custom, emotion, or respect for mysterious forces is replaced by 
instrumental-rational thought and action.
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action, people strive to fi nd the most effi cient way (means) 
to achieve a valued goal (see Chapter 1) (Freund 1968).

One way to show how thought and action guided by 
emotion, tradition, superstition, or respect for mysterious 
forces differ from value-rational thought and action is to 
compare two distinct thought patterns that drive human 
behavior toward farm animals. One thought pattern is 
articulated by Matthew Scully (2003) in his book Domin-
ion: The Power of Man, the Suffering of Animals, and the 
Call to Mercy. Scully portrays farm animals (all animals, 
for that matter) as possessing complex emotions, includ-
ing love and sorrow. He argues that humans have a “moral 
responsibility to treat the animals in our care with kind-
ness, empathy, and thoughtfulness. . . . It is wrong to be 
cruel to animals, . . . and when our cruelty expands and 
mutates to the point where we no longer recognize the ani-
mals in a factory farm as living creatures capable of feeling 
pain and fear, . . . we debase ourselves” (Angier 2002, p. 9). 
Clearly Scully believes that emotion must guide treatment 
of animals. 

Instrumental-rational, or by-any-means-necessary to 
achieve the desired end thinking, drives the treatment 
of animals raised on factory farms. Obviously, the more 
chickens a factory farm can house and the faster it can raise 
them to egg-laying maturity, the more meat and eggs it can 
produce and sell. Egg and chicken suppliers raise chickens 
in crowded conditions that give each chicken an average of 
49 square inches or 7 by 7 inches of space. Because chickens 
live in such close quarters, factory farm workers clip the 
wings and trim the beaks to prevent hens from injuring 
one another. Egg suppliers regularly practice “forced mat-
ing” by depriving hens of food and water for as long as two 
weeks (Food Institute Report 2000b; Yablen 2000). Appar-
ently this practice increases egg production: Facing starva-
tion, desperate hens will lay eggs so they can eat them. Of 
course, the eggs are taken before that can happen.

Weber made several important qualifi cations regard-
ing instrumental-rational thought and action. First, he 
used the term rationalization to refer to the way daily life 
is organized socially to accommodate large numbers of 
people, but not necessarily to the way individuals actu-
ally think (Freund 1968). Individuals actually think that 
home-cooked meals are preferable to fast food, but they 
fi nd it diffi cult to resist the effi ciency of fast-food service, 
which can feed millions of people per day: 

In a highly mobile society in which people are rushing, usually 

by car, from one spot to another, the effi ciency of a fast-food 

meal, perhaps without leaving one’s car while passing by the 

drive-through window, often proves impossible to resist. The 

fast-food model offers us, or at least appears to offer us, an 

effi cient method for satisfying many of our needs. (Ritzer 

1993, p. 9)

Second, rationalization does not assume better under-
standing or greater knowledge. In fact, Weber argues that 

“‘primitive’ man in the bush knows infi nitely more about 
the conditions under which he lives, the tools he uses, and 
the food he consumes” (Freund 1968, p. 20). People who 
live in an instrumental-rational environment typically 
know little about their surroundings (nature, technology, 
the economy). The consumer buys any number of products 
in the grocery store without knowing how they were made 
or what they consist of. Likewise, people who eat fast-food 
products regularly have no concept of how these foods 
were produced or how the foods can affect the body. In 
other words, they have no understanding of the processes 
by which the digestive system “ingests, absorbs, transports, 
utilizes, and excretes food substances” (National Library 
of Medicine 2004). People are not troubled by such igno-

People imagine that the chickens they eat come from farms where the 
animals are free to move around in the open air.
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Instrumental-rational action guides human behavior toward chickens 
raised on factory farms. Under this system, chickens have little space 
to move around and will likely never run or see the light of day. 
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rance; rather, they are content to let specialists or experts 
make corrections when something goes wrong with their 
digestive system or their general health.

Finally, when people identify a desired goal and decide 
on the means (actions) to achieve it, they seldom consider 
or dismiss less profi table or slower ways to achieve it. For 
example, people often turn to technology as the means to 
solve a problem they defi ne as important. The problem 
may be as seemingly simple as growing potatoes that can 
be processed into French fries or potato chips that look 
and taste the same. In creating such a potato, people fail to 
consider that the demand for uniformity limits the vari-
etal range of potatoes to those that are high-yielding, high 
in dry matter, low in sugar content, long and oval in shape, 
and uniform in color and fl avor (International Potato 
Center 1998). With the help of science, such potatoes can 
be produced, but they require heavy doses of chemicals 
and threaten the longer-term viability of domestic potato 
production to meet commercial processing requirements 
(International Potato Center 1998).

The McDonaldization of Society 

■ CORE CONCEPT 5: One organizational trend guided by value-

rational action is the McDonaldization of society, a process in 

which the principles governing fast-food restaurants come to 

dominate other sectors of society. Of course, McDonald’s 
and other fast-food service organizations are not the only 
formal organizations that strive to deliver a product or 
service by the most effi cient means possible. Sociologist 
George Ritzer (1993) describes a larger organizational 
trend guided by value-rational action: the “McDonaldiza-
tion” of society.

Ritzer sees the McDonaldization of society as “the 
process by which the principles of the fast-food restau-
rant are coming to dominate more and more sectors of 
American society as well as the rest of the world” (p. 1). 
Those principles are (1) effi ciency, (2) quantifi cation and 
calculation, (3) predictability, and (4) control. Effi ciency 
is an organization’s claim to offer the “best” products and 
services, which allow consumers to move quickly from 
one state of being to another (for example, from hungry 
to full, from fat to thin, from uneducated to educated, 
or from sleeplessness to sleep). Quantifi cation and cal-
culation are numerical indicators that enable customers 
to evaluate a product or service easily (for example, get 
delivery within 30 minutes, lose ten pounds in 10 days, 
earn a college degree in 24 months, limit menstrual peri-
ods to four times a year, or obtain eyeglasses in an hour). 
Predictability is the expectation that a service or product 
will be the same no matter where or when it is purchased. 
With regard to food products, this kind of predictability 
requires that they be modifi ed. If the consumer expects 
cheese, for example, to have melted and to taste the same 
each time they eat it, it cannot be a naturally made cheese 

(Barrionuevo 2007). Control, “especially through the 
substitution of nonhuman for human technology” (Ritzer 
1993), is the guiding or regulating, by detailed planning, 
of the production and delivery of a service or product (for 
example, by assigning a limited task to each worker, by 
fi lling soft drinks from dispensers that shut off automati-
cally, or by having customers stand in line). 

Ritzer’s model allows for amazing organizational feats: 
each year, McDonald’s handles 18.3 billion customer visits 
worldwide; pharmaceutical companies fi ll 42 million pre-
scriptions for sleeping pills, “rescuing” consumers from 
an estimated 1.4 billion sleepless nights; and manufactur-
ers of prefabricated houses assemble 1.3 million of them, 
taking hours to a few days to assemble each (Saul 2006). 
But the McDonaldization model also has drawbacks. Max 

McDonaldization of society “The process by which the principles 
of the fast-food restaurant are coming to dominate more and more 
sectors of American society as well as the rest of the world” (Ritzer 
1993, p. 1).

effi ciency An organization’s claim of offering the “best” products 
and services, which allow consumers to move quickly from one state 
of being to another (for example, from hungry to full, from fat to thin, 
or from uneducated to educated).

quantifi cation and calculation Numerical indicators that enable 
customers to evaluate a product or service easily.

predictability The expectation that a service or product will be the 
same no matter where or when it is purchased.

control The guiding or regulating, by planning out in detail, the 
production or delivery of a service or product.

This man takes a pill to help in sleep at night.  He chose the brand 
because it claims to help people sleep and because the pills' effect 
generally lasts between four to six hours.  
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Weber used the phrase iron cage of rationality to describe 
the set of irrationalities generated by rational systems. 
“Ultimately, we must ask whether the creations of these 
rationalized systems create an even greater number of 
irrationalities” (Ritzer 1993). For example, it may seem 
effi cient to divide up production so that “even a moron 
could learn to do the job.” At the same time, a work setting 
that requires so little skill generates high employee turn-
over: in the fast-food industry, the annual turnover rate 
can be as high as 100 percent (Ritzer 1993). Likewise, it 
may seem rational to develop, produce, and modify pota-
toes that allow fries to be made uniform, but the overuse 
of pesticides and other chemicals the practice requires is 
irrational.

Value-Rational Action and 
Expanding Market Share 

■ CORE CONCEPT 6: Value-rational action, or behavior guided 

by means-to-end thinking aimed at increasing market share 

and profits, helps explain how an organization expands its 

reach beyond local markets to regional, national, and global 

markets. One way to understand how organizations grow 
from local operations (McDonald’s began as one restau-
rant in Illinois in 1955) to global giants is to consider the 
actions they have taken to increase profits. Organizations 
employ five major strategies to reach the valued goal of 
turning a profit: (1) lower production costs, (2) create new 
products that consumers “need” to buy, (3) improve exist-
ing products to make previous versions obsolete, (4) iden-
tify ways for people to purchase more products, and (5) 
create new markets.

Lower Production Costs. Hiring employees who will work 
for lower wages, introducing labor-saving technologies, 
reducing the number of employees, and moving pro-
duction facilities out of high-wage zones are major ways 
corporations reduce production costs. McDonald’s intro-
duced a major labor-saving technology in the mid-1960s, 
when it replaced on-site potato peeling and slicing appli-
ances with a system of fl ash-freezing half-cooked potatoes. 
This change not only lowered the labor cost associated 
with making fries, but also allowed the company to offer 
uniform-looking fries (Johnson 1997). 

Create New Products That Consumers “Need” to Buy. 
Obviously, every new menu item represents a “new prod-
uct.” McDonald’s and other fast-food chains have been 
particularly successful at marketing their products to chil-

dren. The company offers Happy Meals, which come with 
toys that many children (and some adults) “need to have,” 
such as Teenie Beanie Babies and toys tied in with Disney 
movies, such as Finding Nemo and The Haunted Mansion.

Improve Existing Products to Make Previous Versions 
Obsolete. This strategy includes making existing food 
items bigger and better. Fast-food companies compete, for 
example, to make better (hotter or crispier) French fries 
than their competitors do.

Identify Ways for People to Purchase More Products. 
Obviously, one way for a fast-food company to increase 
profi ts is to persuade existing customers to eat more 
(Langley 2003). In fact, one might argue, at least from a 
purely business perspective, that the “fattening of Amer-
ica” and other places in the world “may well have been a 
necessity” (Critser 2003). Suggestive selling is one way to 
increase the amount of food customers order. Order tak-
ers ask customers if they would like to “super-size” their 
value meal—meaning that, for a small additional charge 
(of between 39 and 50 cents), customers can receive a large 
French fry order and drink instead of medium-sized ones 
with their meal. Market researchers have found that when 
consumers use credit cards to defer payments until a later 
date, they are likely to spend more, and thus buy more, 
at the time of purchase. Fast-food restaurants did not use 
to accept credit card payments, but that has changed. In 
2004, McDonald’s reached agreements with Visa, Mas-
tercard, American Express, Discover Card, and Star that 

iron cage of rationality The set of irrationalities that rational 
systems generate.

Headquarters: Oak Brook, Illinois

First restaurant: Des Plaines, Illinois, 1955 

First foreign franchise: Canada, 1967

First foreign franchise outside North America: 
Costa Rica 

Latest foreign franchise: French Guiana

Number of customer visits to McDonald’s worldwide: 
50 million/day; 18.3 billion/year 

Number of U.S. restaurants: 13,774

Number of foreign-located restaurants: 17,893

Percentage of corporation profi ts derived from foreign 
sales: 66% 

Total revenue, 2006: $20.4 billion 

Total number of employees worldwide: 465,000

Most well-known charitable activity: Ronald McDonald 
House 

U.S. Fortune 500 rank: 109

Global Fortune 500 rank: 318

▲ Figure 6.1 McDonald’s at a Glance

Sources: Fortune (2007); McDonald’s Corporation (2007) 

 



allow use of those cards to buy its products (Associated 
Press 2004). A strategy Taco Bell uses to sell more food 
is to stay open until 1:00 a.m.; in conjunction with lon-
ger operating hours, they invite customers in for a fourth 
meal—a meal between dinner and breakfast. Similarly, 
many McDonald’s franchises offer 24-hour service. A fi nal 
strategy involves giving away free items to boost overall 
product sales. McDonald’s gives away free coffee to boost 
breakfast sales; Wendy’s sponsored a 25-city promotional 
taste tour, giving away 1,000 free hamburgers and 2,000 
gift cards worth $5 at each stop (MacArthur 2007). 

Create New Markets. McDonald’s began its expansion 
outside the United States in 1967, when it opened a unit 
in Canada. It now operates units in more than 100 foreign 
countries (see No Borders, No Boundaries: “Locations of 
McDonald’s by First Year a Franchise Opened”). In 2006 
alone the corporation opened about 800 new restaurants 
worldwide (McDonald’s 2006). In an annual report to 
stockholders, McDonald’s distinguishes between estab-
lished, well-penetrated markets (such as Australia, Bra-
zil, Japan, and the United States) and emerging markets 
(such as Argentina, China, Italy, and Spain), which have 

had franchises for more than fi ve years but have room for 
more franchises. The company has also identifi ed more 
than three dozen countries (such as Bolivia, Egypt, India, 
and the Ukraine) where it is working to introduce the fast-
food concept.

In their drive to create new markets, executives of 
fast-food corporations have come to realize that cus-
tomers make choices about where to eat on the spur of 
the moment, based on speed of service and convenience 
(the closer the restaurant, the better the chance custom-
ers will choose to eat there). These assumptions inspired 
McDonald’s to open its fi rst drive-through window in 
1975 (Tanner 2006). They also inspired McDonald’s and 
other fast-food corporations to locate restaurants in Wal-
Mart and Home Depot stores, gas stations, malls, airports, 
and hospitals, as well as on college campuses and military 
bases (Crecca 1997; Mannix 1996).

Multinational and Global Corporations 

Multinational corporations (or just “multinationals”) 
are enterprises that own, control, or license production 
or service facilities in countries other than where the cor-
porations are headquartered. It is diffi cult to estimate the 
number of multinationals in the world, because Inter-
net technologies allow as few as two people in different 
locations to form a corporation. The last estimate made 

multinational corporations Enterprises that own, control, or 
license production or service facilities in countries other than the 
one where the corporations are headquartered.

Staying open 24 hours has helped create the concept of a fourth 
meal—a meal between dinner and breakfast. This is one strategy that 
restaurants and other businesses use to sell more products. 

©
 D

an
ie

l T
. Y

ar
a/

M
or

gu
eF

ile

As a strategy for creating new markets, McDonald’s opened its fi rst 
drive-through window in 1975. Now drive-through windows are a stan-
dard feature of most fast-food restaurants.
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by the United Nations put the number at 65,000 multi-
nationals, with 820,000 foreign affi liates (Chanda 2003). 
Multinationals are headquartered disproportionately in 
the United States, Japan, and Western Europe (see Global 
Comparisons: “The Size of the Top 10 Global Corpora-
tions Relative to National Economies”). A multinational 
corporation can range in size from fewer than 10 employ-
ees to millions. In fact, most multinationals employ 250 
people or fewer (Gabel and Bruner 2003). Regardless of 
their size, multinationals compete, plan, produce, sell, 
recruit, extract resources, acquire capital, and/or borrow 
technology on a multicountry scale (Kennedy 1993; Khan 
1986; U.S. General Accounting Offi ce 1978). 

Multinationals establish operations in foreign countries 
for many reasons, including to obtain raw materials (such 
as oil and diamonds); to avoid paying taxes; to employ an 
inexpensive labor force; to provide low-cost services, such 
as call centers and help desks; and to manufacture goods, 

NO BORDERS, NO BOUNDARIES

Locations of McDonald’s by First Year a Franchise Opened 

ating guidelines (Waters 1998). One way the corporation 
builds its global identity across units is by requiring all 
franchise holders to attend a two-week course on quality 
control and management at one of its four Hamburger 
Universities or other international training centers (Wat-
son 1997).

▲ Figure 6.2 
Source: Wikipedia (2009). 
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provide services, or sell products to consumers in a host 
country (as does Toyota, North America, Inc.). The world’s 
largest multinational corporations are often referred to as 
“global corporations.” Theoretically, a truly global corpo-
ration should have some kind of economic relationship 
with every country in the world. Probably no corporation 
is yet global in that sense. Still, because of their size and 
reach, many corporations are classifi ed as global—most 
notably, those on the Fortune Global 500 list. 

Critics of multinational corporations maintain that 
they are engines of destruction. That is, they exploit peo-
ple and natural resources to manufacture products inex-
pensively. They take advantage of desperately poor labor 
forces, lenient environmental regulations, and sometimes 
nonexistent worker safety standards. Supporters of mul-
tinational corporations, by contrast, maintain that these 
companies are agents of progress. They praise the mul-
tinationals’ ability to raise standards of living, increase 

THE FIRST MCDONALD’S restaurant opened in 
1955 in Des Plaines, Illinois. Since then, operations have 
spread to more than 100 other countries, the most recent 
being French Guiana. Franchise holders are McDonald’s 
employees and independent businesses. That is, they oper-
ate their own restaurants but must adhere to strict oper-



GLOBAL COMPARISONS

The Size of the Top 10 Global Corporations 

Relative to National Economies, 2008

ONE REASON THAT the largest multinational orga-
nizations have great infl uence on the societies in which 
they operate is related to their size. Taken together, the 
annual revenues of the top 10 global corporations are 
about $2.6 trillion. Only fi ve countries in the world—the 
United States, China, Japan, India, and Germany—possess 
a gross national product that exceeds that amount. The 
annual revenue of the world’s largest corporation, Wal-
Mart, exceeds $378 billion. Only 30 countries have a gross 
national product that exceeds that amount: the United 

States, China, Japan, India, Germany, the United King-
dom, Russia, France, Brazil, Italy, Mexico, Spain, Canada, 
South Korea, Indonesia, Turkey, Iran, Australia, Taiwan, 
the Netherlands, Poland, Saudi Arabia, Argentina, Thai-
land, South Africa, Pakistan, Egypt, Colombia, Belgium, 
and Malaysia. Notice that petroleum industries dominate 
(Total is a French-based oil, gas, and chemical company). 
Since this list was created, GM declared bankruptcy and 
restructured its organization.  GM will likely drop off this 
list when Fortune Magazine next releases it.

The World’s Largest Global Corporations, 2008

 Revenues Profi ts
Corporation (in $ millions) (in $ millions) Headquarters

Wal-Mart Stores 378,799 12,731 Bentonville, AR

Exxon Mobil 372,824 40,610 Irving, TX

Royal Dutch Shell 355,782 31,331 The Hague, Netherlands

BP 291,438 20,845 London, UK

Toyota Motor 230,201 15,042 Aichi, Japan

Chevron 210,783 18,688 San Francisco, CA

ING Group 201,516 12,649 Amsterdam, Netherlands

Total 187,280 18,042 Courbevoie, France

General Motors 182,347 –38,732 Detroit, MI

ConocoPhillips 178,558 11,891 Odessa, TX

Source: Fortune (2008)

▲ Figure 6.3 Countries (in orange) with Gross National Products that Exceed the Value of the Annual 

Revenue of Wal-Mart

Sources: U.S. Central Intelligence Agency (2008); Fortune (2008)

 THE CONCEPT OF BUREAUCRACY 153



 154 Chapter 6 FORMAL ORGANIZATIONS

employment opportunities, transcend political hostilities, 
transfer technology, and promote cultural understanding. 
In this regard, the president of McDonald’s international 
operations notes that his corporation does not “force” 
itself on foreign countries. Rather, he argues, governments 
around the world actively recruit the company:

I feel these countries want McDonald’s as a symbol of some-

thing—an economic maturity and that they are open to foreign 

investments. I don’t think there is a country out there we 

haven’t gotten inquiries from. I have a parade of ambassadors 

and trade representatives in here regularly to tell us about their 

country and why McDonald’s would be good for the country. 

(Freidman 1996, p. E15)

In reality, we cannot make a simple evaluation that 
would apply to all multinationals. Obviously, at some 
level, multinational corporations “do spread goods, capi-
tal, and technology around the globe. They do contrib-
ute to a rise in overall economic activity. They do employ 
hundreds of thousands of workers around the world, often 
paying more than the prevailing wage” (Barnet and Mül-
ler 1974, p. 151). Even so, the means that multinational 
companies use to achieve maximum profi ts for owners 
and stockholders (the valued goal) do not alleviate a host 
country’s problems of poverty, hunger, mass unemploy-
ment, and gross inequality. Critics argue that, if anything, 
multinationals aggravate these problems, because the pur-
suit of profi ts is closely related to social inequalities and 
ecological imbalances. 

One can also argue that multinationals are not respon-
sible for such problems as inequality or obesity. Consider 
this statement made by a U.S. federal court judge: “If a 
person knows or should know that eating copious orders 
of super-sized McDonald’s products is unhealthy, or may 
result in weight gain, it is not the place of the law to protect 
them from their own excesses. . . . Nobody forced them to 
eat at McDonald’s” (Weiser 2003).

McDonald’s former CEO Jack Greenburg (2001) elabo-
rated on the issue of healthy foods by arguing that “we’re 
selling meat and potatoes and bread and milk and Coca-
Cola and lettuce and everything else you can buy in a 
grocery store. What you choose to eat is a personal issue. 
Every nutritionist I’ve talked to says a balanced diet is the 
key to health. You can get a balanced diet at McDonald’s. 
It’s a question of how you use McDonald’s. Nobody’s mad 
at the grocery store because you can buy potato chips and 
pastries there. Nobody wants a full diet of that either.” 

To complicate matters, corporations claim that they 
merely respond to consumer tastes. For example, virtu-
ally all of the major fast-food companies have introduced 
low-fat foods on their menus, and most have proven 
unpopular with consumers. McDonald’s introduced the 
reduced-fat McLean hamburger, and Hardee’s responded 
with the Lean One. Taco Bell even gave away 8 million 
Border Lights products (low-fat tacos and burritos) and 
spent $20 million on advertising to launch lower-fat menu 

In annual revenues Exxon Mobil is the world’s largest global 
corporation. 
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Can McDonald’s and other food service corporations be held respon-
sible for the poor dietary choices many of its customers make? In one 
court case a judge ruled no on that question, but he did fi nd “that the 
company ran ads aimed at getting children to pester their parents into 
going to McDonald’s” (Koenig 1997: 20).
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items that the company eventually discontinued for lack 
of demand. 

Despite marketing campaigns promoting healthier 
choices, consumers clearly prefer menu items higher in 
calories and fat (Stone 1997). In fact, McDonald’s dollar 
menu, which features the least healthy fast-food items 
(double cheeseburger and fried chicken sandwich), is 
credited with increasing profi ts by 33 percent since its 
introduction. The typical McDonald’s restaurant sells 50 
to 60 salads per day versus 300 to 400 double cheeseburg-
ers (Warner 2006). 

Nevertheless, many people question whether corpora-
tions should have the right to ignore the larger long-term 
effects of their products and business practices on people 
and the environment, even as they respond to consumer 
demand. The most profi table product for a corporation 
may prove costly for a society due to externality costs—
hidden costs of using, making, or disposing of a product 
that are not fi gured into the price of the product or paid for 
by the producer. Yet, these costs must eventually be paid 
by someone (Lepkowski 1985). Such costs include those 
for cleaning up the environment and for medical treat-
ment of injured workers, consumers, or other groups. 

While multinational organizations are very powerful, 
consumers and “watchdog” groups have demonstrated 
that they can hold corporations in check. In many cases, 
informed consumers have gathered enough support from 
other consumers to change organizational behavior and 

structure. When Hindu activists in India learned that 
McDonald’s was cooking its fries in beef tallow, for exam-
ple, they spread the word. The result: Customer lines that 
had been up to a mile long evaporated. The consumer 

externality costs Hidden costs of using, making, or disposing of a 
product that are not fi gured into the price of the product or paid for 
by the producer.

Should corporations ignore the environmental effects of the 500 billion 
to 1 trillion plastic bags that consumers use each year to cart home 
groceries and other products? These bags take months to hundreds 
of years to decompose. An estimated 3 percent of plastic bags end up 
in creeks, rivers, lakes, and oceans—where ducks, turtles, and other 
wildlife choke or strangle on plastic debris that they mistake for food 
(Roach 2003).
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Table 6.1 Benefi ts and Drawbacks of

 Multinational Corporations

Common Multinational Corporation Claims 

of Benefi ts for Host Nations

Provide new products 

Introduce and develop new technical skills 

Introduce new managerial and organizational techniques 

Promote higher employment 

Yield higher productivity 

Provide greater access to international markets

Provide for greater accumulation of foreign exchange 

Supplement foreign aid objectives and programs of home coun-
tries directed toward the host

Serve as a point of contact for host-country businesspeople and 
offi cials in the home country

Encourage the development of new ancillary or spin-off industries

Assume investment risks that might not have been undertaken by 
others 

Mobilize capital for productive purposes that might have gone to 
other, less fruitful uses

Common Criticisms of Multinational Corporations 

by Host Nations

Lead to a loss of cultural identity and traditions by creating new 
consumer tastes and demands 

Are used as channels for foreign political infl uence 

Possess a competitive advantage over local industries 

Create infl ationary pressures 

Misapply host-country resources 

Exploit host-country wealth primarily to benefi t citizens of other 
nations 

Lead to loss of control by host nations over their own economies 

Possess neither suffi cient understanding nor concern for the local 
economy, labor conditions, and national security requirements 

Dominate key industries 

Divert local savings from investment by nationals 

Restrict access to modern technology by centralizing research 
and development facilities in the home country and by employing 
home-country nationals in key management positions

Source: Adapted from U.S. General Accounting Offi ce (1978).
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 WORKING FOR CHANGE

Margie Eugene Richard Takes on Shell Chemical

ing an elderly woman and a teenage boy who was mow-
ing the lawn. Richard recalls dashing out of her mother’s 
house one block away and spotting a body lying beneath a 
sheet and the 16-year-old boy, then still alive, covered with 
raw burns and bubbling blisters. In 1988 another major 
industrial accident killed seven workers and released 159 
million pounds of toxins into the air. Richard got into the 
habit of sleeping in her clothes so she could be ready to 
jump out of bed and run for her life if she needed to. In 
1989 Richard, then a middle school teacher, founded Con-
cerned Citizens of Norco to seek justice from Shell in the 
form of fair coverage of resettlement costs for her family 
and neighbors.

Fighting Back
Over the next 13 years, Richard led a community cam-
paign that consisted of equal parts hard science, grassroots 
organizing, and media savvy. She joined forces with envi-
ronmentalists and researchers to release a report revealing 
that the Shell refi nery in Norco was releasing more than 2 
million pounds of toxic chemicals into the air each year. 
In addition to serving as a community representative on 
a high-level EPA regulatory committee, Richard took her 
battle to the courts, acting as the plaintiff in a high-profi le 
but ultimately unsuccessful class-action suit against Shell. 
She has organized press conferences and local “bucket 
brigades,” empowering her neighbors by providing them 
with specially outfi tted plastic buckets so they can monitor 
hazardous air pollutants on their own. She has also partic-
ipated in educational workshops sponsored by Xavier Uni-
versity’s Deep South Center for Environmental Justice.

Richard has a sharp eye for political theater. At one 
point, she had a Web camera installed on her trailer home 
to broadcast live feeds of the refi nery spewing petro-

boycott succeeded in getting McDonald’s to honor Indian 
food traditions, such as its taboo against eating beef and 
beef products (Rai 2003). Unfortunately, consumers do 
not always use the power they have to push corporations 
to make lasting and meaningful changes in the way they 
do business. For example, the European Union plans to 
require that pregnant pigs be allocated enough space in 
their pens to turn around, although this law will not take 
effect until 2012. While we should applaud a change that 

improves the quality of life of factory farm animals, we 
might also wonder whether this is enough space to live a 
healthy life and wonder why it should take until 2012 to 
implement such a change.

In sum, we have a responsibility to be informed con-
sumers. When corporate executives feel pressure from 
consumers, they act; if only a small number of consumers 
speak out, however, their claims are often dismissed. Con-
sider the comments from McDonald’s CEO after four days 

MARGIE RICHARD GREW up in the historically 
African American neighborhood of Old Diamond in 
Norco, Louisiana, in a house just 25 feet away from a Shell 
Chemical plant’s fence line. Years later, she would stand 
on the front lines of a long, hard-fought battle to hold 
Shell accountable for the devastating health problems in 
her community. Four generations of Richard’s family have 
lived in Old Diamond, which has a less attractive nick-
name: Cancer Alley. It was so named because of the high 
rates of cancer, birth defects, and other serious health ail-
ments that plague the 1,500 residents who live on the four 
square blocks sandwiched between the Shell plant and 
a Motiva oil refi nery owned by a Shell subsidiary. More 
than one-third of Norco’s children suffer from asthma or 
bronchitis. Richard’s sister Naomi died at age 43 from sar-
coidosis, a rare bacterial infection. The disease typically 
strikes one in 1,000 people, yet Richard knows of at least 
three other neighbors who suffer from the same sickness.

Shell has been a fi xture in Norco, which lies 25 miles 
west of New Orleans, since 1929. Over the years, the 
plant, with its looming tanks and belching vapor stacks, 
has grown to the size of nine football fi elds. The corpo-
ration has steadily bought the property of neighboring 
residents, many of whom were descendants of slaves and 
sharecroppers who farmed the land before the Civil War. 
Other families simply fl ed to escape the health hazards 
associated with living in a toxic “ghost town.” Most of the 
residents who stayed were trapped by socioeconomic con-
ditions and family responsibilities.

A Fatal Gas Blast
According to Richard, the defi ning event in her decision to 
become an activist occurred in 1973, when a Shell pipeline 
exploded, knocking one house off its foundation and kill-



of protest in Seattle against the World Trade Organization, 
where as many as 2,000 protesters trashed McDonald’s res-
taurants and other businesses. The CEO noted that while 
2,000 people protested, 17.5 million other people visited a 
McDonald’s restaurant to eat (Greenberg 2001). The point 
is that there is no need to be concerned about the voices 
of 2,000 activists when 17.5 million consumers are voting 
with their feet, or mouths (see Working for Change: “Mar-
gie Eugene Richard Takes on Shell Chemical”). 

The Extremes 
of Value-Rational Action

To this point, we have focused on rationalization and value-
rational action, two concepts that help us understand how 
means-to-end thinking applied to the goal of turning a 
profi t has affected organizational structure, the McDon-
aldization of society, the iron cage of rationality, the rise 

chemical by-products. While speaking at an international 
environmental conference in the Netherlands, Richard 
approached Shell offi cials and invited them to take a sniff 
from a bag of Norco air.

Her untiring efforts have attracted powerful allies, 
including U.S. congresswoman Maxine Waters, and 
spurred a criminal investigation by the EPA that faulted 
Shell for failing to ensure plant safety and for falsifying its 
emissions reporting, a practice confi rmed by a company 
whistleblower. Throughout the campaign, Richard, whom 
the local news media call Norco’s “chief rabble-rouser,” 
faced stiff resistance from Shell offi cials, who aggressively 
discouraged her group from seeking outside counsel and 
refused to hold open meetings with community members.

“There were times I thought it was an impossible task,” 
Richard recalls. “I remember standing in my yard thinking, 

‘Lord, will there ever be hope?’ But a little voice within me 
kept saying, ‘If we don’t tell them, how will they know?’”

No More Shell Games
In 2000, thanks largely to Richard’s efforts, Shell agreed to 
reduce its emissions by 30 percent and to improve its emer-
gency evacuation routes. The company also agreed to pay 
voluntary relocation costs for residents who lived on the 
two streets closest to the plant. But Richard and Concerned 
Citizens turned up the heat, leading to a meeting at the 
Royal Dutch Shell offi ces in London, where they secured a 
$5 million community development fund and full reloca-
tion coverage for residents of all four Old Diamond streets. 
Since the agreement was brokered in 2002, Shell has bought 
about 200 of the 225 lots for at least $80,000 per lot.
Adapted from Goldman Environmental Prize (2004). Reprinted with permission.

(a) Shell Chemical’s Norco, Louisiana, petrochemical plant, viewed from the fence 
line that separates it from the Old Diamond neighborhood. (b) Margie Eugene Rich-
ard, 2004 Goldman Environmental Prize winner, North America, grew up in a house 
just 25 yards away.
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of multinational and global corporations, and externality 
costs. In the pages to come we will consider how means-
to-end thinking can be taken to extremes, resulting in 
trained incapacity, tunnel vision concerning statistical 
measures of performance, oligarchy, and alienation.

Trained Incapacity

■ CORE CONCEPT 7: To be efficient, organizations sometimes 

train employees to respond mechanically or mindlessly to the 

dictates of the job, leaving them unable to respond creatively to 

new or changing circumstances. Formal organizations such 
as McDonald’s train workers to perform their jobs a cer-
tain way and reward them for good performance. When 
workers are trained to respond mechanically or mind-
lessly to the dictates of the job, however, they risk devel-
oping what economist and social critic Thorstein Veblen 
(1933) called trained incapacity—the inability, because 
of limited training, to respond to new or unusual circum-
stances or to recognize when official rules or procedures 
are outmoded or no longer applicable. In other words, 
workers are trained to do their jobs only under normal 
circumstances or in a certain way; they are not prepared 
to respond creatively to what-if scenarios so that they can 
perform under a variety of changing circumstances.

Social psychologist Shoshana Zuboff distinguishes 
between work environments that promote trained inca-
pacity and those that promote empowering behavior. In 
her research, Zuboff (1988) found that management can 
choose to use computers as tools to automate or to “infor-
mate.” To automate means to use computers to increase 
workers’ speed and consistency or to monitor workers’ 
performance (for example, by keeping precise records of 
the number of keystrokes a worker makes per minute). 
“Smart” equipment, such as automatic timers, cash reg-
isters that calculate change, and time clocks that monitor 
the speed at which orders are fi lled—any device that does 
the thinking for employees, “watches” them, or pushes 
them to produce—represents the use of computers as 
automating tools.

Alternatively, management can choose to use comput-
ers as “informating” tools. To informate means to empower 
workers with decision-making tools, such as employee-
scheduling software, which ensures that enough employ-
ees are scheduled for the busiest times and shifts. Other 

decision-making tools include software to keep track of 
payroll, sales, inventory, and purchasing. On the surface it 
may seem as if the software is doing the work for manag-
ers. Keep in mind, however, that managers must interpret 
the results and use this information to make decisions. 
Workers who use computers as informating tools experi-
ence work very differently from those whose work is mon-
itored by computers.

Statistical Records of Performance

■ CORE CONCEPT 8: Statistical measures of performance are 

used to measure how well an organization and its members or 

employees are performing; these measures can be problematic 

when they encourage employees to concentrate on achieving 

good scores and to ignore problems generated by their drive 

to score well. McDonald’s performance evaluators posing 
as customers conduct more than 500,000 unannounced 
visits each year to the company’s 31,000 restaurants. The 
company also uses a checklist of 500 performance mea-
sures or questions to evaluate each of its restaurants. Items 
include (1) Are restrooms clean, in good repair, and fully 
stocked with paper towels, soap, and toilet paper? and (2) 
Are current promotional materials properly displayed? 
(McDonald’s 2003). These criteria exemplify statistical 
measures of performance, quantitative (and sometimes 
qualitative) measures of how well an organization and its 
members or employees are performing. 

In an industry such as fast-food service, where profi ts 
depend on being cost-conscious about every item used, 
statistical measures of performance exist for everything, 

whether it be the amount of milk-shakes sold per gallon of 

shake mix used, or the amount of cola drinks per liter of cola 

syrup, the amount of burgers sold per box of burgers used, 

the number or portions of chips per kilo used, the monetary 

amount of cleaning materials used as a percentage of the 

taking, even small things like the amount of sauces used per 

portion of Chicken McNuggets sold, or the amount of ketchup 

used per burger sold, and so on. (Gibney 1993)

Executives and other managers often compile statis-
tics on profi ts, losses, market share, customer satisfaction, 
total sales, production quotas, and employee turnover as 
a way to measure individual, departmental, and overall 
organizational performance. Such measures can be conve-
nient and useful management tools for two reasons: They 
are considered to be objective and precise, and they permit 
comparison across individuals, time, or departments.

Based on these measures, management can reward 
good performance through pay increases, profi t sharing, 
and promotions and can act to correct poor performance. 
But statistical measures of performance have inherent 
shortcomings. One problem is that a chosen measure may 
not be a valid indicator of the performance it is intended 
to measure. For example, a corporation’s occupational 

trained incapacity The inability, because of limited training, to 
respond to new or unusual circumstances or to recognize when offi cial 
rules or procedures are outmoded or no longer applicable.

statistical measures of performance Quantitative (and sometimes 
qualitative) measures of how well an organization and its members or 
employees are performing.



safety record is often gauged by counting the number of 
accidents that occur on the job. Based on this indicator, 
chemical corporations have one of the lowest accident 
rates of any industry. This measure, however, has been 
criticized as too narrow and thus lacking validity: Chemi-
cal workers are more likely than other workers to suffer 
from exposure-related illnesses, which can take years to 
produce symptoms and cannot be directly connected to 
their work the way burn injuries from cooking hamburg-
ers can.

A second problem with statistical measures of perfor-
mance is that they can encourage employees to concentrate 
on achieving good scores and to ignore problems generated 
by their drive to score well. In other words, people tend 
to pay attention only to the areas of performance being 
measured and to overlook the areas not being measured. 
For example, sales increases are a common statistical mea-

sure of performance. Employees are asked to meet hourly, 
weekly, monthly, or annual sales goals. In addition, sales 
goals often increase from one evaluation period to the next. 
Even after achieving record sales, employees are expected 
to achieve higher levels in the future. This attitude—“We 
can do better; there is no limit to profi t increases”—is 
refl ected in a McDonald’s press release, which quotes the 
president and CEO: “Our U.S. business had an outstand-
ing month with comparable sales up 13.5%. . . . I remain 
confi dent in our plans and the opportunities that exist to 
add even more customers to our restaurants in the future” 
(Bell 2004). (See Intersection of Biography and Society: 
“Statistical Measures of Performance.”) 

If sales increases and profi ts are the main criteria by 
which employees (and especially managers) are evalu-
ated, then problems are inevitable. Managers, under pres-
sure to make and increase profi ts may force employees 
to work unpaid overtime, as happened at 62 Seattle-area 
Taco Bells. A jury found that the managers of these res-
taurants had illegally required at least 12,000 workers to 
“prepare food, pick up trash, or do other chores” while 
off the clock (Rousseau 1997). Moreover, when manag-
ers are preoccupied with meeting the goal of fi lling cus-
tomer orders within 90 seconds and keeping labor costs 
low, worker safety may suffer. One reason that the food 
service industry rates fi rst in total recordable injuries and 
illnesses, with burns as the largest injury category, could 
be related to pressure on employees to fi ll orders quickly 
and to chronic understaffi ng (Personick 1991).

Oligarchy

■ CORE CONCEPT 9: Large formal organizations inevitably tend 

to become oligarchical: Power becomes concentrated in the 

hands of a few people, who hold the top positions, and these 

people often draw upon the advice of experts. Oligarchy is 
rule by the few, or the concentration of decision-making 
power in the hands of a few persons, who hold the top 
positions in a hierarchy.

One of the most bizarre features of any advanced industrial 

society in our time is that the cardinal choices have to be made 

by a handful of men . . . who cannot have fi rsthand knowledge 

of what those choices depend upon or what their results may 

be. . . . [By] “cardinal choices,” I mean those which determine 

in the crudest sense whether we live or die. For instance, the 

choice in England and the United States in 1940 and 1941, to go 

ahead with work on the fi ssion bomb: the choice in 1945 to use 

that bomb when it was made (Snow 1961, p. 1).
McDonald’s claims to employ more than 2,000 statistical measures of 
performance to monitor food as it moves from the farm to the restau-
rant. For instance, pork used to make the McRib sandwich is inspected 
for joint enlargement, which can be a sign of infectious arthritis, the 
cause of 14 percent of condemned carcasses (Goetzinger 2006). How 
might meat suppliers’ goal of making a profi t affect willingness to 
notice this and other unhealthy conditions?

US
DA

oligarchy Rule by the few, or the concentration of decision-making 
power in the hands of a few persons, who hold the top positions in a 
hierarchy.
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Political analyst Robert Michels (1962) believed that 
large formal organizations inevitably tend to become 
oligarchical, for the following reasons: First, democratic 
participation is virtually impossible in large organiza-
tions. Size alone makes it “impossible for the collectivity 
to undertake the direct settlement of all the controver-
sies that may arise” (p. 66). For example, McDonald’s 
employs about 500,000 people and has franchises located 
in more than 100 countries (see Figure 6.1, “McDonald’s 
at a Glance”). Obviously, “such a gigantic number of per-
sons . . . cannot do any practical work upon a system of 
direct discussion” (Michels 1962, p. 65). Second, as coun-
tries become more interdependent and technology grows 
increasingly complex, many organizational features inevi-
tably become incomprehensible to workers. As a result, 
many employees work toward achieving organizational 
goals they did not defi ne, cannot control, may not share, 
or may not understand. This lack of knowledge prevents 
workers from participating in or evaluating decisions 
made by executives.

A danger of oligarchy is that key decision makers may 
become so preoccupied with preserving their own leader-
ship that they do not consider the greater good. In addition, 
they may not have the background information necessary 
to understand the full implications of their choices. In 
such situations, they draw upon experts to provide the 
information. 

In his writings about bureaucracy, Weber emphasizes 
that power lies not in the person but rather in the posi-
tion that person occupies in the division of labor. The 
kind of power Weber describes is clear-cut and familiar: A 
superior gives orders to subordinates, who are required to 
carry out those orders. The superior’s power is supported 
by the threat of sanctions, such as demotions, layoffs, or 
fi rings. Sociologists Peter Blau and Richard Schoenherr 
(1973) recognize the importance of this form of power but 
identify a second, more ambiguous type—expert power—
that they believe is “more dangerous than seems evident 
for democracy and . . . is not readily identifi able as power” 
(p. 19).

Expert Knowledge and Responsibility

According to Blau and Schoenherr (1973), expert power 
is connected to the fact that organizations are becom-
ing increasingly professionalized. Professionalization 
is a trend in which organizations hire experts (such as 

INTERSECTION OF  BIOGRAPHY AND SOCIETY

shirt issued by the store. In addition, they must have 
the proper nametag on and shirts tucked in. Employees 
must rarely call in sick (a maximum of two or three 
times per quarter), and they cannot be late. It also helps 
to rarely request days off. The employees who meet 
these standards earn a 25-cent raise every quarter.

• I work at a nursing home where employee absentee-
ism and tardiness for work were such big problems 
that management began to give bimonthly bonuses to 
correct the problem. If over the course of a two-month 
period an employee was never late for work and did not 
miss a day of work, he or she earned a $100 bonus. If the 
employee was late only one time and did not miss a day 
of work, he or she received $75. If an employee missed 
one day of work but had a medical excuse, he or she 
earned $50. Attendance improved dramatically under 
this system.

Statistical Measures of Performance

STATISTICAL MEASURES OF performance are a part 
of daily life. Three Northern Kentucky University stu-
dents describe how such measures were used to evaluate 
and motivate employees: 

• At my place of work, sales staff are rewarded accord-
ing to a point system. When a customer applies for 
and is accepted for a store credit card, the salesper-
son receives 1,000 points. Employees are also awarded 
points according to the number of items per sale, the 
dollar amount per sale, and total hourly sales. When a 
salesperson accumulates a certain number of points, he 
or she can redeem them for prizes such as CD players, 
TVs, and gift certifi cates.

• At my workplace, to earn a raise, employees must be in 
uniform every day. That is, employees’ shoes must be 
the right color and they must wear the hat, pants, and 

professionalization A trend in which organizations hire experts with 
formal training in a particular subject or activity—training needed to 
achieve organizational goals.



chemists, physicists, accountants, lawyers, engineers, 
psychologists, or sociologists) as consultants or full-time 
employees. Experts have formal training in a particular 
subject or activity—training that an organization must 
draw upon to achieve valued goals. Experts receive their 
training not from the organization, but from colleges and 
universities. Theoretically, they are self-directed and not 
subject to narrow job descriptions or direct supervision. 

Experts use the framework of their profession to ana-
lyze situations, solve problems, or invent new technologies. 
From the experts’ viewpoint, the information, service, or 
innovation they provide to the organization is technical 
and neutral. Experts do not have, nor do they seek, con-
trol over how corporations use the information, service, or 
invention they provide. They may, however, feel pressure 
to deliver a product or to present a position that executives 
“need” or want to hear. For instance, when McDonald’s 
issued recommendations specifying the proper treatment 
of egg-laying hens, the company highlighted the expertise 
of the Scientifi c Advisory Committee on Animal Welfare 
for United Egg Producers. Among other things, the rec-
ommendations called for “a minimum of 72 square inches 
[of space] per bird” and beak breaking only when neces-
sary to prevent widespread feather pecking and cannibal-
ism, and only when carried out by properly trained and 
monitored personnel (United Egg Producers 2006). Note 
that even though McDonald’s drew upon the expertise of 
an advisory council concerned with animal welfare, that 
council raised no questions about the morality of confi n-
ing hens to eight by nine inches of space or about the fact 
that crowded conditions lead to epidemics of pecking and 
cannibalism. 

Blau and Schoenherr regard this arrangement between 
experts and organizations as problematic because it leaves 

no one accountable for the actions of powerful executives 
and because it complicates attempts to identify individu-
als “whose judgments [are] the ultimate source of a given 
action” (pp. 20–21). Who will take responsibility when 
something goes wrong?

In addition, decision making in large organizations is 
complex because no single person provides all the input 
that goes into a decision. Rather, a decision is a joint prod-
uct of the decision makers and the experts who provide 
requested information and judgments. Often a decision 
maker does not fully understand the principles under-
lying an expert’s recommendations and judgments. The 
problem with the specialization of knowledge is that when 
something goes wrong, experts claim that they provided 
only the patent, information, or recommendations and 
thus could not control the ultimate implementation. 
Executives, on the other hand, claim that they relied on 
the experts’ advice to make decisions about processes they 
might not have understood.

Keep in mind that, as Blau and Schoenherr emphasize, 
the men and women who give expert advice may be decent 
people, but their position as consultants and their special-
ized training and point of view often make them unable 
to anticipate, plan, or control unintended consequences. 
Another drawback to organizations’ reliance on expertise, 
not named by Blau and Shoenherr, is that experts may 
offer the “right” advice or product to ensure that their 
consulting contracts are extended.

Alienation 

■ CORE CONCEPT 10: The growth of bureaucracies to coordi-

nate the efforts of humans as well as machines and other tech-

nology is accompanied by alienation, a state of being in which 

human life is dominated by the forces of its inventions. Hu-
man control over nature increased with the development 
of more and more sophisticated tools and with the growth 
of bureaucracies to coordinate the efforts of both people 
and machines. Machines and bureaucratic organiza-
tions, in turn, combined to extract raw materials from the 
earth more quickly and more efficiently and to increase 
the speed with which necessities such as food, clothing, 
and shelter could be produced and distributed. Karl Marx 
believed that this increased control over nature is accom-
panied by alienation, a state of being in which human life 
is dominated by the forces of its inventions.

Chemical substances represent one such invention; 
they have reduced the physical demands and risk of fail-
ure involved in producing goods such as potatoes. Syn-

BP (formerly British Petroleum) is the fourth largest global corporation 
in the world, employing 96,200 employees and running operations in 
26 countries. BP’s size dictates that many decisions affecting its 
employees, millions of consumers, and the environment will be made 
in the boardroom.
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alienation A state of being in which human life is dominated by the 
forces of its inventions.
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thetic fertilizers, herbicides, pesticides, and chemically 
treated seeds give people control over nature, because they 
eliminate the need to fi ght weeds with hoes, prevent pests 
from destroying crops, and help people produce unprec-
edented amounts of standard and uniform-looking fruits 
and vegetables.

These gains also have a dark side, however. In the long 
run, people are dominated by the effects of this invention. 
For example, heavy reliance on chemical technologies can 
cause the soil to erode and become less productive; it can 
also prompt insects and disease-causing agents to develop 
resistance to the chemicals. In addition, chemical technol-
ogies have altered the ways farmers plant crops. Planting 
patterns have changed from many crop varieties to a single 
standard cash crop, planted in rows. Consequently, some 
farmers have lost knowledge of how to control insects and 
diseases without chemicals, by interplanting a variety of 
fl owers, herbs, and vegetables. Today many farmers are 
economically dependent on a single crop and the chemi-
cal industry.

Although Marx discussed alienation in general, he 
wrote more specifi cally about alienation in the workplace. 
Marx maintained that workers are alienated on four levels: 
(1) from the process of production, (2) from the product, 
(3) from the family and the community of fellow workers, 
and (4) from the self. Workers are alienated from the pro-
cess because they produce not for themselves or for known 
consumers but rather for an abstract, impersonal mar-
ket. In addition, they do not own the tools of production. 

Workers are alienated from the product because their roles 
are rote and limited. Each fast-food worker, for instance, 
performs a specialized task, such as warming buns, add-
ing condiments, or wrapping an order. Thus, many work-
ers are treated as being replaceable or interchangeable, 
like machine parts. That is, they are treated as economic 
components rather than as active, creative, social beings 
(Young 1975). Marx believed that the conditions of work 
usually impair an individual’s “capacity to become a mul-
tidimensional, authentic being with human qualities of 
compassion, refl ection, judgment, and action” (Young 
1975, p. 27). 

Workers are alienated from the family and the com-
munity of fellow workers because households and work 
environments remain separate from one another. In the 
fast-food industry, for instance, workers can lose touch 
with their families when they work shifts (for example, 
late at night, early in the morning, or on weekends) that 
keep them from participating in other family members’ 
lives. Workers are alienated from the community of fellow 
workers because they compete for jobs, business, advance-
ment, and awards. As they compete, they fail to consider 
how they might unite as a force and control their working 
conditions.

Often workers are alienated from more than the family 
and the community of fellow workers; they are alienated 
from other communities, such as the school. McDonald’s 
and other fast-food companies aggressively recruit high-
school-aged employees, who make up 65 percent of the 
labor force (Waters 1998). While McDonald’s considers 
homework schedules and other school demands, we must 
question the extent to which after-school jobs curtail 
involvement in academic and social activities (Crispell 
1995).

Karl Marx believed that alienation occurs when the production process 
is divided up so that workers are treated like parts of a machine rather 
than as active, creative, social beings.
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“Alienation from self” can occur in service industries when man-
agement standardizes or routinizes virtually every aspect of the 
employee–customer relationship, including the employees’ appearance 
and the words they must say when greeting customers. 
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Finally, workers are alienated from the self because 
“one’s genius, one’s skills, one’s talent is used or disused 
at the convenience of management in the quest of private 
profi t” (Young 1975, p. 28). When Karl Marx developed 
his ideas about alienation in the late 1800s, he was describ-
ing “alienation from self” as it relates to industrial soci-
ety. More recently, sociologist Robin Leidner (1993) has 
described the alienation from self that can occur in service 
industries when management standardizes or routinizes 
virtually every aspect of the service provider–customer 

relationship, so that neither party feels authentic, autono-
mous, or sincere:

Employers may try to specify exactly how workers look, exactly 

what they say, their demeanors, their gestures, even their 

thoughts. The means available for standardizing interactions 

include scripting; uniforms or detailed dress codes; rules and 

guidelines for dealing with service-recipients and sometimes 

with co-workers. . . . Surveillance and a range of incentives and 

disincentives can be used to encourage or enforce compliance. 

(pp. 8–9)

■ VISUAL SUMMARY OF CORE CONCEPTS
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■ CORE CONCEPT 1: The formal organization, a type of secondary 
group, is a coordinating mechanism people create to achieve a planned 
outcome.
Formal organizations are viewed as coordinating mechanisms because 
they bring together people, resources, and technology and then channel 
human activity toward achieving a specifi c outcome. Formal organiza-
tions can be voluntary, coercive, or utilitarian, depending on the reason 
that people participate. Sociologists classify formal organizations as 
secondary groups, impersonal associations between people who interact 
for a specifi c purpose. Secondary group relationships are confi ned 
to a particular setting and specifi c tasks and are seen as a means to 
achieve some agreed-upon end. Members relate to each other in terms 
of specifi c roles. The 4,300 students enrolled in the United States Naval 
Academy constitute a secondary group. 

■ CORE CONCEPT 2: Most formal organizations can be classified as 
bureaucracies, organizational structures that strive to use the most 
efficient means to achieve a valued goal.
In theory, a bureaucracy is a completely rational organization—one 
that uses the most effi cient means to achieve a valued goal, whether 
that goal is feeding people, making money, recruiting soldiers, 
counting people, or collecting taxes. A bureaucracy has seven major 
characteristics that allow it to coordinate people so that their actions 
focus on achieving the organization’s goals: (1) a clear-cut division 
of labor; (2) a hierarchical authority structure; (3) written rules and 
procedures; (4) positions fi lled on the basis of qualifi cations, not 
emotional considerations; (5) recorded and preserved administrative 
decisions, rules, guidelines, procedures, and activities; (6) authority 
tied to the position, not the person in the position; and (7) clients 
treated as “cases.” 
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■ CORE CONCEPT 3: Organizations include both formal and informal 
dimensions: The formal dimension is the official side of the organization 
governed by written guidelines, rules, and policies; the informal dimen-
sion includes employee-generated norms that depart from or otherwise 
bypass the formal dimension.
The formal dimension or offi cial side of an organization consists of job 
descriptions and written rules, guidelines, and procedures established 
to achieve valued goals. The informal dimension includes behaviors that 
depart from the formal dimension, including employee-generated norms 
that evade, bypass, or ignore offi cial policies, rules, and procedures. 
Despite an offi cial policy requiring food service workers to wash their 
hands before handling food, many workers fail to follow the policy. This informal practice explains, in 
part, one important source of food-borne illnesses. 

■ CORE CONCEPT 4: The concept of rationalization—a process in 
which thought and action rooted in custom, emotion, or respect for 
mysterious forces is replaced by value-rational thought and action—
helps us understand how striving to achieve valued goals can have 
undesirable, even disastrous, consequences. 
The growth and dominance of formal organizations goes hand in 
hand with rationalization, a process in which thought and action 
rooted in emotion, superstition, respect for mysterious forces, or 
tradition are replaced by value-rational thought and action. Value-
rational thought and action mean that people strive to fi nd the most 
effi cient way to achieve a valued goal. One way to show how value-
rational thought and action differs from thought and action driven 
by emotion, tradition, superstition, or respect for mysterious forces is to consider two distinct thought 
patterns that drive human behavior toward farm animals. One thought pattern views animals as hav-
ing complex emotions, including the ability to feel love and sorrow, and being “capable of feeling pain 
and fear.” Value-rational thinking sees animals as profi t-generating creatures: The more animals own-
ers can raise in the space available and the faster they can raise them to maturity, the greater the profi t. 

■ CORE CONCEPT 5: One organizational trend guided by value-rational action is the 
McDonaldization of society, a process in which the principles governing fast-food 
restaurants come to dominate other sectors of society.
The McDonaldization of society is a process by which the organizing principles 
driving the fast-food industry come to dominate other sectors of society. Those 
principles are (1) effi ciency, which allows consumers to move quickly from one state 
of being to another (for example, from hungry to full); (2) quantifi cation and calcu-
lation, which are numerical indicators that allow customers to evaluate a product or 
service easily; (3) predictability, which allows customers to expect the same product 
or service no matter where or when it is purchased; and (4) control, which allows 
the organization to manage in detail the way a product or service is produced and 
delivered. Weber used the phrase “iron cage of rationality” to describe the set of 
irrationalities generated by so-called rational systems, the drawbacks to the 
McDonaldization model. 
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■ CORE CONCEPT 6: Value-rational action, or behavior guided by 
means-to-end thinking aimed at increasing market share and prof-
its, helps explain how an organization expands its reach beyond 
local markets to regional, national, and global markets.
One way to understand how organizations grow from local opera-
tions (McDonald’s began as one restaurant in Illinois in 1955) to 
global giants is to consider the actions they have taken to increase 
profi ts. Organizations employ fi ve major profi t-generating strat-
egies: (1) lower production costs, (2) create new products that 
consumers “need” to buy, (3) improve existing products to make 
previous versions obsolete, (4) identify ways for people to purchase 
more products, and (5) create new markets. Regardless of their size, 
multinational corporations compete, plan, produce, sell, recruit, extract resources, acquire capital, 
and/or borrow technology on a multicountry scale. Taken together, the annual revenues of the top 10 
global corporations is about $2.3 trillion. Only fi ve countries in the world have a gross national product 
that exceeds that amount. 

■ CORE CONCEPT 7: To be efficient, organizations sometimes 
train employees to respond mechanically or mindlessly to the 
dictates of the job, leaving them unable to respond creatively to 
new or changing circumstances.
Formal organizations such as McDonald’s train workers to perform 
their jobs a certain way and reward them for good performance. 
When workers are trained to respond mechanically or mind-
lessly to the dictates of the job, however, they risk developing what 
economist and social critic Thorstein Veblen (1933) called trained 
incapacity, the inability, because of limited training, to respond to 
new or unusual circumstances or to recognize when offi cial rules or 
procedures are outmoded or no longer applicable. 

■ CORE CONCEPT 8: Statistical measures of performance are used to measure 
how well an organization and its members or employees are performing; these 
measures can be problematic when they encourage employees to concentrate 
on achieving good scores and to ignore problems generated by their drive to 
score well. 
Statistical measures of performance are quantitative (and sometimes qualita-
tive) measures of how well an organization and its members or employees are 
performing. Executives and other managers often compile statistics on profi ts, 
losses, market share, customer satisfaction, total sales, production quotas, and 
employee turnover as a way to measure individual, departmental, and overall 
organizational performance. Such measures can be convenient and useful man-
agement tools, but they can also encourage employees to concentrate on achiev-
ing good scores and to ignore problems generated by their drive to score well. 
Considering that statistical measures of performance govern meat inspection, we 
must ask how meat suppliers’ goal of turning a profi t might affect willingness to 
condemn carcasses. 
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■ CORE CONCEPT 9: Large formal organizations inevitably tend to 
become oligarchical: Power becomes concentrated in the hands of 
a few people, who hold the top positions, and these people often 
draw upon the advice of experts. 
Oligarchy is rule by the few, or the concentration of decision-
making power in the hands of a few persons who hold the top 
positions in a hierarchy. A danger of oligarchy is that key decision 
makers may become so preoccupied with preserving their own 
leadership that they do not consider the greater good. In addition, 
these decision makers may not have the necessary background 
knowledge to understand the full implications of their choices. 
Instead, they draw upon experts to provide background informa-
tion. The experts may feel pressure to deliver a product or to present a position that executives “need” 
or want to hear. If something goes wrong, the experts can claim that they provided only the patent, 
information, or recommendations and thus could not control the ultimate implementation. Executives 
can claim that they relied on the experts’ advice to make decisions about processes they might not have 
understood.

■ CORE CONCEPT 10: The growth of bureaucracies to coordinate the 
efforts of humans as well as machines and other technology is accompa-
nied by alienation, a state of being in which human life is dominated by 
the forces of its inventions.
Karl Marx believed that humans’ increased control over nature is accom-
panied by alienation, so that people are dominated by the forces of their 
inventions. Marx was specifi cally concerned about alienation in the work-
place. He maintained that workers are alienated on four levels: (1) from the 
process of production, (2) from the product, (3) from the family and the 
community of fellow workers, and (4) from the self. 

 166 Chapter 6 FORMAL ORGANIZATIONS

Dr
. K

ai
hs

u 
Ta

i
Jo

na
th

an
 M

cI
nt

os
h



Resources on the Internet

 Sociology: A Global Perspective Book Companion Web Site

www.cengage.com/sociology/ferrante

Visit your book companion Web site, where you will fi nd fl ash cards, practice quizzes, 
Internet links, and more to help you study.

Just what you need to know NOW!
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review and direct you to online resources to help you master those topics. You can then 
take a post-test to help you determine the concepts you have mastered and what you still 
need to work on. Try it out! Go to www.cengage.com/login to sign in with an access code 
or to purchase access to this product.
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Deviance, Conformity, 
and Social Control

With Emphasis on the People’s 
Republic of China
The sociological contribution to understanding deviant and conforming 
behaviors goes beyond studying individual character or motives. Instead, 
sociologists emphasize the social context in which deviant and conforming 
behaviors occur. In fact, depending on the social context, any behavior can 
qualify as deviant or conforming.

CHAPTER OUTLINE
Deviance, Conformity, 
and Social Control

The Functionalist 
Perspective

Labeling Theory 

Obedience to Authority

The Constructionist 
Approach 

Structural Strain Theory

Differential Association 
Theory 

■ VISUAL SUMMARY OF 
CORE CONCEPTS

▲ The concept of deviance cannot be discussed without also considering the concepts 

of conformity and social control.
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The People’s Republic 
of China? 
IN THIS CHAPTER, we pay special attention to the People’s 
Republic of China because it represents an interesting case 
for studying issues of deviance, conformity, and social control. 
Many behaviors that constituted deviance in China from 1966 
to 1976, the period known as the Cultural Revolution, are no 
longer judged that way. During that time any person who held 
a position of authority, worked to earn a profi t, showed the 
slightest leaning toward foreign ways, or expressed academic 
interests was subject to interrogation, arrest, and punishment. 
Included in this group were scientists, teachers, athletes, 
performers, artists, writers, and owners of private businesses. 
The list of suspicious characters also included people who 
wore glasses, wore makeup, spoke a foreign language, owned 
a camera or a radio, had traveled abroad, or had relatives living 
outside China (Mathews and Mathews 1983). Understand-
ing the Cultural Revolution is especially relevant today, if only 
because all of China’s current leaders were in their teens or 
early 20s during that time, “and they would not be human if the 
scars did not run deep” (Spence 2006). 

Contrast the events of the Cultural Revolution with Asia 
scholar Robert Oxman’s (1993a) description of contemporary 

China: “All over China people are jumping into the sea. That’s 
the new Chinese expression for going into business, making 
money privately in a country that used to forbid any form of 
capitalism.” Consider that in the late 1970s, when the people 
of Datang, a rice-farming village of 1,000 residents, took it 
upon themselves to stitch socks and sell them along a high-
way, the Chinese government ordered them to stop, brand-
ing the money-making venture as capitalist. Today, Datang is 
the socks capital of the world, producing nine billion per year 
(Barboza 2004). 

The changes described above speak to an unspoken 
deal, evolving since 1990, between the Chinese Communist 
party and the people: Stay out of politics and the government 
will allow the people to “get on with the business of making 
money” and retreat from managing their everyday life. Prior to 
this “deal,” the Chinese lived in tiny birdcages; now they live in 
an aviary. The people of China “cannot yet fl y up to the clear 
blue sky” but there is more room in which to fl y around (Gifford 
2007, p. 15).

FACTS TO CONSIDER

WHY FOCUS ON

● From 1966 to 1976, the Chinese 
government declared profi t-making 
activities to be criminal and closed 
the country to foreign investment 
and infl uences. During this time 
any person who worked to earn a 
profi t, showed the slightest lean-
ings toward foreign ways, traveled 
abroad, wore makeup, or owned 
foreign-made items was considered 

suspect and subject to interroga-
tion, arrest, and punishment.

● The newly constructed South China 
Mall is four times larger than the 
Mall of America in Minnesota. In 
fact, four other shopping malls in 
China are also larger than the Min-
nesota mall (Barboza 2005). 

● On July 20, 2001, the International 
Olympic Committee announced 

that the 2008 Summer Olympics 
would be held in Beijing. Millions of 
foreign visitors from every country 
in the world are expected to attend 
the event.

● Since 1976 approximately 700,000 
students from China have studied 
at foreign universities, with U.S. 
universities being the number one 
destination.
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Deviance, Conformity, 
and Social Control

■ CORE CONCEPT 1: The only characteristic common to all 

forms of deviance is that some social audience challenges or 

condemns a behavior or an appearance because it departs from 

established norms. The topics of this chapter are deviance, 
conformity, and social control. Deviance is any behavior 
or physical appearance that is socially challenged or con-
demned because it departs from the norms and expecta-
tions of a group. Conformity comprises behaviors and 
appearances that follow and maintain the standards of a 
group. All groups employ mechanisms of social control—
methods used to teach, persuade, or force their members, 
and even nonmembers, to comply with and not deviate 
from its norms and expectations.

These topics are complex, because almost every behav-
ior has at some time qualifi ed as deviant or conforming. 
When sociologist J. L. Simmons (1965) asked 180 men and 
women in the United States from a variety of age, edu-
cational, occupational, and religious groups to “list those 
things or types of persons whom you regard as deviant,” 
they identifi ed a total of 1,154 items. 

 Even with a certain amount of grouping and collapsing, these 

included no less than 252 different acts and persons as “devi-

ant.” The sheer range of responses included such expected 

items as homosexuals, prostitutes, drug addicts, beatniks, and 

murderers; it also included liars, democrats, reckless driv-

ers, atheists, self-pitiers, the retired, career women, divor-

cées, movie stars, perpetual bridge players, prudes, pacifi sts, 

psychiatrists, priests, liberals, conservatives, junior executives, 

girls who wear makeup, and know-it-all professors.” (Simmons 

1965, pp. 223–224)

Although Simmons conducted this study more than 40 
years ago, his conclusion remains relevant today: The only 
characteristic common to all forms of deviance is “the fact 

that some social audience regards them and treats them 
as deviant” (p. 225). Consequently, it is diffi cult to gen-
erate a precise list of deviant behaviors and appearances, 
because something that some people consider deviant 
may not be considered deviant by others. Likewise, some-
thing considered deviant at one time and place may not 
be considered deviant at another. For example, wearing 
makeup is no longer considered a deviant behavior in 
China, as evidenced by the fact that the U.S.-based cos-
metics company Avon has more than 6,300 stand-alone 
stores and more than 1,000 Avon counters inside depart-
ment stores within the country (ConsumerAffairs.com 
2005). As another example, cocaine and other now-illegal 
drugs once were legal substances in the United States. In 
fact, “[w]e unwittingly acknowledge the previous legality 
of cocaine every time we ask for the world’s most popular 
cola by brand name” (Gould 1990, p. 74). Originally Coca-
Cola was marketed as a medicine that could cure various 
ailments. One ingredient used to make the drink came 
from the coca leaf, which is also used to produce cocaine 
(Henriques 1993). These examples alert us to the fact that 
deviance exists only in relation to norms in effect at a par-
ticular time and place. 

Deviance: The Violation of Norms

■ CORE CONCEPT 2: Most people abide by their society’s 

norms, because they have been socialized to accept those 

norms as “good, proper, appropriate, and worthy” (Sumner 

1907). In Chapter 3 we learned that norms give order and 
predictability to life. We also learned that some norms are 
considered more important than others (Field 2002). In 
that chapter, we highlighted two kinds of norms—folk-
ways and mores—distinguished by sociologist William 
Graham Sumner. We learned that folkways are customary 
ways of handling the routine matters of everyday life—for 
example, how one should look, eat, greet another person, 

deviance Any behavior or physical appearance that is socially chal-
lenged or condemned because it departs from the norms and expecta-
tions of a group.

conformity Behavior and appearances that follow and maintain the 
standards of a group. Also, the acceptance of culturally valued goals 
and the pursuit of those goals through means defi ned as legitimate.

social control Methods used to teach, persuade, or force a group’s 
members, and even nonmembers, to comply with and not deviate from 
its norms and expectations.

folkways Customary ways of handling the routine matters of every-
day life.

At one time in the United States, cocaine was an ingredient in many 
over-the-counter medications.  
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or express affection toward same-sex and opposite-sex 
persons. Mores are norms that people define as essential 
to the well-being of their group. People who violate mores 
are usually punished severely: They may be ostracized, 
institutionalized in prisons or mental hospitals, sentenced 
to physical punishment, or condemned to die. Unlike folk-
ways, mores are considered unchangeable and regarded as 
“the only way” and “the truth” (Sumner 1907). 

During the Cultural Revolution, the dominant mores 
rejected special social status and the accumulation of 
worldly possessions. Any person in a position of authority 
or with the slightest leaning toward foreign ways, including 
a farmer who planted extra crops, was considered suspect. 
If someone simply remarked that a foreign-made product, 
such as a can opener, was better than its Chinese counter-
part, or if someone wrapped food or garbage in a piece of 
newspaper with then–Communist Party Chairman Mao 
Zedong’s picture, he or she was regarded with distrust 
(Mathews and Mathews 1983). As Jung Chang writes in 
Wild Swans: Three Daughters of China (1991), such condi-
tions reduced many people “to a state where they did not 
dare even to think, in case their thoughts came out invol-

untarily” (1992, p. 6). The slightest misstep could make 
one a target of intense criticism.

While mores rejecting the accumulation of material 
possessions have all but disappeared in China, mores 
rejecting special social status still exist on some level, as 
illustrated by the following assessment of how best to mar-
ket products to Chinese youth. While ads may appear to 
“stress Western individualism” a close analysis suggests 
that the individual is never outside the group.

 Individualism in China—it’s the illusion of being different, 

of having a better, smarter, cleverer way, but it always has to 

remain understated within the context of social barriers of a 

Confucian society. One thing that is interesting about Chinese 

youth is they’re very ambitious. They want to show off in front 

of their peers, but because it’s not truly an individual culture, 

they show off but in an understated way so the tone and the 

manner . . . [are] very quiet. . . . So Chinese don’t want to defi ne 

themselves independent of society. (Doctoroff 2006) 

Most people abide by established folkways and mores 
because they accept them as “good and proper, appropri-
ate and worthy” (Sumner 1907, p. 60). For the great major-
ity of people, “the rule to do as all do suffi ces.” Recall from 
Chapter 4 that socialization is the process by which most 
people come to learn and accept the ways of their culture 
as natural. 

Socialization as a Means of Social Control

Because socialization begins as soon as a person enters the 
world, one has little opportunity to avoid exposure to a 
culture’s folkways and mores. If we compare the ways pre-
schoolers are socialized in China and the United States, 
we can see that different but important cultural lessons 
are incorporated into their daily activities. Even though 
it is impossible to generalize about preschools in coun-
tries as large and diverse as the United States and China, 
we can identify some broad differences. For the most 
part, Chinese preschoolers are taught to suppress indi-
vidual impulses, play cooperatively with other children, 
and attune themselves to group enterprises. In contrast, 
American preschoolers are taught to cultivate individual 
interests and to compete with other children for success 
and recognition by the teacher.

Three researchers from the University of Hawaii fi lmed 
daily life in Chinese and U.S. preschools to learn how 
teachers in each system socialize children to participate 

mores Norms that people defi ne as essential to the well-being of 
their group or nation. People who violate mores are usually punished 
severely.

This shopping center—located in Beijing, China—could not have existed 
during the Cultural Revolution, when working to earn a profi t was 
considered deviant.
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It is now 10 o’clock, time for children to go to the bathroom. 

Following Ms. Wang, the twenty-six children walk in single 

fi le across the courtyard to a small cement building toward the 

back of the school grounds. Inside there is only a long ditch 

running along three walls. Under Ms. Wang’s direction and, 

in a few cases, with her assistance, all twenty-six children pull 

down their pants and squat over the ditch, boys on one side of 

the room, girls on the other. After fi ve minutes Ms. Wang dis-

tributes toilet paper, and the children wipe themselves. Leaving 

the toilet, again in single fi le, the children line up in front of 

a pump, where two daily monitors are kept busy fi lling and 

refi lling a bucket with water that the children use to wash their 

hands. (pp. 78–79)

In the United States, preschoolers are also taught dis-
cipline, but they are more likely to be corrected after they 
do something wrong or get out of hand. U.S. teachers are 
more likely than their Chinese counterparts to encour-
age self-direction, freedom of choice, independence, and 
individuality—qualities that often depend on a supply 
of material items. For example, American children typi-
cally use as much paper as they want; they start a drawing, 
decide they do not like it, and crumple up the paper. When 
they play house, store, or fi refi ghter, they use costumes, 
plastic dishes, children’s versions of household appliances, 
plastic food items, and so on. American teachers also 
encourage children to choose from a number of activities. 
A typical exchange between a preschool teacher and stu-
dents follows. It is diffi cult to imagine such an exchange in 
a Chinese classroom:

Who would like to paint? Michelle. Mayumi. Nicole. Okay, you 

three get your smocks from your cubbies and you can paint. 

[The teacher holds up a wooden block.] Who wants to do this? 

Mike? Okay, that’s one. Stu, that makes two. Billy is three. . . . 

Here’s a puzzle piece. You want to start on the puzzles? Okay? 

[The teacher holds up a toy frying pan.] Who wants to start in 

the house? Lisa, Rose, Derek. Go ahead to the housekeeping 

corner. Kerry, what do you want to do? The Legos? You’re going 

to work on the radio, Carl? That’s fi ne. Who is going to come 

over to the book corner to read this book? It’s called Stone Soup. 

Okay, come on with me. (p. 130)

Reaction to Socialization in Another Culture

Both the Chinese and the American audiences who 
watched such preschool exchanges on fi lm were disturbed 
by their counterparts’ system of socializing preschoolers. 
Comments by Chinese viewers showed their clear pref-
erence for their own way of structuring early education. 
They maintained that their form of discipline expresses 
care and concern, and they regarded U.S. preschools as 
chaotic, undisciplined, and promoting self-centeredness. 
As one Chinese viewer remarked, “There are so many toys 

De
pa

rt
m

en
t o

f D
ef

en
se

 p
ho

to
 b

y 
La

nc
e 

Cp
l. 

Ry
an

 M
. B

la
ic

h,
 U

SM
C

©
 F

og
St

oc
k 

LL
C

/In
de

x 
O

pe
n

effectively in their respective societies. (It is worth noting 
that the great majority of preschool children whom they 
fi lmed in both countries seemed happy and productive.) 
While this study was published in 1989, its broad themes 
and fi ndings remain relevant today. The researchers found 
that, compared with U.S. preschools, Chinese preschools 
are highly structured and socially minded: Chinese teach-
ers discipline their four-year-old students “by stopping 
them from misbehaving before they even know they are 
about to misbehave” (Tobin, Wu, and Davidson 1989, 
p. 94), and they promote loyalty to the group. The follow-
ing bathroom scene exemplifi es the extent to which Chi-
nese children are taught to follow instructions and attune 
themselves to group enterprises:

Schools are agents of socialization that transmit important cultural 
lessons. Broadly speaking, school in China emphasize discipline, coop-
eration, and social-mindedness. U.S. schools emphasize individuality, 
self-direction, and freedom of choice. 



in the classroom that children must get spoiled. When 
they have so much, children don’t appreciate what they 
have” (p. 88). On the other side, U.S. viewers criticized 
the Chinese preschools for being rigid, totalitarian, too 
group-oriented, and over-restrictive, “making children 
drab, colorless, and robot-like” (p. 138). Americans were 
particularly disturbed by the bathroom scene and asked 
why children were forced to go to the bathroom in this 
manner. One Chinese educator replied:

Why not? Why have small children go to the bathroom sepa-

rately? It is much easier to have everyone go at the same time. 

Of course, if a child cannot wait, he is allowed to go to the 

bathroom when he needs to. But, as a matter of routine, it’s 

good for children to learn to regulate their bodies and attune 

their rhythms to those of their classmates. (p. 105)

The people in each country were uncomfortable with 
the other country’s system because the lessons it taught 
clashed with the prevailing mores about which behaviors 
are essential to their own country’s well-being. Such early 
socialization experiences are intended to help children fi t 
into the existing system. Each society tries to prepare its 
people to mesh with and accept their environment. Even 
so, primary socialization experiences such as those that 
take place during preschool are uneven at best. Not all 
preschools are alike, and some children do not attend pre-
school. Even among those who do attend, some children 
do not internalize (take as their own and accept as bind-
ing) the values, norms, and expectations to which they are 
exposed. Therefore, all societies establish other mecha-
nisms of social control to ensure conformity.

Ideally, conformity should be voluntary. That is, people 
should be internally motivated to maintain group standards 
and to feel guilty if they deviate from them. As noted ear-
lier, during the Cultural Revolution it was considered devi-
ant to wear glasses, use makeup, speak a foreign language, 
or break or destroy items that displayed Mao Zedong’s 
picture. Many Chinese conformed to these rules and felt 
guilty if they broke the rules, even if only by accident. The 
memories of one Chinese man illustrate this point:

As a boy, I did not know what a god looked like, but I knew that 

Mao was the god of our lives. When I was six, I accidentally 

broke a large porcelain Mao badge. Fear gripped me. In my life 

until that moment, the breaking of the badge seemed the worst 

thing I had ever done. Desperate to hide my crime, I took the 

pieces and threw them down a public toilet. For months I felt 

guilty. (Author X 1992, p. 22)

In this case, the guilt was a sign of voluntary confor-
mity. If conformity cannot be achieved voluntarily, how-
ever, people may employ various means to teach, persuade, 
or force others to conform.

Mechanisms of Social Control

■ CORE CONCEPT 3: When socialization fails to produce con-

formity, other mechanisms of social control—sanctions, cen-

sorship, or surveillance—may be used to convey and enforce 

norms. Ideally, socialization brings about conformity 
and conformity is voluntary. When conformity cannot 
be achieved voluntarily, other mechanisms of social con-
trol may be used to convey and enforce norms. One such 
mechanism is sanctions—reactions of approval or disap-
proval to others’ behavior or appearance. Sanctions can be 
positive or negative, formal or informal.

A positive sanction is an expression of approval and a 
reward for compliance; it may take the form of applause, 
a smile, or a pat on the back. In contrast, a negative sanc-
tion is an expression of disapproval for noncompliance; 
the punishment may consist of withdrawal of affection, 
ridicule, ostracism, banishment, physical harm, impris-
onment, solitary confi nement, or even death.

Informal sanctions are spontaneous, unoffi cial expres-
sions of approval or disapproval that are not backed by the 
force of law. An example of an informal sanction is people 
making fun of a woman wearing a skirt when her legs are 
unshaven. Clearly no law requires women to shave their 

Mao Zedong, the architect of the Cultural Revolution, died in 1976. Still, 
his image hangs in many prominent locations throughout China. The 
Chinese People’s Armed Police Force is a symbol of social control. When 
police are in view, people are more conscious of their behavior.
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sanctions Reactions of approval or disapproval to others’ behavior 
or appearance.

positive sanction An expression of approval and a reward for 
compliance.

negative sanction An expression of disapproval for noncompliance.

informal sanctions Spontaneous, unoffi cial expressions of approval 
or disapproval that are not backed by the force of law.
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legs, but they are still penalized. Formal sanctions, by 
comparison, are expressions of approval or disapproval 
backed by laws, rules, or policies that specify (usually in 
writing) the conditions under which people should be 
rewarded or punished and the procedures for allocating 

rewards and administering punishments. Examples of 
formal positive sanctions include awarding medals, cash 
bonuses, and diplomas. Formal negative sanctions may 
take the form of fi nes, prison sentences, the death penalty, 
corporal punishment, or the fi ring of tear gas to disperse 
demonstrators (see Global Comparisons: “Sentenced Pris-
oners in the United States and Other Nations”). 

During the Cultural Revolution, a paramilitary youth 
organization called the Red Guards applied negative sanc-
tions to people targeted as holding a special social status 
and as accumulating worldly goods:

GLOBAL COMPARISONS

Sentenced Prisoners in the United States 

and Other Nations 

THESE MAPS SHOW the annual incarceration rate per 
100,000 population across the United States and around 
the world. Louisiana has a higher incarceration rate (816 
per 100,000) than the United States as a whole, and higher 
than Russia. Notice that China and the European Union 
have very low incarceration rates. How might one explain 
these differences? 

Source: U.S. Department of Justice (2006).
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formal sanctions Expressions of approval or disapproval backed by 
laws, rules, or policies that specify (usually in writing) the conditions 
under which people should be rewarded or punished and the proce-
dures for allocating rewards and administering punishments.
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Targets might be required to stand on a platform, heads bowed 

respectfully to the masses, while acknowledging and repeating 

their crimes. Typically they had to “airplane,” stretching their 

arms out behind them like the wings of a jet. In the audience 

tears of sympathy might be in a friend’s eyes, but from his 

mouth would come only curses and derisive jeering, especially 

if the victim after an hour or two fell over from muscular col-

lapse. To Chinese people, who were especially sensitive to peer-

group esteem, to be beaten and humiliated in public before 

a jeering crowd including colleagues and old friends was like 

having one’s skin taken off. (Fairbank 1987, p. 336)

Censorship and Surveillance

In addition to sanctions, other mechanisms of social con-
trol include censorship and surveillance. Censorship is 
a method of preventing information from reaching an 
audience. That audience may consist of children, vot-

censorship A method of preventing information from reaching an 
audience.
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ers, employees, prisoners, or others. Censorship relies on 
censors—people whose job is to sift information con-
veyed through movies, books, letters, e-mail, TV, the 
Internet, and other media. Censors try to remove or block 
any material that those in power consider unsuitable or 

threatening. A Harvard Law School study identifi ed China 
as the country with the most extensive Internet censorship 
in the world. The study found that Chinese government 
censors, estimated to number between 30,000 and 50,000, 
blocked access on some level to 50,000 of the world’s 
200,000 most popular Web sites. Blocked sites included 
those of Time magazine, National Public Radio, and the 
Washington Post. Links to the topics “Tiananmen Square,” 
“Falun Gong,” “Tibet,” “Taiwan,” and “democracy China” 
were also blocked (Kahn 2002; Barboza 2006).

In years past, Chinese censors allowed no one to speak 
critically of the Communist leadership. Today, however, 
some criticism is allowed. Scholar and journalist Nicholas 
D. Kristof (2004) explains this new openness as it relates 
to online forums:

You can’t go online and say that President Hu is a turtle’s egg 

(it sounds worse in Chinese), but you can gripe about local 

corruption or poor highway planning. I experimented on my 

last trip to China and tried various postings. My fi rst version, 

which I sent to several chat rooms (in Chinese, pretending to 

be Chinese myself) was “Why is Prime Minister Wen Jiabao 

off in America kowtowing to the imperialists when he should 

be solving more important problems at home!” That was too 

tough and none of the chat rooms allowed it. But my third and 

mildest version was accepted: “Prime Minister Wen Jiabao’s 

visit to America has been very successful, but I am wondering if 

perhaps he is wasting too much time abroad instead of focusing 

on our own important problems like unemployment.” (p. 58)

The United States engages in censorship as well. For 
example, the White House delayed the release of a con-
gressional report on the terrorist attacks of September 
11, 2001, for seven months. When the report was fi nally 
released, some sections related to Saudi Arabia were black-
ened out (Slavin 2004). Because 15 of the 19 hijackers were 
Saudi nationals, this action raised concerns as to whether 
oil interests took priority over national security. 

Surveillance, another mechanism of social control, 
involves monitoring the movements, activities, conversa-
tions, and associations of people who are believed likely 
to engage in wrongdoing; catching those who do engage 
in it; preventing people from engaging in it; and ensuring 
that the public is protected from wrongdoers. Surveillance 
activities include telephone tapping, interception of let-
ters and e-mail, observation via closed-circuit television, 
and electronic monitoring. The U.S. Justice Department’s 
post–September 11 appeal to “couriers, meter readers, 
cable installers, and telephone repairmen” to report suspi-
cious activities they might notice while servicing custom-
ers qualifi es as a form of surveillance (Kayal 2002, p. A21). 
A Gallup poll conducted shortly after the attacks showed 
that 60 percent of Americans favored special surveillance 
checks on any person of Arab descent (including U.S. citi-
zens) traveling by air. In addition, 50 percent believed that 
all persons of Arab descent should be required to carry 

The pillory, a form of public humiliation, involved inserting the head 
and arms of petty criminals through holes in hinged wooden boards 
that were then locked together. This formal sanction was popular in 
Europe from 1275 to 1870. Sometimes bystanders and passersby threw 
rotten food and even heavy stones at pilloried offenders.
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censors People whose job is to sift information conveyed through 
movies, books, letters, TV, the Internet, and other media and to 
remove or block any material that those in power consider unsuitable 
or threatening.

surveillance A mechanism of social control that involves monitoring 
the movements, activities, conversations, and associations of people 
who are believed likely to engage in wrongdoing; catching those who 
do engage in it; preventing people from engaging in it; and ensuring 
that the public is protected from wrongdoers.



special identifi cation. One-third of the Americans sur-
veyed agreed that Arabs living in the United States should 
be put under special surveillance, similar to that applied 
to Japanese Americans during World War II (Jones 2001; 
Zogby 2001).

In July 2004 the Chinese government launched a sur-
veillance campaign to monitor the estimated 220 billion 
(and climbing) text messages that 300 million Chinese 
send to one another each year. The government is tak-
ing this step to prevent text-messaging technology from 
spreading unauthorized information that might under-
mine its one-party rule (Kahn 2004d).

The Functionalist Perspective

■ CORE CONCEPT 4: It is impossible for a society to exist with-

out deviance. Always and everywhere there will be some behav-

iors or appearances that offend collective sentiments. Émile 
Durkheim (1901) argued that although definitions of 
what constitutes deviance varies by place, it is present in 
all societies. He defined deviance as acts that offend col-
lective norms and expectations. The fact that always and 
everywhere some people will offend collective sentiments 
led him to conclude that deviance is normal as long as it 
is not excessive and that “it is completely impossible for 
any society entirely free of it to exist” (p. 99). According 
to Durkheim, deviance will be present even in a “commu-
nity of saints” living in an “exemplary and perfect monas-
tery” (p. 100). Durkheim used the analogy of the “perfect 
and upright” person who judges his or her smallest fail-
ings with a severity that others reserve for the most seri-

ous offenses. Likewise even among the exemplary, some 
seemingly insignificant act or appearance will be greeted 
as deviant, even criminal,  if only because “it is impossible 
for everyone to be alike if only because each of us cannot 
stand in the same spot” (p. 100). 

Durkheim believed that what makes an act or appear-
ance deviant is not so much its character or consequences, 
but that a group has defi ned it as dangerous or threatening 
to its well-being. Wearing eyeglasses, for example, clearly 
does not harm others. As we have learned, however, this 
behavior was identifi ed in China during the Cultural Rev-
olution as a clear indicator of other threatening behaviors, 
such as the crimes of “special status” or abandonment of 
revolutionary spirit, that were not so easily observable. 

According to Durkheim, deviance has an important 
function in society, for at least two reasons. First, the ritual 
of identifying and exposing the wrongdoing, determining 
a punishment, and carrying it out is an emotional expe-
rience that binds together the members of a group and 
establishes a sense of community. Durkheim argued that 
a group that went too long without noticing deviance or 
doing something about it would lose its identity as a group. 
In evaluating Durkheim’s argument, consider that when 
U.S. offi cials criticize China for some alleged wrongdoing, 
they are simultaneously arguing that the United States is a 
better place to live. Likewise, when Chinese offi cials criti-
cize the United States, they are indirectly sending the mes-
sage “Be glad you live here and not there!” Second, deviance 
is functional because it helps bring about necessary change 
and prepares  people for change. Nothing would change 
if someone did not step forward and introduce a new 

These surveillance devices, aimed at passengers riding in cars 
approaching terminals, have facial recognition and body temperature-
reading capabilities.
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Durkheim believed that it is impossible for a society to exist without 
deviance. Some difference, however slight, is bound to offend. If 
Durkheim were analyzing this photograph, what might he point out as 
something that might offend? 
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perspective or a new way of doing things. By defi nition this 
“step forward” is considered deviant, as it departs from the 
normal way of thinking or of doing things. 

Durkheim’s theory offers an intriguing explanation 
for why almost anything can be defi ned as deviant. Yet, 
Durkheim did not address an important question: Who 
decides that a particular activity or appearance is deviant? 
Labeling theory provides one answer to this question.

Labeling Theory

■ CORE CONCEPT 5: Labeling theorists maintain that an act is 

deviant when people notice it and then take action to label it 

as a violation and apply appropriate sanctions. In Outsiders: 
Studies in the Sociology of Deviance, sociologist Howard 
Becker states the central thesis of labeling theory:

All social groups make rules and attempt, at some times and 

under some circumstances, to enforce them. When a rule is 

enforced, the person who is supposed to have broken it may be 

seen as a special kind of person, one who cannot be trusted to 

live by the rules agreed on by the group. He is regarded as an 

outsider. (1963, p. 1)

As Becker’s statement suggests, labeling theorists are 
guided by two assumptions: (1) rules are socially con-
structed, and (2) these rules are not enforced uniformly or 
consistently. Support for the fi rst assumption comes from 
the fact that because defi nitions of deviant behavior vary 
across time and place, people must decide what is deviant. 
The second assumption is supported by the fact that some 
people break rules and escape detection, whereas others 
are treated as offenders even though they have broken no 
rules. Labeling theorists maintain that whether an act is 
deviant depends on whether people notice it and, if they 
do notice, on whether they label it as a violation of a rule 
and subsequently apply sanctions.

Such contingencies suggest that violating a rule does 
not automatically make a person deviant. That is, from a 

sociological point of view, a rule breaker is not deviant (in 
the strict sense of the word) unless someone notices the 
violation and decides to take corrective action (see Figure 
7.2). “The critical variable in the study of deviance, then, 
is the social audience rather than the individual actor, 
since it is the social audience [that] eventually determines 
whether or not any episode or behavior . . . is labeled devi-
ant” (Erikson 1966, p. 11).

Labeling theorists suggest that for every rule a social 
group creates, four categories of people exist: conformists, 
pure deviants, secret deviants, and the falsely accused. 
The category to which one belongs depends on whether 
a rule has been violated and on whether sanctions are 
applied. Conformists are people who have not violated the 
rules of a group and are treated accordingly. Pure devi-
ants are people who have broken the rules and are caught, 
punished, and labeled as outsiders. As a result, these rule 
breakers take on the master status of deviant, an identifi -
cation that “proves to be more important than most oth-
ers. One will be identifi ed as a deviant fi rst, before other 
identifi cations are made” (Becker 1963, p. 33). We must 
remember that although pure deviants undeniably violate 
rules, rule enforcers play a role in “noticing and deciding 
to punish” those they apprehend. 

Secret deviants are people who have broken the rules 
but whose violation goes unnoticed or, if it is noticed, 
prompts those who notice to look the other way rather 
than reporting the violation. Becker maintains that “no 
one really knows how much of this phenomenon exists,” 

Major Assumptions

1. Rules are socially constructed.

2. Rules are not enforced uniformly or consistently.

Behavior

Noticed

Label as a 
violation of

norms

Not
labeled

Apply 
sanction

Do not apply
sanction

Not noticed

▲ Figure 7.2 Flow Chart Illustrating Labeling Theory

conformists People who have not violated the rules of a group and 
are treated accordingly.

pure deviants People who have broken the rules of a group and are 
caught, punished, and labeled as outsiders.

master status of deviant An identifi cation marking a rule breaker 
fi rst and foremost as a deviant.

secret deviants People who have broken the rules of a group but 
whose violation goes unnoticed or, if it is noticed, prompts no one to 
enforce the law.



but he is convinced that the “amount is very sizable, much 
more so than we are apt to think” (1963, p. 20). A survey 
of crime victims in the United States found that 23.4 mil-
lion crimes were committed against U.S. residents 12 years 
old and older. Of the victims, 57.4 percent did not report 
the crimes to police (U.S. Department of Justice 2005; see 
Table 7.1).

The falsely accused are people who have not broken 
the rules but are treated as if they have. The ranks of the 
falsely accused include victims of eyewitness errors and 
police cover-ups; they also include innocent suspects who 
make false confessions under the pressure of interrogation. 
For the book In Spite of Innocence, sociologist Michael L. 
Radelet and his co-author reviewed more than 400 cases of 
innocent people convicted of capital crimes and found that 
56 had made false confessions. Apparently, some innocent 
suspects admitted guilt, even regarding heinous crimes, to 
escape the stress of interrogation (Jerome 1995). As with 
secret deviance, no one knows how often false accusation 
occurs, but it probably occurs more often than we think. 
Moreover, the taint of guilt often lingers even after the 
falsely accused is cleared of all charges. Such cases lead 
us to ask a larger question: Under what circumstances are 
people most likely to be falsely accused? 

The Falsely Accused

Sociologist Kai Erikson (1966) identifi ed a particular situ-
ation in which people are likely to be falsely accused of 
a crime: when the well-being of a country or a group is 
threatened. The threat can take the form of an economic 
crisis (such as a depression or recession), a moral cri-
sis (such as family breakdown), a health crisis (such as 
AIDS), or a national security crisis (such as war). At times 
like these, people need to identify a clear source of the 
threat. Thus, whenever a catastrophe occurs, it is common 
to blame someone for it. Identifying a threat gives an illu-
sion of control. In a crisis, the person blamed is likely to 
be someone who is at best indirectly responsible, someone 

in the wrong place at the wrong time, or someone who is 
viewed as different.

This defi ning activity can take the form of a witch 
hunt—a campaign to identify, investigate, and correct 
behavior that has been defi ned as undermining a group 
or country. In actuality, a witch hunt rarely accomplishes 
these goals, because the real cause of a problem is often 
complex, extending far beyond the behavior of a targeted 
person or category. Often people who are identifi ed as the 
cause of a problem are simply being used to make the prob-
lem appear as if it is being managed. These dynamics help 
explain how, during the Cultural Revolution, the most 
seemingly insignifi cant acts—such as wearing makeup or 
eyeglasses—were classifi ed as crimes against the country. 
The Cultural Revolution was Chairman Mao Zedong’s 
response to a specifi c crisis: the failure of the Great Leap 
Forward—Mao’s plan to mobilize the masses to trans-
form China from a land of poverty into one of agricultural 
abundance in fi ve short years (1958 through 1962).

Under this plan, Mao enlisted hundreds of thousands 
of people for projects ranging from killing insects to build-
ing giant dams with shovels and wheelbarrows (Butter-
fi eld 1976). The Great Leap Forward was an ill-conceived, 
hastily planned, sweeping reorganization of Chinese soci-
ety that created economic and environmental disruption 
on a massive scale, leading to the deaths of 30 to 50 mil-
lion Chinese from human-induced famine. In one region, 
peasants stopped harvesting crops and dug tunnels in 
their fi elds to seek coal, which Communist Party offi cials 
believed was plentiful there. No coal was found, however, 
and the crops rotted. 

In light of this crisis, Mao was particularly vulner-
able to political attack. He blamed the failure of his plan 
on entrenched authority, which he loosely defi ned as the 
“Four Olds”: old ideas, old culture, old customs, and old 
habits. Mao also blamed the failure on the abandon-
ment of revolutionary spirit and on the “evils of special 
status and special accumulation of worldly goods” (Fair-
bank 1987, p. 319). He used the Cultural Revolution as an 
attempt to eliminate anyone in the Communist Party and 
in the masses who opposed his policies. Of course, such 
targeted behaviors as wearing eyeglasses or makeup could 

Table 7.1 Number of Victimizations by Crime Type

 and Percentage Not Reported to Police, 2005

 Number Percentage Not

Crime (millions) Reported to Police

All crimes 23.4 57.4

All personal crimes  5.4 51.3

Violent crimes  5.1 50.7

Property crimes 18.0 59.3

Source: U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics (2005).

falsely accused People who have not broken the rules of a group 
but are treated as if they have.

witch hunt  A campaign to identify, investigate, and correct behav-
ior that is believed to be undermining a group or country. Usually this 
behavior is not the real cause of a problem but is used to distract 
people’s attention from the real cause or to make the problem seem 
manageable.
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not possibly have been responsible for the failure of the 
Great Leap Forward. Nevertheless, targeting such behav-
iors diverted the public’s attention from this disruptive 
event and from the shortcomings of those in power, and it 
united the public behind a cause.

Of course, witch hunts are not confi ned to China. After 
the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, Muslim and 
Arab Americans were “caught up in the biggest criminal 
investigation in U.S. history” (Kaye 2001). Although the 
FBI did not keep statistics on the ethnicity or religious 
affi liation of the people questioned about the attacks, it is 
believed that most people interrogated were or appeared to 
be Muslim or Middle Eastern. In southern California alone, 
the FBI pursued more than 22,000 leads in the month fol-
lowing the attacks. While many Arab and Muslim Ameri-
cans expressed understanding about the real and perceived 
needs for such increased scrutiny, an unknown number 

of FBI and police interrogations went beyond question-
ing to include demands that women remove headscarves. 
We also know that many federal agents, haunted by the 
September 11 attacks, acted on “information from tipsters 
with questionable backgrounds and motives, touching off 
needless scares and upending the lives of innocent sus-
pects” (Moss 2003, p. A1). 

The existence of the falsely accused underscores the 
fact that the study of deviance must look beyond people 
identifi ed or labeled as rule breakers. After all, the falsely 
accused are innocent, but they have been labeled as devi-
ant by those with the power to do so. (See Working For 
Change: “The Falsely Accused on Death Row.”)

Rule Makers and Rule Enforcers

■ CORE CONCEPT 6: Sociologists are concerned less with rule 

violators than with rule makers and enforcers. Sociologist 
Howard Becker (1973) recommends that, when study-
ing deviance, researchers pay particular attention to 
who the rule makers and rule enforcers are and to how 
they achieve power and then use it to define how others 
“will be regarded, understood, and treated” (p. 204). This 
topic, of course, draws on conflict theorists’ emphasis on 
dominant and subordinate groups. According to conflict 
theorists, the members of a society with the most wealth, 
power, and authority have the ability to create laws and 
establish crime-stopping and crime-monitoring institu-
tions. Consequently, we should not be surprised that law 
enforcement efforts tend to focus disproportionately on 
the poor and other powerless groups rather than on the 
wealthy and politically powerful.

This uneven focus gives the widespread impression 
that the poor, the uneducated, and members of minor-
ity groups are more prone to criminal behavior than are 
people in the middle and upper classes, the educated, and 
members of the majority group. In fact, crime exists in all 
social classes, but the type of crime, the extent to which 
the laws are enforced, access to legal aid, and the power to 
shape laws to one’s advantage vary across classes (Cham-
bliss 1974). In the United States, for example, police efforts 
are largely directed at controlling crimes against individ-
ual life and property (crimes such as drug offenses, rob-
bery, assault, homicide, and rape) rather than controlling 
white-collar and corporate crimes.

White-collar crime consists of “crimes committed 
by persons of respectability and high social status in the 
course of their occupations” (Sutherland and Cressey 1978, 
p. 44). Corporate crime is crime committed by a corpora-
tion as it competes with other companies for market share 
and profi ts. White-collar and corporate crimes—such as 
the manufacturing and marketing of unsafe products, 
unlawful disposal of hazardous waste, tax evasion, and 
money laundering—are usually handled not by the police 
but by regulatory agencies, such as the Environmental 

The U.S. government’s internment of more than 110,000 people of 
Japanese descent (80 percent of whom were U.S. citizens) during World 
War II is an example of a witch hunt. Japanese Americans living on the 
West Coast were forced from their homes and taken to desert prisons 
surrounded by barbed wire and guarded with machine guns. None had 
been found guilty of anti-American activity. Nevertheless, wartime 
hysteria, combined with long-standing prejudice, led to this internment 
(Kometani 1987). Here we see Japanese American children tagged like 
luggage to be sent to various detention centers.
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white-collar crime “Crimes committed by persons of respectability 
and high social status in the course of their occupations” (Sutherland 
and Cressey 1978, p. 44).

corporate crime Crime committed by a corporation as it competes 
with other companies for market share and profi ts.



 WORKING FOR CHANGE

The Falsely Accused on Death Row

or inmate, or a crime-scene witness. The panel also sug-
gested that the death penalty should not be a sentencing 
option when only eyewitness evidence existed (Governor’s 
Commission on Capital Punishment 2002). 

In October 2002 Ryan pardoned four black men who, 
after serving 15 years on death row for the 1986 slaying 
and rape of a medical student, were exonerated by DNA 
evidence. Then in January 2003, after a three-year battle 
to reform the Illinois capital punishment system, Ryan 
announced that he was commuting the death sentences of 
another four black men tortured by Chicago police offi -
cers into confessing to crimes they did not commit. Ryan 
stated that these four men were “perfect examples of what 
is so terribly broken about our system” (Kelly 2003).

Two days before leaving offi ce in January 2003, George 
Ryan commuted the death sentences of 167 inmates to 
life without parole. Because Illinois citizens were evenly 
divided on the issue of sparing prisoners and commut-
ing death sentences to life (The Economist 2002), it should 
come as no surprise that Ryan’s actions were both praised 
as courageous and scorned as irresponsible (Johnson 2003, 
p. 34). At a press conference, Ryan stated, “Our capital sys-
tem is haunted by the demon of error—error in determin-
ing guilt, and error in determining who among the guilty 
deserve to die” (Ryan 2003).

Ryan’s actions have raised public awareness about death 
penalty misuse and the plight of the wrongfully convicted. 
He has forced us to ask hard questions: How many of the 
3,557 prisoners on death row in the United States were 
falsely convicted? How many of the 4,744 prisoners put 
to death since 1930 were innocent? (U.S. Department of 
Justice 2004). Ryan has won many awards recognizing 
his courage and conviction, and he was nominated for 
the 2003 Nobel Peace Prize. Ryan’s efforts run parallel to 
those of the Innocence Project, a not-for-profi t legal clinic 
that “only handles cases where post-conviction DNA test-
ing of evidence can yield conclusive proof of innocence” 
(Innocence Project 2004). Students, supervised by a team 
of attorneys and clinic staff, investigate and handle the 
cases. Of the 144 inmates the clinic has exonerated, 23 (16 
percent) of them were convicted in Illinois.

Source: Missy Gish, Class of 2005, Northern Kentucky University, Updated June 
2007.
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IN SEPTEMBER 1998 Anthony Porter was within 50 
hours of his scheduled execution for a double homicide 
when the Illinois Supreme Court granted him a stay of 
execution. Porter had been defended by a lawyer who fell 
asleep in court, assigned a judge who later left the bench 
over a fi nancial scandal, and convicted by a jury preju-
diced by a witness’s false testimony. After his appeals had 
failed, a lawyer volunteered his services and had Porter’s 
IQ tested. When the lawyer learned that Porter was bor-
derline mentally retarded, a team of four other pro bono 
lawyers and journalism students agreed to take the case. 
The team interviewed two crime-scene witnesses.

One eyewitness, Inez Jackson, told the team that she 
had seen her then-husband, Alstory Simon, shoot both 
victims. Simon admitted his guilt, claiming that he killed 
one victim in self-defense while fi ghting over a drug deal 
and that the other victim’s death was an accident (Center 
on Wrongful Convictions 2003).

George Ryan had just been inaugurated governor of 
Illinois in early 1999 when he saw Simon’s videotaped con-
fession. A proponent of capital punishment when elected, 
Ryan said this case left him feeling “jolted into reexamin-
ing everything I believed in” (Shapiro 2001). Weeks later, 
Andrew Kokoraleis, another Illinois prisoner, was sched-
uled to die. After agonizing over the decision, Ryan chose 
to sign off on the execution.

Later that year, Ryan learned that 13 death-row inmates, 
some convicted 25 years before, had been found innocent 
after DNA evidence was discovered. Among them was an 
inmate who was within days of a scheduled execution. 
Ryan’s views on capital punishment changed drastically. 
While he never questioned the state’s right to take a life, 
he argued that the sentencing process was so fl awed that 
it must be shut down until it was repaired (Christian Cen-
tury 2003). In January 2000 he ordered a moratorium on 
executions in Illinois. 

Ryan then appointed a panel to investigate Illinois’s 
capital punishment system. The panel recommended 85 
changes, including videotaping all police questioning of 
capital suspects and revising the procedures for conduct-
ing lineups. Because the panel found that the death penalty 
was unevenly applied, they recommended that it should 
be applied only when the defendant had murdered two or 
more people, a police offi cer or fi refi ghter, a prison offi cer 
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Protection Agency and the Food and Drug Administra-
tion, which have minimal staff to monitor compliance.

Escaping punishment is easier for white-collar and cor-
porate criminals than for other criminals. In the case of 
white-collar crime, offenders are part of the system: They 
occupy positions in the organization that permit them to 
carry out illegal activities discreetly. In the case of corpo-
rate crime, everyone in the organization contributes to ille-
gal activities simply by doing their jobs. In addition, both 
white-collar and corporate crimes are “directed against 
impersonal—and often vaguely defi ned—entities such as 
the tax system, the physical environment, competitive con-
ditions in the market economy, etc.” (National Council for 
Crime Prevention in Sweden 1985, p. 13). These crimes are 
without victims in the usual sense, because they are “sel-
dom directed against a particular person who goes to the 
police and reports an offense” (p. 13). In 2004, less than 
1 percent (1,108 persons) of all people sentenced to U.S. 
federal prisons were classifi ed as white-collar criminals, 
whereas 54.3 percent (56,291 persons) were classifi ed as 
drug offenders (Federal Bureau of Prisons 2004).

The focus on rule makers and rule enforcers sug-
gests that sociologists are just as concerned with those 
who make and apply rules as with rule violators. So, for 
example, sociologists could not study deviance in China 
without considering that, since 1949, those in power have 
adhered to the following code:

In any circumstance and at any cost, political power must 

be retained in its totality. This rule is absolute, it tolerates no 

exception and must take precedence over any other consid-

eration. The bankruptcy of the entire country, the ruin of its 

credit abroad, the destruction of national prestige, the annihi-

lation of all efforts toward overture and modernization—none 

of these could ever enter into consideration once the Party’s 

authority was at stake. (Leys 1989, p. 17)

When studying rule makers and rule enforcers, soci-
ologists question how the powerful infl uence the public to 
accept their defi nitions of what is deviant and then apply 
the recommended sanctions. The work of social psycholo-
gist Stanley Milgram provides some insights. 

Obedience to Authority

■ CORE CONCEPT 7: The firm commands of a person holding 

a position of authority over a person hearing those commands 

can elicit obedient responses. When Stanley Milgram 
(1974) conducted the research for his book Obedience to 
Authority, he wanted to learn how people in positions of 
authority persuade other people to accept the authorities’ 

In 2006 two top executives at Enron Corporation—Ken Lay and Jeffrey 
Skilling—were found guilty of conspiracy, fraud, and making false state-
ments. Their actions caused 4,000 Enron employees to lose their jobs 
and life savings and caused investors to lose billions of dollars. 
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emphasis on the rule makers and rule enforcers as they do on the rule 
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definitions of deviance and to conform to orders about 
how to treat people classified as deviant. His study gives 
us insights into how events such as the Holocaust, the 
Cultural Revolution, and more recently, prisoner abuse 
at Abu Ghraib and other U.S.-run prisons, could have 
taken place. That such atrocities required the cooperation 
of many people raises important questions about people’s 
capacity to obey authority.

The person who, with inner conviction, loathes stealing, kill-

ing, and assault may fi nd himself performing these acts with 

relative ease when commanded by authority. Behavior that is 

unthinkable in an individual who is acting on his own may be 

executed without hesitation when carried out under orders. 

(Milgram 1974, p. xi)

Milgram designed an experiment to see how far peo-
ple would go before they would refuse to conform to an 
authority’s orders. The fi ndings of his experiment have 
considerable relevance for understanding the condi-
tions under which rules handed down by authorities are 
enforced by the masses. 

The participants in Milgram’s experiment were volun-
teers who answered an ad he had placed in a local paper. 
When participants arrived at the study site, they were 
greeted by a man in a laboratory jacket who explained to 
them and another apparent volunteer that the study’s pur-
pose was to learn whether the use of punishment improves 
the ability to learn. (Unknown to each subject, the other 
“volunteer” was actually a confederate—someone work-
ing in cooperation with the investigator conducting the 
study.) The participant and the confederate drew lots to 
determine who would be the teacher and who would be 
the learner. The draw was fi xed, however, so that the con-
federate was always the learner and the real volunteer was 
always the teacher.

The learner was strapped to a chair, and electrodes were 
placed on his or her wrists. The teacher, who could not see 
the learner, was placed in front of an instrument panel con-
taining a line of shock-generating switches. The switches 
ranged from 15 to 450 volts and were labeled accord-
ingly, from “slight shock” to “danger, severe shock.” The 
researcher explained that when the learner made a fi rst 
mistake, the teacher was to administer a 15-volt shock; the 
teacher would then increase the voltage with each subse-
quent mistake. In each case, as the strength of the shock 
increased, the learner expressed greater discomfort. One 
learner even said that his heart was bothering him and 
went silent.

When the volunteers expressed concern, the researcher 
fi rmly told them to continue administering shocks. 
Although many of the volunteers protested, a substantial 
number obeyed and continued “no matter how vehement 
the pleading of the person being shocked, no matter how 
painful the shocks seemed to be, and no matter how much 
the victim pleaded to be let out” (Milgram 1987, p. 567).

The results of Milgram’s experiments are especially sig-
nifi cant when one considers that the participants received 
no penalty if they refused to administer shocks. Obedience 
in this situation was founded simply on the fi rm command 
of a person with a status that gave minimal authority over 
the subject. If this level of obedience is possible under the 
circumstances of Milgram’s experiments, one can imagine 
the level that is possible when disobedience brings severe 
penalties or negative consequences. 

For the Cultural Revolution to have taken place, mil-
lions of Chinese must have cooperated to carry out Mao 
Zedong’s mission of fi nding and purging those deemed 
responsible for the failure of the Great Leap Forward. 
Mao defi ned those loyal to the past and undevoted to his 
thoughts and words as the culprits. Chinese author Wang 
Shuo (1997) described the Cultural Revolution as a time 
when “we were out of control. Everything was turned 
upside down. The teachers who used to do the educating 
were sent away to be reeducated. Children were allowed 
to correct their parents” (p. 51). Between 1966 and 1971, 
more than 36 million Chinese were persecuted in some 
way, with the most extreme forms of persecution being 
“enforced suicide” and being “hounded to death” (Spence 
2006; MacFarquhar and Schoenhals 2006). 

Mao initially assigned the Red Guards (his name for 
the youths of China between the ages of 9 and 18) the 
tasks of fi nding these culprits. In fact, Mao ordered classes 
suspended nationwide to free up 500,000 college students 

In Milgram’s classic study, the experimenter (E) 
commands the subject (S) to increase the intensity 
of electric shocks to a confederate posing as a 
learner (A) when the learner makes mistakes, even 
after the learner begs the subject to stop.
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and 113 million primary and middle school students for 
political action (Spence 2006; MacFarquhar and Schoen-
hals 2006). (See Intersection of Biography and Society: 
“Obedience to Authority during the Cultural Revolution 
and at Abu Ghraib Prison.”) 

The Constructionist Approach

■ CORE CONCEPT 8: In an effort to define deviance, rule mak-

ers and rule enforcers assume the role of claims maker and 

engage in various claims-making activities. Regarding devi-
ance, the constructionist approach focuses on the way 
specific groups (such as illegal immigrants and homosex-
uals), activities (such as child abuse), conditions (such as 
teenage pregnancy, infertility, and pollution), or artifacts 
(such as song lyrics, guns, art, and eyeglasses) become 
defined as problems. In particular, constructionists exam-
ine claims makers and claims-making activities. Claims 
makers are people who articulate and promote claims 
and who tend to gain in some way if the targeted audience 

INTERSECTION OF  BIOGRAPHY AND SOCIETY

world’s most notorious prisons under Saddam Hussein, 
was converted to a U.S. military prison after Hussein was 
removed from power. Frederick faced charges of conspir-
acy, dereliction of duty, cruelty toward prisoners, mal-
treatment, assault, and indecent acts. He was sentenced 
to eight years in prison. Letters and e-mail messages that 
Frederick wrote to family members were presented in 
court to bolster his defense lawyer’s assertion that he was 
simply carrying out orders (Hersh 2004). In January 2004, 
Frederick wrote “I questioned some of the things that I 
saw, . . . such things as leaving inmates in their cell with no 
clothes or in female underpants, handcuffi ng them to the 
door of their cell—and the answer I got was, ‘This is how 
military intelligence [MI] wants it done.’ . . . MI has also 
instructed us to place a prisoner in an isolation cell with 
little or no clothes, no toilet or running water, no ventila-
tion or window, for as much as three days.” Frederick also 
wrote that when he questioned his superior offi cer about 
this mistreatment, the offi cer said, “Don’t worry about it.” 
Frederick wrote about the situation of an Iraqi prisoner 
under CIA control: “They stressed him out so bad that the 
man passed away. They put his body in a body bag and 
packed him in ice for approximately twenty-four hours in 
the shower. . . . The next day the medics came and put his 
body on a stretcher, placed a fake IV in his arm and took 
him away” (Hersh 2004).

Obedience to Authority during the Cultural Revolution 

and at Abu Ghraib Prison

THE REFLECTIONS OF a former Red Guard, some 15 
years after the Cultural Revolution, show the intensity 
with which people were hunted down and persecuted: 
“I was very young when the Cultural Revolution began. 
. . . My schoolmates and I were among the fi rst in Peking 
to become Red Guards; we believed deeply in Chairman 
Mao. I could recite the entire book of the Chairman’s quo-
tations backward and forward; we spent hours just shout-
ing the slogans at our teachers.” Hong remembered in 
particular a winter day, with the temperature below freez-
ing, when she and her faction of Red Guards put on their 
red armbands and made three of the teachers from their 
high school kneel on the ground outside without coats 
or gloves. “We had gone to their houses to conduct an 
investigation, to search them, and we found some English-
language books. They were probably old textbooks, but 
to us it was proof they were worshipping foreign things 
and were slaves to the foreigners. We held a bonfi re and 
burned everything we had found.” After that, she recalled, 
the leader of her group—a tall, charismatic eighteen-year-
old boy, the son of an army general, whose nickname was 
“Old Dog”—ordered them to beat the teachers. He pro-
duced some wooden boards, and the students started hit-
ting the teachers on their bodies. “We kept on till one of 
the teachers start[ed] coughing blood,” Hong said. . . .“We 
felt very proud of ourselves. It seemed very revolutionary” 
(Butterfi eld 1982, p. 183).

Staff Sergeant Ivan L. Frederick II was caught up in 
the Abu Ghraib prison scandal. Abu Ghraib, one of the 

constructionist approach A sociological approach that focuses on 
the way specifi c groups, activities, conditions, or artifacts become 
defi ned as problems.

claims makers People who articulate and promote claims and who 
tend to gain in some way if the targeted audience accepts their claims 
as true.



accepts their claims as true. Claims makers include gov-
ernment officials, marketers, scientists, professors, and 
other special-interest groups. Claims-making activities 
are actions taken to draw attention to a claim—actions 
such as “demanding services, filling out forms, lodg-
ing complaints, filing lawsuits, calling press conferences, 
writing letters of protest, passing resolutions, publishing 
exposés, placing ads in newspapers, . . . setting up picket 
lines or boycotts” (Spector and Kitsuse 1977, p. 79). 

An example of a claims-making activity is the annual 
human rights reports that the U.S. Department of State 
releases on 190 countries, including one on the People’s 
Republic of China. In that report the United States makes 
a number of claims about China, including this one:

The government’s human rights record remained poor, and 

the government continued to commit numerous and serious 

abuses. There was a trend towards increased harassment, deten-

tion, and imprisonment by government and security authori-

ties of those perceived as threatening to government authority. 

The government also adopted measures to control more 

tightly print, broadcast and electronic media, and censored 

online content. Protests by those seeking to redress grievances 

increased signifi cantly and were suppressed, at times violently, 

by security forces. 

Each year the Chinese government responds by issuing 
a human rights report on the United States. It began its 
2006 report with this claim: 

The U.S. Department of State, posing once again as “the 

world’s judge of human rights,” released its Country Reports 

on Human Rights Practices for 2005. As in previous years, the 

State Department pointed the fi nger at human rights situations 

in more than 190 countries and regions, including China, but 

kept silent on the serious violations of human rights in the 

United States. To help people realize the true features of this 

self-styled “guardian of human rights,” it is necessary to probe 

into the human rights abuses in the United States.

The success of a claims-making campaign depends on 
a number of factors, including access to the media, avail-
able resources, and the claims maker’s social status and 
skill at fund-raising, promotion, and organization (Best 
1989). According to sociologist Joel Best, when con-
structionists study the process through which a group or 
behavior is defi ned as a problem to society, they focus on 
who makes the claims, whose claims are heard, and how 
audiences respond to them. Constructionists are guided 
by one or more of the following questions: What kinds 
of claims are made about the problem? Who makes the 
claims? Which claims are heard? Why is a claim made at 
a particular time? What are the responses to the claim? Is 
there evidence that the claims maker has misrepresented 
or inaccurately characterized the situation? To answer the 
last question, constructionists examine how claims mak-
ers characterize a condition. Specifi cally, constructionists 

pay attention to any labels that claims makers attach to a 
condition, the examples they use to illustrate the nature 
of the problem, and their orientation toward the problem 
(describing it, for example, as medical, moral, genetic, or 
educational).

Labels, examples, and orientation are important because 
they tend to evoke a particular cause of a problem and a 
particular solution to it (Best 1989). For example, to label 
AIDS as a moral problem is to locate its cause in the good-
ness or badness of human action and to suggest that the 
solution depends on the victims changing their evil ways. 
To call it a medical problem is to locate the cause in the 
biological workings of the body or mind and to suggest 
that the solution rests with a drug, a vaccine, or surgery. 

When Mao died in 1976, the Cultural Revolution ended, 
and China’s new leaders faced a great many problems, 
including how to undo the effects of this movement, which 
had taken place at the expense of China’s economic, tech-
nological, scientifi c, cultural, and agricultural development 
and had drained the Chinese physically and mentally. It 
also created a 10-year gap in training, such that one leading 
Chinese surgeon claimed, “I can’t honestly let any of the 
young doctors in my hospital operate on a patient. . . . They 
went to medical school. But they studied Mao’s thought, 
planting rice or making tractor parts. They never had to 
take exams and a lot of them don’t know basic anatomy” 
(Butterfi eld 1980, p. 32). 

To solve the problems resulting from the Cultural Rev-
olution, the Communist Party, under the leadership of 
Deng Xiaoping, rallied the teachers, technicians, artists, 
and scientists whom the revolution had struck down. Deng 
Xiaoping claimed that the government’s new policies were 
in the best interest of the country and that they did not 
promote individual self-interest, special status, or accu-
mulation of wealth. These claims allowed Chinese lead-
ers to send tens of thousands of students overseas to study 
in the capitalist West. They allowed farmers and factory 
workers to keep profi ts from surplus crops after meeting 
government quotas, and they permitted the government 
to establish Special Economic Zones (SEZs), designated 
areas within China that could enjoy capitalist privileges. 

To this point, we have examined several sociological 
concepts—socialization, norms (folkways and mores), 
and mechanisms of social control—and discussed how 
they relate to deviance. In addition, we have examined the 

claims-making activities Actions taken to draw attention to 
a claim, such as “demanding services, fi lling out forms, lodging 
complaints, fi ling lawsuits, calling press conferences, writing letters 
of protest, passing resolutions, publishing exposés, placing ads in 
newspapers, . . . setting up picket lines or boycotts” (Spector and 
Kitsuse 1977, p. 79).
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functionalist perspective to gain insights about how any 
behavior or appearance can come to be defi ned as deviant. 
We have looked at labeling theory and the construction-
ist approach to gain insights into the role that rule mak-
ers play in shaping deviance. Next, we turn to the theory 
of structural strain, which helps us answer the following 
question: Under what conditions do people engage in 
behavior defi ned as deviant?

Structural Strain Theory

■ CORE CONCEPT 9: Deviant behavior is a response to struc-

tural strain, a situation in which a disjuncture exists between 

culturally valued goals and legitimate means for achieving 

those goals. Robert K. Merton’s theory of structural strain 
takes three factors into account: (1) goals defined as valu-
able and legitimate for all members of society, (2) norms 
that specify the legitimate means of achieving those goals, 
and (3) the actual number of legitimate opportunities 
available to people to achieve the goals. According to Mer-
ton, structural strain is any situation in which (1) the val-
ued goals have unclear limits (that is, people are unsure 
whether they have achieved them), (2) people are unsure 
whether the legitimate means will allow them to achieve 
the goals, or (3) legitimate opportunities for reaching the 
goals remain closed to a significant portion of the popula-
tion. The rate of deviance is likely to be high in any one of 
these situations. Merton uses the United States, a country 
where all three conditions exist, to show the relationship 
between structural strain and deviance.

Structural Strain in the United States

In the United States most people place a high value on the 
culturally valued goal of economic success and social mobil-
ity. Americans tend to believe that anyone can achieve such 
success; that is, they believe that all people, regardless of 
the circumstances into which they were born, can achieve 
affl uence and social stature. Such a viewpoint suggests that 
persons who fail to do so have only themselves to blame. 

Merton argues that “Americans are bombarded on every 
side” with the message that this goal is achievable, “even in 
the face of repeated frustration” (1957, p. 137). Even when 
people do achieve monetary success, at no point can they 
say they feel secure about having achieved their ultimate 
goal. “At each income level . . . Americans want just about 
25 percent more (but of course this ‘just a bit more’ contin-
ues to operate once it is obtained)” (p. 136).

Merton also maintains that structural strain exists in 
the United States because the legitimate means of achiev-
ing wealth do not always lead to its achievement. The 
individual’s task is to choose a path that leads to success. 
That path might involve education, hard work, or devel-
opment of a talent. The problem is that schooling, hard 
work, and talent do not always guarantee economic suc-
cess. Regarding education, for example, many Americans 
believe that a diploma (and especially a college diploma) 
in itself entitles a person to a high-paying job. In reality, 
a diploma is merely one of many components needed to 
achieve success.

Finally, structural strain exists in the United States 
because too few legitimate opportunities exist to achieve 
the goal of fi nancial success. Although Americans are sup-
posed to seek it, all cannot expect to achieve it legitimately. 
The opportunities for achieving success remain closed to 
many people, especially those in the lower classes. For 
example, many young black males living in poverty believe 
that one seemingly sure way to achieve success is through 
sports. The opportunities dwindle rapidly, however, as an 
athlete advances. Fewer than 2 percent of the athletes who 
play at the college level (in basketball, for instance) even 
have a chance at joining the professional ranks.

Merton believed that people respond in identifi able 
ways to structural strain and that their response involves 
some combination of acceptance and rejection of the val-
ued goals and means (see Figure 7.3). He identifi ed the fol-
lowing fi ve responses—only one of which is not deviant:

• Conformity is the acceptance of the cultural goals and 
the pursuit of those goals through legitimate means.

• Innovation is the acceptance of the cultural goals but 
the rejection of legitimate means to achieve them. For 
the innovator, success is equated with winning the 
game rather than with playing by the rules (achiev-
ing a desired end by whatever means). After all, money 
may be used to purchase the same goods and services, 
whether it was acquired legally or illegally. According 
to Merton, when the life circumstances of the middle 
and upper classes are compared with those of the lower 
classes, the lower classes clearly face the greatest pres-
sure to innovate, although no evidence suggests that 
they do so more than the middle and upper classes (for 
example, white-collar and corporate crimes are forms 
of innovation, often committed by middle- and upper-
class people).

structural strain Any situation in which (1) the goals defi ned as 
valuable and legitimate for a society have unclear limits, (2) people 
are unsure whether the legitimate means that the society provides 
will allow them to achieve the goals, and (3) legitimate opportunities 
for reaching the goals remain closed to a signifi cant portion of the 
population.

conformity The acceptance of the cultural goals and the pursuit of 
those goals through legitimate means.

innovation The acceptance of cultural goals but the rejection of the 
legitimate means to achieve them.



• Ritualism involves the rejection of the cultural goals 
but a rigid adherence to the legitimate means of achiev-
ing them. This response is the opposite of innovation: 
The game is played according to the rules despite defeat. 
Merton maintains that this response can be a reaction 
to the status anxiety that accompanies the ceaseless 
competitive struggle to stay on top or to get ahead. 
Ritualism fi nds expression in clichés such as “Don’t 
aim high and you won’t be disappointed” and “I’m not 
sticking my neck out.” It can also be the response of 
people who have few employment opportunities open 
to them. To see how a ritualist might be defi ned as devi-
ant, consider the case of a college graduate who can fi nd 
only a job bagging groceries at minimum wage. Most 
people would probably consider this person a failure, 
even though he or she may be working full-time.

• Retreatism involves the rejection of both culturally 
valued goals and the means of achieving them. People 
who respond this way have not succeeded by either 
legitimate or illegitimate means and thus have resigned 
from society. According to Merton, retreatists are the 
true aliens or the socially disinherited—the outcasts, 
vagrants, vagabonds, tramps, drunks, and addicts. 
They are “in the society but not of it.” 

• Rebellion involves the full or partial rejection of both 
the goals and the means of attaining them and the 
introduction of a new set of goals and means. When 
this response is confi ned to a small segment of soci-
ety, it provides the potential for the emergence of sub-
groups as diverse as street gangs and the Old Order 
Amish. When rebellion is the response of a large num-
ber of people who wish to reshape the entire structure 
of society, a great potential for a revolution exists.

Structural Strain in China

In China one source of structural strain involves the num-
ber of legitimate opportunities for married couples to 
achieve the culturally valued goal of producing children, 
especially a son. Since 1979 China has worked to impose a 
limit of one child per couple in urban areas and a limit of 
two children per couple in rural areas in hopes of slowing 
its population growth. This family-planning policy poses 

Robert K. Merton’s theory of structural strain applies to the situation 
of black athletes who seek to achieve fi nancial success through sports, 
as fewer than 2 percent of college basketball players have a chance to 
join the NBA. 
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ritualism The rejection of cultural goals but a rigid adherence to the 
legitimate means of achieving them.

retreatism The rejection of both cultural goals and the means of 
achieving them.

rebellion The full or partial rejection of both cultural goals and the 
means of achieving them and the introduction of a new set of goals 
and means.
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According to Merton, the response to structural strain that he calls 
“rebellion” applies to the Old Order Amish, who reject many of the 
dominant society’s valued goals related to self-promotion and a false 
sense of self-reliance. Instead, they place great value on such charac-
teristics as calmness, composure, and cooperation.
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a problem, because a cultural preference for boys exists in 
China, especially among the people living in the country-
side. One reason that sons are valued more than daugh-
ters is that sons and their families are expected to care for 
parents in old age. Thus, couples who produce a son can 
be confi dent that someone will care for them later in life. 
The legitimate means of starting a family include the fol-
lowing steps: Obtain permission to have a child, accept 
the sex of the child (that is, do not abort female fetuses 
or kill a daughter), report the birth and sex of the child to 
appropriate agencies, and practice birth control to avoid 
conceiving other children.

We can apply Merton’s typology of responses to struc-
tural strain to describe the reactions of Chinese couples 
to this one-child policy (Figure 7.3). Couples most likely 
to be conformists are those whose fi rst child is a healthy 
son. Conformists would also include couples who have no 
preference as to the sex of their child and couples who are 
fi rmly committed to upholding the laws related to birth 
control because they see them as critical to China’s quality 
of life (Bolido 1993, p. 6). Most people in urban China can 
be classifi ed as conformists.

Innovators accept the culturally valued goal of one 
child per couple but reject the package of legitimate means 
to obtain this goal. Upon learning that she is expecting a 
child, a woman may undergo an ultrasound exam to learn 
the sex of the fetus. If it is female, the couple may decide 

to abort the fetus. Alternatively, upon the birth of a girl 
baby, the parents may kill her or have a midwife kill her. 
Such practices are blamed for the so-called “missing girls” 
problem. Many rural governments in China have launched 
“respect girls” campaigns backed by special incentives, 
such as free tuition to poor families with one or more girls 
(Yardley 2005).

Government statistics show that for every 129 boys 
born in China, there are 100 girls (French 2005; Kahn 
2004c; Yardley 2005). A second category of innovators 
includes couples who abandon an unhealthy or female 
child or abandon a second child born in violation of fam-
ily planning regulations. These children fi ll the country’s 
67 state-run orphanages (Tyler 1996b). From 2005 to 
2006, Americans adopted 14,000 babies from China (U.S. 
Department of State 2007). (See No Borders, No Boundar-
ies: “The Foreign Adoption Process.”) 

Ritualists reject the one-child-per-couple goal of popu-
lation control, but they adhere to the rules. They do not 
agree with the government policies, but they are afraid they 
will be punished if they do not follow them (Remez 1991). 

Retreatists reject the one-child goal as well as the 
legitimate means open to them. This category of deviants 
include couples who continue having children until a son 
is born and who hide the births of girls from party offi -
cials. In fact, Sterling Scruggs of the United Nations Popu-
lation Fund argues that many of the so-called missing girls 
have just never been offi cially registered as having been 
born (Rosenthal 2000). Because of the high number of 
unreported births, some experts claim that it is impossible 
to know the actual size of China’s population (Rosenthal 

For every 129 boys born in China, there are 100 girls. For second and 
third births, the rate is 147 boys for every 100 girls. In some rural areas 
the ratio is 134 to 100.
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–

+/–

Means

+

–

+

–

+/–

Acceptance/achievement of valued goals or means

Rejection/failure to achieve valued goals or means 

+

–

Conformity

Innovation

Ritualism

Retreatism

Rebellion

▲ Figure 7.3  Merton’s Typology of Responses to 

Structural Strain 

Merton believed that people respond to structural strain and that 
their responses involve some combination of acceptance and 
rejection of valued goals and means.
Source: Adapted from Merton (1957, p. 140), “A Typology of Modes 
of Individual Adaptations.”



NO BORDERS, NO BOUNDARIES

The Foreign Adoption Process

Time Frame: It is hard to predict with certainty how much 
time is required to complete an adoption in China. The 
time frames provided in this fl yer are intended as guide-
lines only, and the specifi c circumstances of each case 
could affect signifi cantly how long it takes. 

As of February 2006, adoptions were taking approxi-
mately ten to twelve months from the time the U.S. adop-
tion agency submitted the paperwork of the prospective 
adopter to CCAA to the time the CCAA gave the prospec-
tive adoptive parent(s) their initial referral. Cases involv-
ing children with special needs may take longer. 

After the referral is sent and the prospective parent(s) 
accept the child (see the step-by-step description of the 
Chinese adoption process, below), four to eight more weeks 
are likely to elapse before the CCAA gives the prospective 
adoptive parents fi nal approval to travel to China. 

With regard to time required in China, the CCAA has 
advised local offi cials to try to complete the process within 
15 days after the arrival of the prospective parent(s) in 
China. The Chinese passport, exit permits, and U.S. visa 
process can take another 7-10 days after the adoption is 
fi nalized. Some U.S. families have been able to complete 
the in-country process, including obtaining the U.S. 
immigrant visa for the adoptive child, in approximately 
two weeks. 

Source: Adapted from U.S. Department of State 2007 

▲ Figure 7.4 
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SINCE 1990, AMERICANS have adopted about 250,000 
babies from more than 100 countries. The map shows the 
countries from which Americans adopted babies in 2006. 

In 2006 American adopted 20,679 babies, 6,500 of 
which were from China.  Some of China's eligibility 
requirements follow:

Age of Children: Chinese law allows for the adoption of 
children up to and including age 13; children ages 14 and 
up may not be adopted. 

Civil Status of Prospective Adoptive Parents: Chinese 
law permits adoption by married couples (one man, one 
woman) and single heterosexual persons. Chinese law 
prohibits homosexual individuals or couples from adopt-
ing Chinese children. 

Residency: China does not require that prospective adop-
tive parents reside in China for a specifi ed period prior 
to completing an adoption. However, in order to fi nalize 
the adoption, at least one adopting parent must travel to 
China to execute the required documents in person before 
the appropriate Chinese authorities. If the prospective 
adoptive parents are married, they must adopt the child 
jointly. If only one member of an adopting married couple 
travels to China, that person must have in his/her posses-
sion a power of attorney from the other spouse, notarized 
and authenticated by the Chinese Embassy in Washington 
or one of the Chinese Consulates General elsewhere in the 
United States.http://www.china-embassy.org/eng/hzqz/
t84229.htm

http://www.china-embassy.org/eng/hzqz/t84229.htm
http://www.china-embassy.org/eng/hzqz/t84229.htm
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Culturally valued goal: One child per couple
Culturally valued means: One-child limit
Sources of structural strain: Preference for boys

Conformists

Innovators

Ritualists

Retreatists

Rebels +/–

Goal
Population control

Examples

Acceptance/achievement of valued goals or means

Rejection/failure to achieve valued goals or means 

+

–

–

–

+

+

+/–

–

+

+

–

Response
Means

One-child policy

• Couples who abort female or unhealthy babies
• Couples who abandon babies

• Couples who reject the idea of population
 control and hide the “extra” babies

• Couples who replace official goals and means
 with new goals and means

• Couples with no preference
• “Ideologically sound” couples

• Couples who follow the rules but
 reject policies

▲ Figure 7.5 Merton’s Typology Applied to China’s One-Child Policy

2000). In a sense, these retreatist parents are in society 
but, because of their secret, “not of it.”

Rebels reject the culturally-valued goal of population 
control as well as the legitimate means of achieving it; 
instead, they introduce new goals and new means. One 
could argue that this response applies to couples who 
belong to any of China’s 55 ethnic minority populations, 
which make up 8.1 percent (107 million) of the total 
population (U.S. Central Intelligence Agency). Most of 
these ethnic groups are exempt from the one-child policy. 
The government permits couples from such a group to 
have—depending on the group—two, three, or even four 
children. For these groups, the culturally valued goal is 
to increase the size of the minority populations, and the 
means of achieving that goal is exemption from the one-
child policy. This option has prompted many couples to 
claim ethnic minority status (Tien et al. 1992) (See “Chi-
na’s Population and One-Child Policy”).

Differential Association Theory

■ CORE CONCEPT 10: Criminal behavior is learned; thus, crimi-

nals constitute a special type of conformist in that they conform 

to the norms of the group with which they associate. Sociolo-
gists Edwin H. Sutherland and Donald R. Cressey (1978) 
have advanced a theory of socialization called differential 
association to explain how deviant behavior, especially 
delinquent behavior, is learned. This theory states that 
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Students in Wrocław, Poland, created this memorial to the June 5, 1989, 
Tiananmen Square demonstration. It shows a damaged bicycle and 
broken bricks caused by government tanks sent to stop the protests. 
Tiananmen Square is the most well-known site for a series of demon-
strations that took place in China between April 15 and June 4, 1989. 
In all, 84 cities and as many as 3 million students—joined by workers, 
teachers, and even police offi cers and soldiers—took part in demonstra-
tions against those in power. Although no offi cial fi gures are available, 
hundreds of these protesters are thought to have been killed and 
thousands injured.

differential association A theory of socialization that explains 
how deviant behavior, especially delinquent behavior, is learned. It 
states that “when persons become criminal, they do so because of 
contacts with criminal patterns and also because of isolation from 
anticriminal patterns” (Sutherland and Cressey 1978, p. 78).



protesting the confi scation of their 
land for development projects (Gif-
ford 2007). It is believed that between 
150 to 200 million people from rural 
villages have migrated to the cities in 
search of work. “It is the largest migra-
tion in human history” (Gifford 2007, 
p. xvii). 

On average, 75,616 births and 22,027 
deaths occur every day in China. If 
these patterns persist, the total popu-
lation could increase by another 168 
million people over the next 10 years. 
To complicate the situation, the popu-
lation has expanded rapidly in the past 

45 years, growing from approximately 500 million in 1949 
to 1.32 billion in 2007 (U.S. Central Intelligence Agency 
2007).  Such rapid growth strains China’s ability to house, 
clothe, educate, employ, and feed its people and has over-
shadowed its industrial and agricultural advancements. 
When one considers that approximately 1 billion people 
live under approximately 50 independent governments in 
Europe, North America, and South America (Fairbank 
1989), the magnitude of China’s population problem 
appears even more overwhelming. 

China’s Population and One-Child Policy

THE SIZE OF the Chinese popula-
tion is one major reason for the coun-
try’s rigid system of population control. 
More than 1.3 billion Chinese—one of 
every fi ve people alive in the world—
live in a space roughly the same size 
as the United States. After subtract-
ing deserts and uninhabitable moun-
tain ranges, China’s habitable land 
area is about half that of the United 
States. Although almost 21 percent of 
the world’s population lives in China, 
this country has only 6.3 percent of the 
world’s agricultural land (U.S. Central 
Intelligence Agency 2007). Even though
China manages to feed most of its population well, approx-
imately 65 million people live in a state of absolute poverty; 
that is, they lack the resources to satisfy the basic needs of 
food and shelter. “Most Americans could not begin to com-
prehend what 65 million Chinese have to endure and what 
that level of deprivation is all about” (Piazza 1996, p. 47).  

Another 700 million rural poor live in a state of sub-
stantial deprivation as refl ected in the 80,000 incidents of 
rural unrest in 2005. The unrest may involve a few older 
women demanding their pensions be paid or thousands 

The hundreds of high-rise apartment 
buildings in the Chaoyang District of Beijing 
are one indicator of the housing pressures 
facing China’s large population. Beijing’s 
population is 15.8 million.
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“when persons become criminal, they do so because of 
contacts with criminal patterns and also because of isola-
tion from anticriminal patterns” (1978, p. 78). These con-
tacts take place within deviant subcultures—groups that 
are part of the larger society but whose members adhere 
to norms and values that favor violation of the larger soci-
ety’s laws. That is, people learn crime techniques by closely 
interacting with those who engage in and approve of crim-
inal behaviors.

Sutherland and Cressey maintain that impersonal 
forms of communication, such as television, movies, and 
newspapers, play only a relatively small role in the gen-
esis of criminal behavior. If we accept the premise that 
criminal behavior is learned, then criminals constitute a 
special type of conformist. That is, they conform to the 
norms of the group with which they associate. The theory 
of differential association does not seek to explain how a 
person makes the initial contact with a deviant subcul-
ture (unless, of course, the person is born into such a sub-
culture). Once contact is made, however, the individual 

learns the subculture’s rules for behavior the same way 
that all behavior is learned.

Sociologist Terry Williams studied a group of teenag-
ers, some as young as 14, who sold cocaine in the Washing-
ton Heights section of New York City. These youths were 
recruited by major drug suppliers because, as minors, they 
could not be sent to prison. Williams (1989) argues that 
the teenagers were susceptible to recruitment for two rea-
sons: They saw little chance of fi nding high-paying jobs, 
and they perceived drug dealing as a way to earn money 
that would enable them to pursue a new life.

Williams’s fi ndings suggest that once teenagers become 
involved in drug networks, they learn the skills to perform 

deviant subcultures Groups that are part of the larger society but 
whose members adhere to norms and values that favor violation of 
the larger society’s laws.
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their jobs the same way everyone learns to do a job. Indeed, 
success in a “deviant” job is measured in much the same 
way that success is measured in mainstream jobs: pleasing 
the boss, meeting goals, and getting along with associates.

In China, notions of differential association are the 
basis of the philosophy underlying rehabilitation: A 
deviant individual becomes deviant because of “bad” 
 education or associations with “bad” infl uences (see Fig-
ure 7.5).To correct these infl uences, society must reeducate 
deviant individuals politically, inspire them to support the 
Communist Party, and teach them a love of labor. These 
principles guided Communist Party leaders in their han-
dling of the Chinese students who participated in a series 
of pro-democracy demonstrations in Tiananmen Square 
in 1989. The government eventually suppressed these 
demonstrations violently, accusing the students of “coun-
terrevolutionary revolt” and “bourgeois liberalization.” 
While these terms have never been clearly defi ned, they 
suggest wanton expressions of individual freedom, which 
threatened the country’s stability and unity. Such expres-

sions had to be curbed. In the government’s view, students 
who demonstrated led a sheltered life. As a result they 
ignored larger collective interests and concerns and failed 
to grasp the complexities of government reforms (Kwong 
1988, pp. 983–984; Rahn 2004b).

The government undertook a number of measures to 
persuade the students to learn more about the complexities 
of life and resist subversive ideas. These measures included 
sending them “to rural areas to teach them to endure hard-
ship, work hard and appreciate the daily diffi culties faced 
by China’s mostly rural population” (Kristof 1989, p. Y1). 
The rationale was that proper ideological commitment 
could be instilled through association with the masses and 
through manual labor. Other measures included limiting 
the number of students entering the humanities and social 
sciences. In the year following the Tiananmen Square inci-
dent, almost no students were admitted to study academic 
subjects that government offi cials considered “ideologi-
cally suspect,” such as history, political science, sociology, 
and international studies (Goldman 1989).

Theories of Deviance: Summary

Theory Central Question Answer

Functionalist  How does deviance contribute  Deviance—especially the ritual of identifying and exposing wrongdoing, 
to order and stability?  determining a punishment, and carrying it out—is an emotional experience 

that binds together members of groups and establishes a sense of community.
Labeling theory What is deviance?  Deviance depends on whether people notice it and, if they do notice it, on 

whether they label it as such and subsequently apply sanctions/punishment.

Obedience to  How do rule makers get people Behavior that is unthinkable in an individual acting on his or her own may be
authority  to accept their defi nition of  executed without hesitation when authority fi gures command such behavior.

deviance and to act on those 
defi nitions? 

Constructionist How do specifi c groups, activities,  Claims makers with the ability to defi ne something as a problem, to have
 conditions, or artifacts come to be those claims heard, and to shape public responses play important roles in
 defi ned as problems? defi ning deviance and responses to it.
Structural strain Under what conditions do people  People engage in behavior defi ned as deviant when valued goals have no
 engage in behavior defi ned as  limits or clear boundaries, when legitimate means do not guarantee valued
 deviant? goals, and when the number of legitimate opportunities are in short supply.
Differential  How is behavior defi ned as People learn deviant behavior through close associations and interactions
association theory deviant learned? with those who engage in and approve of criminal behavior.
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■ CORE CONCEPT 1: The only characteristic com-
mon to all forms of deviance is that some social 
audience challenges or condemns a behavior or an 
appearance because it departs from established 
norms.
Deviance is any behavior or physical appearance 
that is socially challenged or condemned because it 
departs from the norms and expectations of a group. 
A norm might be as simple as “girls wear pink and 
boys wear blue.” Conformity comprises behaviors 
and appearances that follow and maintain the stan-
dards of a group. All groups employ mechanisms of 
social control—methods used to teach, persuade, 
or force their members, and even nonmembers, 
to comply with and not deviate from norms and 
expectations. 

■ CORE CONCEPT 2: Most people abide by their society’s norms 
because they have been socialized to accept those norms as 
“good, proper, appropriate, and worthy” (Sumner 1907). 
Because socialization begins as soon as a person enters the world, 
one has little opportunity to avoid exposure to the culture’s 
folkways and mores. That exposure may take place in schools. For 
example, Chinese preschools and primary schools emphasize dis-
cipline, cooperation, and social-mindedness. U.S. preschools and 
primary schools emphasize individuality, self-direction, and free-
dom of choice. When Chinese and Americans were shown each 
other’s system of socializing preschoolers, each group expressed 
preference for their own culture’s system. Of course this principle 
applied to more than Chinese and American preschools. These 
Amish children have come to see their way of life as good, proper 
and worthy.

■ CORE CONCEPT 3: When socialization fails to produce conformity, other 
mechanisms of social control—sanctions, censorship, or surveillance—may 
be used to convey and enforce norms. 
Ideally, conformity is voluntary. That is, people feel internally motivated to 
maintain group standards and to feel guilty if they deviate from them. When 
conformity cannot be achieved voluntarily, other mechanisms of social con-
trol may be used to convey and enforce norms. These mechanisms include 
sanctions, censorship, and surveillance. Sanctions can be positive (reward 
oriented) or negative (punishment oriented), informal (spontaneous and 
unoffi cial) or formal (offi cial, backed by force of law). 
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■ CORE CONCEPT 4: It is impossible for a society to exist without 
deviance. Always and everywhere there will be some behaviors or 
appearances that offend collective sentiments. 
Durkheim ([1901] 1982) argued that although deviance does not take 
the same form everywhere, it is present in all societies. He defi ned 
deviance as acts that offend collective norms and expectations. The 
fact that always and everywhere some people will offend collective 
sentiments led him to conclude that deviance is normal as long as it 
is not excessive and that “it is completely impossible for any society 
entirely free of it to exist” (p. 99).
 According to Durkheim, deviance has an important function in 
society, for at least two reasons. First, the ritual of identifying and 
exposing wrongdoing, determining a punishment, and carrying it out is an emotional experience that 
binds together the members of a group and establishes a sense of community. Second, deviance is 
functional because it helps bring about necessary change and prepares people for change. It is the fi rst 
step toward the future. Nothing would change if someone did not step forward and introduce a new 
perspective or a new way of doing things. 

■ CORE CONCEPT 5: Labeling theorists maintain that an act is 
deviant when people notice it and then take action to label it as a 
violation and apply appropriate sanctions. 
Labeling theorists maintain that violating a rule does not automati-
cally make a person deviant. That is, a rule breaker is not deviant 
(in the strict sense of the word) unless someone notices the violation 
and decides to take corrective action. Labeling theorists suggest that 
for every rule a social group creates, four categories of people exist: 
conformists, pure deviants, secret deviants, and the falsely accused. 
Sociologists are particularly interested in the circumstances of the 
falsely accused. People are likely to be falsely accused of a crime when 
the well-being of a country or a group is threatened. The threat can 
take the form of an economic crisis or a moral, health, or a national security crisis. The response to the 
crisis can take the form of a witch hunt—a campaign to identify, investigate, and correct behavior that 
has been defi ned as undermining a group or a country. 

■ CORE CONCEPT 6: Sociologists are concerned less with rule violators than 
with rule makers and enforcers.
Sociologists pay particular attention to rule makers and rule enforcers—to 
who they are and to how they achieve power and then use it to defi ne how 
others are regarded, understood, and treated. The members of a society with 
the most wealth, power, and authority have the ability to create laws and 
establish crime-stopping and crime-monitoring institutions. Consequently, 
we should not be surprised that law enforcement efforts tend to focus dispro-
portionately on crimes committed by the poor and other powerless groups 
rather than on crimes committed by the wealthy, well connected, and politi-
cally powerful (such as white-collar and corporate crimes). In reality, crime 
exists in all social classes, but the type of crime, the extent to which the laws 
are enforced, access to legal aid, and the power to shape laws to one’s advan-
tage vary across classes. 
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■ CORE CONCEPT 7: The firm commands of a person hold-
ing a position of authority over a person hearing those 
commands can elicit obedient responses.
When Stanley Milgram (1974) conducted the research for 
his book Obedience to Authority, he wanted to explain how 
large numbers of people cooperate in and carry out atroci-
ties. He learned that obedience can be founded simply on 
the fi rm command of a person with a social status that 
gives him or her minimal authority over a subject. 

■ CORE CONCEPT 8: In an effort to define deviance, rule makers and 
rule enforcers assume the role of claims maker and engage in vari-
ous claims-making activities.
Claims makers are people who articulate and promote claims and 
who tend to gain in some way if the targeted audience accepts their 
claims as true. Claims makers include government offi cials, market-
ers, scientists, professors, and other special-interest groups. Claims-
making activities draw attention to a claim and involve a range of 
activities, from fi ling lawsuits to holding signs. The success of a 
claims-making campaign depends on a number of factors, including 
access to the media, available resources, and the claims maker’s social 
status and skill at fund-raising, promotion, and organization. When 
constructionists study the claims-making process, they ask who makes the claims, whose claims are 
heard, how audiences respond, and so on. 

■ CORE CONCEPT 9: Deviant behavior is a response to structural 
strain, a situation in which a disjuncture exists between culturally 
valued goals and legitimate means for achieving those goals. 
Robert K. Merton’s theory of structural strain takes three factors into 
account: (1) culturally valued goals defi ned as legitimate for all mem-
bers of society, (2) norms that specify the legitimate means of achiev-
ing those goals, and (3) the actual number of legitimate opportunities 
available to people to achieve the goals. Structural strain occurs when 
the valued goals have unclear limits, people are unsure whether the 
legitimate means will allow them to achieve the goals, or legitimate 
opportunities for meeting the goals remain closed to a signifi cant 
portion of the population. 
 Merton believed that people respond in identifi able ways to structural strain and that their response 
involves some combination of acceptance and rejection of the valued goals and means. He identifi ed 
the following fi ve responses—only one of which is not deviant: conformity, innovation (such as taking 
illegal performance-enhancing drugs to achieve success in sports), ritualism, retreatism, and rebellion.
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■ CORE CONCEPT 10: Criminal behavior is learned; thus, criminals 
constitute a special type of conformist in that they conform to the 
norms of the group with which they associate.
The theory of differential association explains how deviant behavior, 
especially delinquent behavior, is learned. This theory states that 
“when persons become criminal, they do so because of contacts with 
criminal patterns and also because of isolation from anticriminal 
patterns” (1978, p. 78). These contacts take place within deviant 
subcultures—groups that are part of the larger society but whose 
members adhere to norms and values that favor violation of the larger 
society’s laws. That is, people learn crime techniques by closely interacting with those who engage in 
and approve of criminal behaviors. Youth Centers try to counteract the forces of differential association 
by offering youth activities, friendships, and mentors.
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Social Stratifi cation

With Emphasis on the World’s Richest
and Poorest
When sociologists study social stratifi cation, they focus on the connection 
between the various social statuses people occupy and their life chances, 
including the chance to stay alive past the fi rst year of life, the chance to live 
beyond age 75, and the chance to experience an infi nite number of potential 
events in between those points.
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▲ What do you think it would be like to have grown up in the United States—one of the world’s 

richest countries—and, after graduating from college, volunteered to go to Mauritania, which 

is among the world’s poorest countries? That is what T. Scott McLaren, a student in one of my 

sociology classes, did. Scott is holding the child wearing the baseball cap.

CHAPTER OUTLINE
The Extremes of Poverty and 
Wealth in the World

Ascribed versus Achieved 
Statuses

Caste and Class Systems

Conceptualizing Inequality

Explaining Inequalities across 
Countries

A Response to Global 
Inequality: The Millennium 
Declaration

Analyzing Social Class

The Disadvantaged in the 
United States
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WHY FOCUS ON

● T. Scott McLaren grew up and 
lived in a solid middle- to upper-
middle-class community in which 
the median household income was 
$62,000 and the median home/

condo value was $241,472 (U.S. 
Bureau of the Census 2008).

● As a Peace Corps volunteer, Scott 
traveled to Mauritania and was 
assigned to a village in which people 

live on the equivalent of $1.00 
per day.

The World’s Richest 
and Poorest?
ON SEPTEMBER 27, 2008, I received a letter from Scott 
McLaren, a former student. He wrote:

I want to take a few minutes and share with you some 
thoughts regarding my fi rst few months in Mauritania. 
Before I begin, I would like to say how appreciative I 
am of the fate that my last semester held within it the 
basics of sociology. That discipline has given me yet 
another set of eyes to view this experience. I have found 
that culture shock is but a mild symptom of travel and 
service in the Peace Corps. What is the most painful 
symptom is what I call self-death awareness—the 
self, being my understanding of my own personage 
as revealed and shaped through my home culture and 
interactions with others in my society of origin. This 
awareness has hit me so very hard this week and I 
believe that it is what has been at the epicenter of the 
repeated tidal wave of emotion within me . . . I am now 
the barely-able foreigner who has to ask where to pee. I 
depend completely on others to sustain my needs and it 
is humiliating. The self-death shock has been debilitating 
this week and limited me to self-loathing and pity for my 
situation . . . Self-death is painful; I am now beginning 
to deconstruct the person I had worked to be known 
as. I will be reconstructed into a person, not of my own 

making or choosing. My new self will be molded to 
the needs of survival.

This chapter focuses on the world’s richest and poorest 
people. We begin by describing how wealth, income, and 
other valued resources are unequally distributed among the 
6.6 billion people living in the 243 or so countries on the 
planet. Sociologists seek to understand the patterns of 
inequality. For example, sociologists are interested in which 
countries the richest and poorest tend to live and why some 
countries have larger percentages of poor than others. Like-
wise, sociologists are interested in the patterns of inequality 
that exist within countries. They are obligated to ask the kinds 
of questions Scott faces head-on each day of his service in 
the Peace Corps:

• How do we explain the extremes of wealth and poverty in 
the world?

• Why should a very small percentage of the world’s popula-
tion enjoy an inordinate share of the income, wealth, and 
other valued resources, while so many others struggle to 
survive?

• Can we assume capitalism and globalization will correct 
these dramatic inequalities, or should we rethink the way 
wealth and other valued resources are distributed?



 200 Chapter 8 SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

absolute poverty he observed in Mauritania in this way: 
“Poverty is

• eating the same meal every day.

• living in the same quarters as goats and cows.

• not having access to clean drinking water.

• sleeping on a plastic mat between your body and the 
sand.

• no longer caring about improving your life.”

Relative poverty is measured not by some objective 
standard, but rather by comparing the situation of those at 
the bottom against an average situation or against the situ-
ation of others who are more advantaged. When thinking 
of poverty in relative terms, one thinks not just about an 
inability to meet basic needs, but about a relative lack of 
access to goods and services that people living in a par-
ticular time and place have come to expect as necessities. 
Today, in the United States, examples of such goods and 
services that people have come to “need” to survive in the 
society in which they live might be an automobile, a cell 
phone, satellite television service, and the Internet.

Extreme wealth, on the other hand, is the most excessive 
form of wealth, in which a very small proportion of people 
in the world have money, material possessions, and other 
assets (minus liabilities) in such abundance that a small 
fraction of it (if spent appropriately) could provide adequate 
food, safe water, sanitation, and basic health care for the 1 
billion poorest people on the planet. About how many peo-
ple in the world are excessively wealthy? The World Insti-
tute for Development Economics Research of the United 
Nations University (2006) released a groundbreaking study 
estimating the world’s total household wealth and describ-
ing how it was distributed. The study found that 1 percent 
of the world’s adult population (or 37 million people) own 
more than 40 percent of the global household wealth (esti-
mated to be $124 trillion). Contrast that with the poorest 50 
percent of the world’s adult population, who own less than 1 
percent of global wealth (see Table 8.1).

■ CORE CONCEPT 1: When sociologists study systems of social 

stratification, they seek to understand how people are ranked 

on a scale of social worth and how that ranking affects life 

chances. Social stratification is the systematic process 
of ranking people on a scale of social worth such that the 
ranking affects life chances in unequal ways. Sociologists 
define life chances as the probability that an individual’s 
life will follow a certain path and will turn out a certain 
way. Life chances apply to virtually every aspect of life—
the chances that someone will survive the first year of life 
after birth, complete high school and go on to college, see 
a dentist twice a year, work while going to school, travel 
abroad, be an airline pilot, play T-ball, major in elemen-
tary education, own 50 or more pairs of shoes, or live a 
long life. Social inequality describes a situation in which 
these valued resources and desired outcomes (i.e., a col-

The Extremes of Poverty and 
Wealth in the World

It is diffi cult to defi ne the condition of poverty except to 
say that it is a situation in which people have great diffi -
culty meeting basic needs for food, shelter, and clothing. 
Poverty can be thought of in absolute or relative terms. 
Absolute poverty is a situation in which people lack the 
resources to satisfy the basic needs no person should be 
without. Absolute poverty is often expressed as a state of 
being that falls below a certain threshold or a minimum. 
In this regard, the United Nations has set the absolute 
poverty threshold in developing countries at the equiv-
alent of US$1.00 per day. The World Bank (2009), on 
the other hand, believes that threshold should be set at 
US$1.25 per day. According to the UN threshold, there are 
1.1 billion people who live in a state of absolute poverty. 
Based on the World Bank (2008) threshold, that number 
is 1.4 billion people. There are other criteria by which to 
determine the number of people living in absolute pov-
erty. For example, if we use the lack of access to a toilet 
as a measure of absolute poverty, one-third of the world’s 
people—2.6 billion—do not have a decent place to go 
to the bathroom. Some use plastic bags and then throw 
them into ditches and streets; others squat in fi elds, yards, 
and streams (Dugger 2006). Scott McLaren described the 

absolute poverty A situation in which people lack the resources to 
satisfy the basic needs no person should be without.

relative poverty Measured not by some objective standard, but 
rather by comparing the situation of those at the bottom against an 
average situation or against the situation of others who are more 
advantaged.

extreme wealth The most excessive form of wealth, in which a very 
small proportion of people in the world have money, material pos-
sessions, and other assets (minus liabilities) in such abundance that 
a small fraction of it (if spent appropriately) could provide adequate 
food, safe water, sanitation, and basic health care for the 1 billion poor-
est people on the planet.

social stratifi cation The systematic process of ranking people on 
a scale of social worth such that the ranking affects life chances in 
unequal ways.

life chances The probability that an individual’s life will follow a 
certain path and will turn out a certain way.

social inequality A situation in which these valued resources and 
desired outcomes (i.e., a college education, long life) are distributed 
in such a way that people have unequal amounts and/or access 
to them.
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Table 8.1 The Distribution of Global Household Wealth

Researchers at the United Nations University have estimated how wealth is distributed among the adult population of the world. Of course, 
a signifi cant percentage of the adult population have children or will have children who share in their wealth or poverty. We know that the 
world’s poorest peoples have the greatest number of children. The table shows various income categories and the number of adults in each 
category. To be classifi ed as “extremely wealthy,” a person must have a minimum wealth (assets minus liabilities) of $1 billion. Worldwide, 
only about 800 adults are categorized as “extremely wealthy.” To be among the richest 1 percent, a person must have between $500,000 
and $1 million (excluding the value of their home) in wealth. The richest 1 percent holds 40 percent of the world’s wealth. Note that the poor-
est 50 percent of the world’s adult population (1.9 billion people) possess less than 1 percent of the world’s wealth.

 Estimated Number  Minimum Wealth Percent of Total Estimated

Category of Adults in Category (Assets — Liabilities)* Household Wealth Combined Wealth

Extremely wealthy 800 $1 billion Not known Not known

Ultra rich 85,400 $30 million Not known Not known

Richest 0.025% 8.3 million $1 million Not known Not known

Richest 1% 37 million $500,000 40% $49.6 trillion

Richest 10% 370 million $61,000 85% $105 trillion

Middle 40% 1.4 billion $2,200 14% $17 trillion

Poorest 50% 1.9 billion <$2,200 <1% $1.2 trillion

* Does not include the value of the house in which the person resides.

Source: United Nations University (2006)
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Miley Cyrus is among the richest 85,000 people on the planet. People 
magazine reported that Miley Cyrus was on track to be a billionaire by 
2009.

lege education, long life) are distributed in such a way that 
people have unequal amounts and/or access to them.

Every society in the world stratifi es (ranks and catego-
rizes) its people. Almost any criterion can be used (and, at 
one time or another, probably has been used) to categorize 
people and assign them a status, whether it be based on 
hair color and texture, eye color, physical attractiveness, 
weight, height, occupation, sexual preference, age, grade 
point average, test scores, or many others. People’s status 
in society can be ascribed or achieved.

Ascribed versus Achieved 
Statuses

Ascribed statuses are social positions assigned on the 
basis of attributes people possess through no fault of 
their own—those attributes are acquired at birth (such as 
skin shade, sex, or hair color), develop over time (such as 
height, weight, baldness, wrinkles, or reproductive capac-
ity), or are possessed through no effort or fault of their 
own (such as the country into which one is born and reli-
gious affi liation “inherited” from parents). Achieved sta-
tuses are attained through some combination of personal 
choice, effort, and ability. In other words, people must act 
in some way to acquire an achieved status. Achieved sta-
tuses include a person’s wealth, income, occupation, and 
educational attainment.

ascribed statuses Social positions assigned on the basis of attri-
butes people possess through no fault of their own—those attributes 
are acquired at birth (such as skin shade, sex, or hair color), develop 
over time (such as height, weight, baldness, wrinkles, or reproductive 
capacity), or possess through no effort or fault of their own (such as 
the country into which one is born and religious affi liation “inherited” 
from parents).

achieved statuses Attained through some combination of personal 
choice, effort, and ability.
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Ascribed and achieved statuses may seem clearly distin-
guishable, but that is not the case. One can always think 
of cases where people take extreme measures to “achieve” 
a status typically thought of as ascribed; they undergo a 
sex change operation, lighten their skin, or hire a plastic 
surgeon to look a different age. Likewise, one’s ascribed 
statuses affect one’s opportunities to “achieve” wealth, a 
college education, certain occupations, or high income. 
We can also raise questions as to what statuses children are 
able to achieve independent of their parents.

The various achieved and ascribed statuses hold social 
prestige, a level of respect or admiration for a status apart 
from any person who happens to occupy it. There is social 
prestige associated with a person's occupation, level of 
education, and income, race, sex, and age, and so on. The 
social prestige accompanying each of these characteristics 
can complicate the overall experience of prestige. As a case 
in point, the occupation of physician—in the abstract—is 
a prestigious one. But that prestige can be complicated by 
the prestige assigned to race, sex, and age. Social prestige is 
further complicated by esteem, the reputation that some-
one occupying an ascribed or achieved status has earned 
from people who know and observe the person.

In a related vein, sociologists are also interested in the 
status value ascribed and achieved statuses take on. Sta-
tus value is the social value assigned to a status such that 
people who possess one status (white skin versus brown 
skin, blonde hair versus dark hair, low income versus high 
income, single versus married, professional athlete versus 
high school teacher) are regarded and treated as more valu-
able or worthy than people who possess another status. 
The compensation guidelines for the September 11, 2001, 
attacks on the United States show how many factors—age, 
annual income, occupation, marital status, potential earn-
ings, and family status (with children versus childless)—
affected victims’ “worth” and the money awarded to 
survivors. The actual awards ranged from $250,000 (least 
valued life) to $7.1 million (most valued life). One of the 
“least valued” categories was single, childless persons age 

social prestige A level of respect or admiration for a status apart 
from any person who happens to occupy it.

esteem The reputation that someone occupying an ascribed or 
achieved status has earned from people who know and observe them.

status value The social value assigned to a status such that people 
who possess one status (white skin versus brown skin, blonde hair 
versus dark hair, low income versus high income, single versus mar-
ried, professional athlete versus high school teacher) are regarded and 
treated as more valuable or worthy than people who possess another 
status.

65 and older with an annual income of $10,000. Under the 
guidelines, their survivors were to be awarded a one-time 
payment of $300,000. One of the “most valued” categories 
was married persons age 30 and younger with two children 
and an annual income of $225,000. Their survivors were 
to be awarded a one-time payment of $3,805,087. But the 
survivors of a person of the same age and marital status 
with two children but with an annual income of $101,000 
would be awarded only $694,588 (Chen 2004; September 
11 Victim Compensation Fund 2001).

Sociologists give special attention to stratifi cation sys-
tems in which

• ascribed status is used to explain certain abilities (such 
as athletic talent or intelligence and personality traits, 
such as propensity for violence or honesty);

• some ascribed statuses are considered inferior to others;

• ascribed statuses are associated with inequalities in 
wealth, income, and other socially valued items.

Life Chances across and within Countries

Broadly speaking, what does it mean for a baby to be 
born in the United States as opposed to, say, Mauritania? 
For one thing, the country into which one is born has an 
incalculable effect on a person’s aspirations about what 
they can accomplish in life. Scott McLaren has observed 
that Mauritanian boys, especially those who live in 
rural villages, “talk about herding large fl ocks of goats 
or owning lots of cattle. Cattle here are a sign of wealth 
and privilege. Many also talk about going to Nouakchott 
(the capital city) to open boutiques or become cab driv-
ers. Very few really even mention going to university.” By 
contrast, American children are likely to believe they can 
be anything they want, however unrealistic that senti-
ment. And if they do not accomplish their dreams, it is 
largely their own fault.

■ CORE CONCEPT 2: Dramatic inequalities exist across coun-

tries and within countries. We have no control over which 
of the world’s 243-odd countries we are born in; in that 
sense, a person’s country of birth is an ascribed status. Still, 
that country has important effects on our life chances. The 
chances that a baby will survive the first five years of life 
depend largely on the country where he or she is born. 
Babies born in Iceland, Sweden, and Singapore have some of 
the best chances of surviving their first five years, as fewer 
than 3 of every 1,000 babies born there die before reaching 
the age of 5. Babies born in Sierra Leone and Afghanistan 
have some of the worst chances of surviving that first year; 
at least 250 of every 1,000 babies born—25 percent—die 
within the first five years of life (see Table 8.2).

One startling example of how life chances vary by 
country relates to consumption patterns of the 56 highest-
income countries, where approximately 20 percent of the 
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 Richest Fifth Poorest Fifth

Meat and fi sh 45% 5%

Energy 58% <4% 

Paper 84% 1%

Vehicles 87% <1% 

Source: United Nations (1998)

world’s people live, compared to the patterns of the rest of 
the world, especially of the lowest-income countries. The 20 
percent in the highest-income countries account for 86 per-
cent of total private consumption expenditures, while the 
20 percent in the lowest-income countries account for only 
1.3 percent of this spending. And consider these inequalities 
in consumption (as percentages of total resources) between 
the richest fi fth and the poorest fi fth of the world’s people:
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In the United States, there is considerable status associated with 
being a college graduate. Many people feel inferior if they do not have 
a college degree; it is thought of as a necessary, but not suffi cient, 
credential for success. The photo above shows Scott on the day he 
graduated from college. The photo on the left shows Scott wearing a 
bubu. The quality of the fabric or, in some cases, the color can indicate 
one’s status in Mauritania. The average Mauritanian wears a white or 
light blue bubu (particularly in Moor culture) but will wear other colors 
to distinguish themselves during social events where position in the 
community is on display.
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Table 8.2  Selected Life Chances in the Country with the Lowest and the Highest Under Age 5 Mortality Rates

In the African country of Sierra Leone, 26.2 percent of babies—262 of every 1,000 born—die before reaching age 5. In Sweden 0.03 per-
cent—3 of every 1,000 babies—die before reaching age 5. In Sierra Leone, the average woman has 6.5 children, compared to the average 
Swedish woman, who has 1.7 children. Largely because of the high mortality rate among children, the life expectancy is 41.8 years in Sierra 
Leone—some 38 years shorter than the life expectancy in Sweden.

Life Chance Sierra Leone Sweden

Under-5 mortality rate (number of babies per every 1,000 born who die before reaching age 5) 262.0 3.0

Fertility rate (average number of babies born to woman over lifetime) 6.5 1.7

Life expectancy at birth 41.8 80.5

Percentage of population living below national poverty line 70.2 2.0

Sources: United Nations (2008); UNICEF (2009)
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Ranking countries according to specifi c kinds of life 
chances captures only part of the story. Life chances vary 
within countries as well. In the United States, on average, 
30.9 babies per 1,000 live births die before reaching age 5. 
But the chances of survival vary by racial and ethnic clas-
sifi cation, with 49.8 babies classifi ed as Native American 
and 47.4 babies classifi ed as black dying before reaching 
age 5. Babies classifi ed as Asian have the best chances of 
surviving the fi rst fi ve years (see Table 8.3).

One way of gauging the inequalities that exist within 
individual countries is to compare the incomes of their 
richest and poorest residents. From a global perspective, 
the African country of Sierra Leone, a former British col-
ony, has the greatest inequality between the richest and 
poorest 20 percent of its population, with the richest seg-
ment receiving 58 times more income than the poorest. 
Azerbaijan, a largely socialist country that was once part 
of the Soviet Union, has the greatest equality, with the 
richest 20 percent receiving 2.5 times the income of the 
poorest 20 percent (World Bank 2006).

Within the United States, the richest 20 percent earn 11 
times that of the poorest 20 percent. The average after-tax 
income of the richest 20 percent living in the United States 
is $184,400, or 11 times that of the poorest 20 percent, who 
average $16,500. That is, for every $1,000 of taxed income 
earned by the poorest one-fi fth, the top one-fi fth earns 
$11,000. When we compare the after-tax income of the top 
1 percent with that of the bottom 20 percent, the inequal-
ity is even greater. That 1 percent’s after-tax income is $1.2 
million, or 73 times greater than the bottom 20 percent 
(see Table 8.4).

To this point, we have shown that valued resources are 
distributed unequally both across countries and within 
countries. Next we will focus on the processes by which 
those resources are unevenly distributed.

Caste and Class Systems

Real-world stratifi cation systems fall somewhere on a con-
tinuum between two extremes: a caste system (or “closed” 
system)—in which people’s ascribed statuses (over which 
they have no control) fi gure most prominently in deter-
mining their life chances—and a class system (or “open” 
system)—in which merit, talent, ability, or past performance 
fi gure most prominently in determining their life chances.

These children have dramatically different life chances of surviving 
until age 5. The average American-born child has a 97 percent chance 
of surviving beyond the fi rst fi ve years of life. The average Afghan child 
has a 75 percent chance of surviving beyond age 5.
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Three characteristics distinguish a caste system from 
a class system:

1. The rigidity of the system, or how diffi cult it is for peo-
ple to change their status.

2. The relative importance of ascribed and achieved sta-
tuses in determining opportunities in life.

3. The extent to which there are restrictions on interac-
tion between people of unequal status.

■ CORE CONCEPT 3: Caste and class systems of stratifica-

tion are opposite, extreme points on a continuum. The two 

systems differ in the ease of social mobility, the relative 

importance of achieved and ascribed statuses, and the extent 

to which each restricts interaction among people considered 

unequal. Most sociologists use the term caste to refer 
to any form of stratifi cation in which people are cate-
gorized and ranked by characteristics over which they 
have no control and that they usually cannot change. 
Whenever people are ranked and rewarded on the basis 
of such traits, they are part of a caste system of stratifi ca-
tion. A direct connection exists between caste rank and 
the opportunities to exercise power and acquire wealth 
and access to other valued resources. People in lower 
castes are seen and portrayed as innately inferior in 
intelligence, morality, ambition, and many other traits. 
Conversely, people in higher castes consider themselves 
to be superior in such traits. Moreover, caste distinc-
tions are treated as if they are absolute; that is, their 
signifi cance is never doubted or questioned (especially 
by those who occupy higher castes), and the categories 
into which people are classifi ed are viewed as unalter-
able and clear-cut. Finally, heavy restrictions constrain 

caste system Any form of stratifi cation in which people are catego-
rized and ranked by characteristics over which they have no control 
and that they usually cannot change.

class system A system of social stratifi cation in which people are 
ranked on the basis of achieved characteristics, such as merit, talent, 
ability, or past performance.
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Table 8.3  Infant and Under Age 5 Mortality Rates in U.S. by Race/Ethnicity

In the United States, an average of 6.7 babies per 1,000 live births die before reaching age 1. But the chances of survival vary by racial and 
ethnic classifi cation, with 13.7 babies classifi ed as black and 8.6 babies classifi ed as Native American dying in the fi rst year of life. Within the 
fi rst fi ve years of life, we can expect almost 50 American Indian/Alaska Native babies per 1,000 to die before reaching age 5. That translates 
to 5 babies for every 100 (or 1 in 20 babies).

 Under Age 1 Infant Mortality Under Age 5 Mortality Rate

Race/Ethnicity (per 1,000 live births) (per 1,000 live births)

American Indian/Alaska Native 8.6 49.8

Asian/Pacifi c Islander 4.8 22.6

Black/African American 13.7 47.4

White 5.6 29.1

Hispanic/Latino 5.7 27.2

Average, all groups 6.7 30.9

Sources: CDC (2005); U.S. Bureau of the Census (2005)

interactions among people in higher and lower castes. 
For example, marriage between people of different castes 
is forbidden. An excerpt from Scott McLaren’s journal 
helps to clarify how caste systems in which gender is 
central operate in the rural Mauritanian village to which 
he has been assigned:

There are very few girls in my village who can go to school. 

Our nearest school, which just opened this past year, is the fi rst 

chance all of the kids in my area will have at getting an educa-

tion. I’m praying that 2% literacy rate rises very soon. The girls 

are hard to get a handle on. Because of the cultural restrictions 

on men and women interacting, I can’t really get close enough 

to any of them to really get to know them. The sisters in my 

family don’t really talk much about what they’d like to do; they 

just talk about what they are doing in their daily chores.

Theoretically, in class systems, “people rise and fall 
on the strength of their abilities” (Yeutter 1992, p. A13). 
While class systems contain inequality, that inequality is 
not centered on ascribed statuses; that is, a person’s sex, 
skin shade, hair texture, age, or other ascribed statuses 
are not associated with the inequalities that exist. An 
ideal class system differs from a caste system in that the 
inequality results from differences in talent, ability, and 
past performance and not from attributes over which peo-
ple have no control. Thus, in class systems, people assume 
that they can achieve a desired level of education, income, 
and standard of living through hard work; that they can 
raise their class position during their own lifetime; and 
that their children’s class position can differ from (and 
ideally be higher) than their own.

Table 8.4  Average After-Tax Income in the United States by Income Group, 1979 and 2006 (in 2006 dollars)

The table compares after-tax income in the United States across six income groups at two points in time—1979 and 2006. Perhaps most 
striking is that the greatest fi nancial gains within this time period have been made by those in the top fi fth, including the top 1 percent. The 
fi nancial gain made by those in the top 1 percent is 540 percent greater than that of the lowest one-fi fth. (The 540 percent fi gure is obtained 
by dividing the dollar change of the top 1 percent ($863,200) by the dollar change of the lowest fi fth ($1,600).)

Income Category 1979 Average After-Tax Income 2006 Average After-Tax Income Percent Change Dollar Change

Lowest fi fth $14,900 $16,500 11% $1,600

Second fi fth $30,100 $35,400 18% $5,300

Middle fi fth $42,900 $52,100 21% $9,200

Fourth Fifth $56,100 $73,800 32% $17,700

Top Fifth $98,000 $184,400 87% $85,500

Top 1 Percent $337,100 $1,200,300 256% $863,200

Source: Congressional Budget Offi ce (2009)
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Social Mobility

Within a class system, movement from one social class to 
another is termed social mobility (see Chart 8.1).

When thinking about mobility in the United States, we 
often think about the possibility that children’s economic 
status will exceed that of their parents. Many Americans 
believe that we live in a country in which it is possible to 
move from rags to riches. But how many people born poor 
become wealthy? While data to answer this question are 
hard to come by, one study conducted by economist Paul 
Hertz (2006) followed 4,004 children into adulthood to 
calculate the odds of changing or maintaining economic 
status. The researcher averaged the income of each of the 
4,004 children’s households for the years 1967 through 
1971 and compared it to their household income (averaged 
over four years, 1996 through 2000) when they became 
40-year-old adults. The study found that the chances of 
moving from the lowest-income category to the highest 
are actually quite low but that the chances of remaining 
in the highest 20 percent income category are quite high 
(see Table 8.5). Hertz also found that children from high-
income households (top fi fth of household income) receive 
more education and are healthier as adults, factors that 
surely contributed to them maintaining their economic 
status. Hertz’s study also found that children classifi ed 
as white have advantages over children classifi ed as black 

This fresh fi sh market in the United States illustrates consumption by the 
richest fi fth of the world’s people, who consume 45 percent of all meat 
and fi sh products. By contrast, the poorest fi fth consume 5 percent.
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In Mauritania, girls who live in rural areas are married off at relatively 
young ages, in some cases as early as 15. Over the past few decades, 
girls have begun to choose their partners, but it is the parents who 
hold the fi nal say. Theoretically, girls can move away from home if they 
choose, but their support network becomes very limited, and the chal-
lenges of fi nding ways to support themselves are often very great.

social mobility Movement from one social class to another.
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with regard to fi nancial mobility. Specifi cally, 63 percent 
of black children who grow up in low-income households 
retain that low-income status as adults, compared to the 
32.3 percent of poor whites. Black children from the lowest-
income households have a 3.6 percent chance of moving 
into the highest 20 percent income category as adults, 
compared to a 14.2 percent for poor white children.

Conceptualizing Inequality

Sociologists draw upon the theoretical traditions of func-
tionalist, confl ict, and symbolic interaction to think about 
inequality—why it exists, who benefi ts from inequality, 
and how it is enacted in interaction with others.

Chart 8.1 Types of Social Mobility

Many kinds of social mobility exist in class systems of social stratifi cation. This chart offers a list of the various types along with 
specifi c examples.

Type of Social Mobility Defi nition Example

1. Horizontal A change in social situation that does not  A waitress moves into a customer service position
 involve a change in social status. for an insurance agency.

2. Vertical A change in a person’s social situation that  See following for examples of various types of
 involves a gain or loss of social status. vertical mobility.

2A. Upward A change in a person’s social situation that  A medical student moves up in rank and becomes
 involves a gain in social status. a physician.

2B. Downward A change in a person’s social situation that  A wage earner loses a job, goes on unemployment, 
 involves a loss of social status. or otherwise moves down in rank.

2C. Intragenerational A change in social situation that involves a  A laid-off factory worker takes a job with a lower
 loss or gain of social status over the course  salary/a bank teller is promoted to a bank manager.
 of an individual’s lifetime. 

2D. Intergenerational A change in social situation that involves a  A son or daughter goes into an occupation that is
 loss or gain of social status relative to a  higher or lower in rank and prestige than a parent’s
 previous generation. occupation.

Table 8.5  Probability of Children Attaining Each Income Quintile Based on the Income Quintile of the Household 

in Which They Were Born

The table shows the relationship between a person’s household income as a child (Parents’ Quintile) and their household income as an adult 
(Adult Children’s Quintile). The highlighted numbers represent the percentage of adult children who remained in the same income group-
ing as their parents. To interpret the data in this table, ask the following kinds of questions: What are the chances that someone born in the 
lowest household income category (lowest fi fth) will achieve a household income that is among the top 5 percent? What are the chances 
that someone born in the top 5 percent will retain that income status into adulthood? What are the chances that a person born in the top 5 
percent income category will be among the lowest fi fth as an adult?

 Adult Children’s Quintile

 (4-Year Average Household Income, 1997–2001)

 Childhood Home   

 (4-Year Average Household  Lowest Second Third Fourth Top Top 5

 Income, 1967–1971)  Fifth Fifth Fifth Fifth Fifth Percent

 Lowest fi fth  41.5 24.0 15.5 13.2 5.9 1.1

 Second fi fth  22.6 25.8 23.1 18.5 10.0 1.5

 Middle fi fth  18.7 25.8 24.1 19.6 16.9 1.8

 Fourth fi fth  11.1 19.0 20.7 25.1 24.0 5.6

 Top fi fth  6.1 11.1 17.2 23.7 41.9 14.2

 Top 5 percent  2.9 9.0 15.5 21.5 51.1 21.7

Source: Hertz (2006)
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to increase opportunities for people to enter those occupa-
tions and to admit those previously denied entry. If such a 
step is not taken, the society as a whole will suffer and will 
be unable to meet its needs.

In another, now-classic essay, “The Functions of Pov-
erty,” written from a functionalist perspective, sociologist 
Herbert Gans (1972) asked, “Why does poverty exist?” He 
answered that poverty performs at least 15 functions, sev-
eral of which are described here.

Fill Unskilled and Dangerous Occupations. First, the poor 
have no choice except to take on the unskilled, dangerous, 
temporary, dead-end, undignifi ed, menial work of soci-
ety at low pay. Obviously, the lower the wage, the lower 
the labor cost needed to make goods and services and the 
greater the employer’s profi ts. Hospitals, hotels, restaurants, 
factories, and farms draw employees from a large pool of 
workers who are forced to work, who are willing to work, 
or who appear willing to work at minimum wage or below. 
In the United States, for example, there are 1.3 million 
residents in 17,000 certifi ed nursing homes across the 
United States. Workers at nursing homes must “lift and 
turn patients [who often weigh more than they do], help 
them in and out of baths, make beds, and take residents 
to and from the toilet.” They have the highest rate of 
occupational-related injuries, especially to the back. They 
earn an average salary of $15,000 per year (SUIE 2008).

Provide Low-Cost Labor for Many Industries. The U.S. 
and many other economies depend on cheap labor from 
around the world and within its borders. According to 
Pew Hispanic Center (2009) estimates, at least 12 million 
undocumented adults and children are living in the United 
States. Of these 12 million, 8.3 million are employed. 
Twenty-fi ve percent of all farm workers, 17 percent of all 
construction workers, and 12 percent of all food prepara-
tion workers are believed to be undocumented. That is a 

■ CORE CONCEPT 4: Functionalists maintain that poverty exists 

because it contributes to overall order and stability in society; it 

is the mechanism by which societies attract the most qualified 

people to the most functionally important occupations. Soci-
ologists Kingsley Davis and Wilbert Moore (1945) 
wrote what is now considered the classic functionalist 
argument about why social inequality exists. The authors 
argue that social inequality—the unequal distribution of 
social rewards—is the device by which societies ensure that 
the most functionally important occupations are filled by 
the best-qualified people. So, in the United States, garbage 
collectors earn an average of $40,000 per year and heart 
surgeons earn an average of $350,000 per year (U.S. Bureau 
of Labor Statistics 2008). The $310,000 difference in aver-
age salary represents the greater functional importance of 
the physician relative to the garbage collector.

How do Davis and Moore defi ne functional impor-
tance? They offer two indicators:

1. The degree to which the occupation is functionally 
unique (i.e., whether few other people can perform the 
same function adequately).

2. The degree to which other occupations depend on the 
one in question.

With this defi nition in mind, Davis and Moore argue 
that because people need little training and talent to be a 
garbage collector, that position does not need to be highly 
rewarded. However, with regard to the second indicator—
the degree to which other occupations depend on garbage 
collectors—we must acknowledge that virtually every 
occupation and area of life depends on garbage collec-
tors to maintain sanitary environments. Regardless of this 
fact, Davis and Moore argue that society does not have to 
offer extra incentives to attract people to the occupation 
of garbage collector because many can do that job with 
little training. Society does have to offer extra incentives 
to attract the most talented people to occupations such 
as physician that require long and arduous training and 
a high level of skills. Davis and Moore concede that the 
stratifi cation system’s ability to attract the most talented 
and qualifi ed people is weakened when:

1. capable people are overlooked or not granted access to 
the needed training;

2. elite groups control the avenues of training (by limiting 
admissions);

3. parents’ infl uence and wealth (rather than the ability of 
their offspring) determine the status that their children 
attain.

Davis and Moore maintain, however, that society even-
tually adjusts to such shortcomings. Medical schools, once 
dominated by white males, eventually began admitting 
people from groups once denied access. When there are 
shortages of people to fi ll functionally important occupa-
tions (such as teachers, nurses, and doctors), society acts 
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From a functionalist point of view, sanitation workers are essential to 
the smooth operation of society, and yet they need not be rewarded 
highly because their job requires little training and skill.
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costs consume an even larger share of money the United 
States allocates to food aid. By one estimate, the United 
States is feeding 20 million fewer people a year because of 
costs lost to transportation (Dugger 2005).

Purchase Products That Would Otherwise Be Discarded. 
Poor people use goods and services that would otherwise 
go unused and be discarded. Day-old bread, used cars, and 
secondhand clothes are purchased by or donated to the 
poor. In the realm of services, the labor of many profes-
sionals (such as teachers, doctors, and lawyers) who lack 
the competency to be hired in more-affl uent areas, is pur-
chased by low-income communities. Where do most of 
the estimated 63 million computers deemed obsolete each 
year just in the United States go? Most are donated in the 
name of “bridging the digital divide” to poor countries. 
Each month, Nigeria alone receives 400,000 such comput-
ers, 75 percent of which are obsolete or nonfunctional and 
end up in landfi lls, where toxic materials pollute the sur-
rounding environment, including groundwater (Dugger 
2005).

Gans (1972) outlines the functions of poverty to show 
how a part of society that everyone agrees is problematic 
and should be eliminated remains intact: it contributes 
to the supposed stability of the overall system. Based on 
this reasoning, the economic system as we know it would 

“whole lot of cheap labor. Without it, fruits and vegetables 
would rot in the fi elds. Toddlers in Manhattan would be 
without nannies. Towels at hotels in states like Florida, 
Texas, and California would go unlaundered . . . bedpans 
and lunch trays at nursing homes would go uncollected” 
(Murphy 2004).

Serve the Affl uent. Affl uent persons contract out and pay 
low wages for many time-consuming activities, such as 
housecleaning, yard work, and child care. On a global 
scale, millions of poor women work outside their home 
countries as maids in middle- and upper-class homes. 
Consider that an estimated 460,000 Indonesian women 
from poor villages work as maids in Malaysia and Saudi 
Arabia. Many of these women must be trained in how to 
use toasters, vacuum cleaners, microwave ovens, refrig-
erators, and other appliances (Perlez 2004). Even the U.S. 
military depends on low-wage workers from the Philip-
pines. While only 51 Filipino troops served as part of the 
U.S.-led coalition in the Iraq war, more than 4,000 “serve 
food, clean toilets and form the backbone of the support 
staff for American forces. The military would be hard 
pressed to operate in Iraq without them” (Kirka 2004, 
p. 1A).

Volunteer for Drug Trial Tests. The poor often volunteer 
for over-the-counter and prescription drug tests. Most 
new drugs, ranging from AIDS vaccines to allergy medi-
cine, must eventually be tried on healthy human subjects 
to determine their potential side effects (such as rashes, 
headaches, vomiting, constipation, or drowsiness) and 
appropriate dosages. Money motivates people to volun-
teer as subjects for these clinical trials. Because payment 
is relatively low, however, the tests attract a disproportion-
ate share of low-income, unemployed, or underemployed 
people (Morrow 1996).

Sustain Organizations and Employees Serving the Poor. 
Many businesses, governmental agencies, and nonprofi t 
organizations exist to serve poor people or to monitor 
their behavior, and, of course, the employees of these enti-
ties draw salaries for performing such work. The United 
States allocates about $1.6 billion toward food aid world-
wide each year, but that money does not go directly to the 
poor; instead, it goes to corporations, agencies, and indi-
viduals who serve the poor. U.S. law mandates that Ameri-
can farmers must grow all government-donated food and 
that the food must be shipped by U.S.-fl agged vessels. Four 
agricultural corporations, fi ve shipping companies, and 
seven food-aid charities receive a disproportionate share 
of food-aid monies. For example, $341 million of the 
food-aid budget went toward paying packing, shipping, 
and storage costs, and one-quarter of the operating bud-
gets of seven participating food-aid charities comes from 
government food-aid allocations. Rising transportation 
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These boys live in the African country of Mauritania. Notice that the 
little boy on the left is wearing a John Deere cap. Both are wearing 
clothes likely given away by Americans to a Goodwill store. The clothes 
come from what are called “dead toubab stores” (donated white people 
clothes). Given the racial and ethnic diversity in the United States, it is 
interesting that the clothes are seen as once belonging to white people.
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comparable worth (such as those of a housepainter, a 
carpenter, and an automotive mechanic). For example, 
assuming comparable worth, why should full-time work-
ers at a child day-care center (performing a traditionally 
female occupation) receive a median weekly salary of $393 
while auto mechanics (performing a traditionally male 
occupation) earn $678 (U.S. Department of Labor 2009)?

Even if physicians and chief executive offi cers (CEOs) 
occupy the most functionally important positions, how 
much inequality in salary is necessary to ensure that qual-
ifi ed people choose these positions over unskilled ones? 
In the United States, the average base salary of the CEO 
of a large public (top 500) corporation is $10.5 million 
(Jones 2009). This average base salary (excluding bonuses, 
stock options, and other benefi ts) is 250 times the median 
household income. If we compare such CEO compensa-
tion with the wages of workers outside the United States, 
the inequality is even more dramatic.

Consider that the Wal-Mart CEO’s total compensa-
tion package in fi scal year 2009 was $31.6 million (Reuters 
2009). Notwithstanding the CEO’s skills, the company’s 
success can be partly attributed to the fact that it imports 
about $18 billion in manufactured goods from the People’s 
Republic of China (Jiang 2004). If the average Chinese 
factory worker earns about $1,920 per year, the Wal-Mart 
CEO earns about 16,000 times more than this worker. In 
contrast, the average full-time Wal-Mart hourly employee 
earns $10.11 per hour, or $21,000 per year. The CEO earns 
about 1,500 times more than the average clerk (Business 
Week 2006; UC Berkeley Labor Center 2007).

Confl ict theorists ask if such high salaries are really 
necessary to make sure that someone takes the job of 
CEO over, say, the job of a factory worker. Probably not. 
Nevertheless, these high salaries are justifi ed as neces-
sary to recruit and retain the most able people to run a 
corporation in the context of a global economy. In Wealth 
and Commonwealth, William H. Gates Sr. (father of Bill 
Gates) and Chuck Collins (2003) critique one CEO who 
justifi ed his “enormous compensation package” by stat-
ing, “I created about $37 billion in shareholder value.” The 
CEO made no mention of the role the company’s 180,000 
employees played in creating shareholder value. Gates and 
Collins argue that “the problem with this individualistic 
way of assessing one’s own contribution is that it is inac-
curate and dishonest” (p. 113).

Finally, Tumin and Simpson argued that in societ-
ies characterized by a complex division of labor, it is very 
diffi cult to determine the functional importance of any 
occupation, because the accompanying specialization and 
interdependence make every position necessary to the 
smooth operation of society. Thus, to judge that physicians 
are functionally more important than garbage collectors 
fails to consider the historical importance of sanitation 
relative to medicine. Contrary to popular belief, advances 
in medical technology had little infl uence on death rates 

be strained seriously if we completely eliminated poverty; 
industries, consumers, and occupational groups that ben-
efi t from poverty would be forced to adjust.

A Confl ict View of Social Inequality

■ CORE CONCEPT 5: Conflict theorists take issue with the 

premise that social inequality is the mechanism by which the 

most important positions in society are filled. As you might 
imagine, conflict theorists challenge the fundamental 
assumption underlying the functionalist theory of strati-
fication—that social inequality is a necessary device used 
by societies to ensure that the most functionally important 
occupations attract the best-qualified people. Sociologists 
Melvin M. Tumin (1953) and Richard L. Simpson (1956) 
point out that some positions command large salaries and 
bring other valued rewards even though their contributions 
to society are questionable. Consider the salaries of ath-
letes. For the 2008–2009 season, the average NBA athlete 
earned $5.2 million, with the highest-paid athlete earning 
$24.7 million (Berkshire 2008). We might argue that pro-
fessional athletes deserve such enormous salaries because 
they generate income for owners, cities, advertisers, and 
media giants. The functionalist argument becomes less 
convincing, however, when we consider that schoolteach-
ers are paid between $29,000 and $70,000, depending on 
years of service (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 2007). In 
spite of a shortage of teachers and the suspicion that a sig-
nificant percentage of teachers are unqualified to teach, 
we do not significantly raise their salaries to attract the 
most qualified.

Tumin and Simpson maintain that the functional-
ist argument cannot explain why some workers receive 
a lower salary than other workers for doing the same 
job, just because they are of a different race, age, sex, or 
national origin. After all, the workers are performing the 
same job, so functional importance is not the issue. This 
question relates to issues of pay equity. For example, why 
do women working full-time as registered nurses in the 
United States earn a median weekly wage of $1,011 while 
their male counterparts earn $1,168? In fact, the U.S. 
Bureau of Labor Statistics (2009) data show only 3 of 300 
occupational categories in which median weekly earnings 
for females exceed those of their male counterparts: “other 
life, physical, and social sciences technicians” ($752 versus 
$751); construction and extraction occupations ($747 ver-
sus $688); and installation and repair occupations ($779 
versus $774).

In addition to the issue of pay equity is the question 
of comparable worth. Advocates of comparable pay for 
comparable work ask whether women who work in pre-
dominantly female occupations (such as registered nurse, 
secretary, and day-care worker) should receive salaries 
comparable to those earned by men who work in predomi-
nantly male occupations that are judged to be of roughly 
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clerk” (p. 9). The only “lie” she told in presenting herself to 
others was that she had completed three years of college. Yet 
no supervisor or co-worker ever indicated to Ehrenreich that 
they found her “special in some enviable way—more intel-
ligent, for example, or clearly better educated than most” 
(p. 8). Ehrenreich refl ected on her lack of specialness in this 
way: “Low-wage workers are no more homogeneous in per-
sonality or ability than people who write for a living, and 
no less funny or bright. Anyone in the educated classes who 
thinks otherwise ought to broaden their circle of friends” 
(p. 8).

Ehrenreich’s on-the-job observations show the many 
ways inequality is enacted. Working as a retail clerk in 
ladies’ wear, one of Ehrenreich’s jobs is to put away the 
returns—“clothes that have been tried on and rejected . . . 
there are also the many items that have been scattered by 
customers, dropped on the fl oor, removed from the hang-
ers and strewn over the racks, or secreted in locations far 
from their natural homes. Each of these items, too, must 
be returned to its precise place matched by color, pattern, 
price, and size” (p. 154).

Ehrenreich tells of a colleague who becomes “frantic 
about a painfully impacted wisdom tooth and keeps mak-
ing calls from our houses (we are cleaning) to try and locate 
a source of free dental care” (p. 80). She tells of a colleague 
who would like to change jobs but the act of changing jobs 
mean “a week or possibly more without a paycheck” (p. 
136); then there is the colleague making $7.00 per hour at 
KMart thinking about trying for a $9.00-per-hour job at 
a plastics factory. Ehrenreich also tells of “single mothers 
who live with their own mothers, or share apartments with 
a co-worker or boyfriend” and of a woman “who owns her 
own home, but she sleeps on a living room sofa, while her 
four grown children and three grandchildren fi ll up the 
bedrooms” (p. 79).

Explaining Inequalities across 
Countries

The United Nations (2009) uses three criteria to clas-
sify a country among the least economically developed: 
(1) annual gross domestic product (GDP) per capita (that 
is, per person) of $750 or less; (2) low quality of life mea-
sures related to life expectancy at birth, per capita calorie 
intake, primary and secondary school enrollment rates, 
and adult literacy; and (3) measures of economic vul-
nerability (instability of agricultural productions, heavy 
reliance on food aid, heavy dependence of a single or few 
commodities). Figure 8.1 in the Global Comparisons box 
shows the poorest and the richest countries in the world. 
How did the poorest countries become so poor? To answer 
this question, sociologists draw upon two views: modern-
ization theory and dependency theory.

until the turn of the 20th century—well after improve-
ments in nutrition and sanitation had caused dramatic 
decreases in deaths due to infectious diseases.

A Symbolic Interactionist View 
of Social Inequality

■ CORE CONCEPT 6: Symbolic interactionists emphasize how 

social inequality is communicated and enacted. When sym-
bolic interactionists study social inequality, they seek to 
understand the experience of social inequality; specifically, 
they seek to understand how social inequality is communi-
cated and how that inequality shapes social interactions—
interactions that involve a self-awareness of one’s superior 
or inferior position relative to others. Social inequality is 
also conveyed through symbols that have come to be asso-
ciated with inferior, superior, and equal statuses. In addi-
tion, there is a negotiation process by which the involved 
parties reinforce that inequality in the course of interac-
tion or they ignore, challenge, or change it.

In the tradition of the symbolic interaction, journalist 
Barbara Ehrenreich (2001) studied inequality in everyday life 
as it is experienced by those working in jobs that paid $8.00 
or less per hour. Ehrenreich, a “white woman with unac-
cented English” and a professional writer with a Ph.D. in 
biology, decided to visit a world that many others—as many 
as 30 percent of the workforce—“inhabit full-time, often 
for most of their lives” (p. 6). Her aim was just to see if she 
could “match income to expenses, as the truly poor attempt 
to do everyday” (p. 6). In the process, Ehrenreich worked as 
a “waitress, a cleaning person, a nursing home aid, or a retail 

For the book Nickel and Dimed, Barbara Ehrenreich (2001) worked at 
many different kinds of low-paying jobs as a way of learning about 
the work, family, and social lives of those who work in jobs with little 
status, benefi ts, and pay.
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can countries). A country is considered modern when it 
possesses the following eight characteristics (after each 
characteristic are comments from Scott McLaren about 
how the country to which he has been assigned—Mauri-
tania—stands):

1. A high proportion of the population lives in and around 
cities such that the society is urban-centered. (Scott 
notes that there has been a steady migration to the cit-
ies as infrastructure becomes more available. The num-
ber of new villages surrounding cities is growing. With 
the establishment of Nouakchott as the capital, rural 
people have migrated there looking to open boutiques 
or to fi nd work so they can send money home.)

2. The energy to produce food, make goods, and provide 
services does not come primarily from physical exer-
tion (human and animal muscle) but from inanimate 
sources of energy such as oil and electricity. (Scott notes 
that in Mauritania, there are a few areas with access to 

Modernization Theory

■ CORE CONCEPT 7: Modernization theory holds that poor 

countries are poor because they have yet to develop into 

modern economies and that their failure to do so is largely 

the result of internal factors such as a country’s resistance 

to free-market principles or to the absence of cultural values 

that drive material success. Modernization is a process of 
economic, social, and cultural transformation in which a 
country “evolves” from preindustrial or underdeveloped 
status to a modern society in the image of the most devel-
oped countries (i.e., western European and North Ameri-

GLOBAL COMPARISONS

The World’s 22 Richest and 50 Poorest Economies

THE COUNTRIES HIGHLIGHTED in orange represent 
the world’s 50 poorest economies. Notice that most are 
concentrated in Africa. The world’s 22 richest countries 

▲ Figure 8.1 
Source: United Nations (2008)

Highest Economies

Lowest Economies

are highlighted in blue. In the sections that follow, we will 
try to understand possible reasons for the differences in 
wealth.

modernization A process of economic, social, and cultural transfor-
mation in which a country “evolves” from preindustrial or underdevel-
oped status to a modern society in the image of the most developed 
countries.
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gations and loyalties that modernization theorists claim 
discourage change and personal mobility. Stage 1 is also 
characterized by a level of productivity limited by an inac-
cessibility to modern science, including its applications 
and frame of mind (Rostow 1960). W. W. Rostow (1960), 
an economic advisor to President John F. Kennedy and a 
proponent of modernization theory, described tradition-
oriented cultures as possessing a long-run fatalism fueled 
by the “pervasive assumption that the range of possibili-
ties open to one’s grandchildren would be just about what 
it had been for one’s grandparents.”

According to Rostow’s model of modernization, the next 
stages are the pre-take-off (stage 2), the take-off (stage 3), 
the drive to maturity (stage 4), and the age of high mass-
consumption (stage 5). Western countries can set the pre-
conditions for take-off by jump-starting modernization 
(stage 2) through foreign aid and investments that include 
technology transfers (e.g., fertilizers, pesticides), birth 
control programs, loans, cultural exchange, and medical 
interventions (e.g., inoculation programs). Ideally, these 
interventions “shock” the traditional society and hasten 
its undoing so that the country “takes off.” Such interven-
tions set into motion the ideas and sentiments by which 

heavy machinery; however, much of the farming/gar-
dening is done by hand. Government agencies some-
times provide the large rice plantations with machines 
to help with the harvest.)

3. There is widespread access to goods and services, 
which are features of productive economies with high 
standards of living. (Scott observes that the capital 
city—Nouakchott—has some very wealthy families 
that can afford many of the nuances we in the United 
States enjoy. The regional capitals have steady access to 
a broad range of products and services, although the 
quality or quantity of those services is far lower than 
those found in Nouakchott.)

4. People have a voice in economic and political affairs. 
(Scott has found that the people have very little voice. 
The country is dominated by a small elite, and although 
ideals of democracy have been planted, democracy does 
not exist in practice.)

5. Literacy is widespread and there is a scientifi c, rather 
than secular, orientation to solving problems. (Scott 
notes that although some government statistics report 
relatively high literacy, the reality in rural areas is 
that literacy is not widespread. There is a continually 
expanding school system that is striving to eventu-
ally include all people, but an infrastructure needs to 
develop.)

6. A system of mass media and communication is in place 
that offsets the infl uence of the family and local cul-
tures. (Scott notes that the Mauritanian government 
controls the media. Little unapproved news is seen or 
heard. There is some access to outside news sources via 
radio, satellite TV, and the Internet.)

7. There are large-scale, impersonally administered orga-
nizations such as government, businesses, schools, and 
hospitals that reduce dependence on family for child 
care, education, and social security. (Scott believes that 
there are some government-funded organizations set 
up to help, but their funding is limited and their reach 
is largely confi ned to the immediate areas around the 
capital.)

8. People feel a sense of loyalty to a country (a national 
identity), not to an extended family and/or tribe (Nao-
fusa 1999). (Scott believes that in Mauritania, loyalty 
to family is much stronger than to country. If Scott had 
to rank people’s loyalties, people’s sense of loyalty and 
connection to family is fi rst, followed by a loyalty to 
culture, then ethnicity, and lastly country).

Modernization theorists seek to identify the conditions 
that launch underdeveloped countries on the path to mod-
ernization and to identify the stages through which those 
countries must pass to reach modernization. The road to 
modernization begins with a tradition-oriented way of 
life (stage 1) that is characterized by kinship-related obli-
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This village school in Afghanistan enrolls more than 600 students. It 
has no modern conveniences, and these girls are allowed to attend on 
the condition that their father allows it. Modernization theorists would 
argue that a country will not modernize until the decision is out of the 
fathers’ hands and becomes a government mandate.
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tional relations for centuries to come (see Figure 8.2 in 
No Borders, No Boundaries). During this time, European 
colonists forced local populations to cultivate and har-
vest crops and to extract minerals and other raw materi-
als for export to the colonists’ home countries. When the 
colonists’ labor needs could not be met by indigenous 
populations, the colonists imported slaves from Africa 
or indentured workers from Asia and Europe. In fact, an 
estimated 11.7 million enslaved Africans survived their 
journey to the “New World” between the mid-15th cen-
tury and 1870 (Chaliand and Rageau 1995; Conrad 1996; 
Holloway 1996).

The scale of social and economic interdependence 
changed dramatically with the Industrial Revolution, 
which gained momentum in Britain around 1850 and then 
spread to other European countries and the United States. 
The Industrial Revolution even drew people from the most 
remote parts of the world into a process that produced 
unprecedented quantities of material goods, primarily 
for the benefi t of the colonizing countries. Between 1880 
and 1914, pursuit of and demand for raw materials and 
labor increased dramatically. This period, known as the 
Age of Imperialism, saw the most rapid colonial expan-
sion in history. During this time, rival European powers 
(such as Britain, France, Germany, Belgium, Portugal, the 
Netherlands, and Italy) competed to secure colonies and 
infl uence in Asia, the Pacifi c, and especially Africa (see, 
again, No Borders, No Boundaries).

Consider as one measure of the extent of colonization 
that during the 20th century, 130 countries and territo-
ries gained political independence from their colonial 
masters. That process of gaining political independence 
is known as decolonization. Decolonization is a process 
of undoing colonialism such that the colonized country 
achieves independence from the so-called mother coun-
try. Decolonization can be a peaceful process by which 
the two parties negotiate the terms of independence, or it 
can be a violent disengagement that involves civil disobe-
dience, insurrection, or armed struggle (war of indepen-
dence). Once independence is achieved, civil war between 
rival factions often takes place as each seeks to secure 
the power relinquished by the colonizer. Some scholars 
argue that the Americas (which include the United States, 
Canada, and Central and South America) are technically 
still colonized lands because the indigenous peoples were 
not the ones to revolt and declare independence; rather, it 
was the colonists and/or their descendants who revolted 
and declared their independence. Those who took power 
simply continued colonizing and exploiting the land and 
resources belonging to indigenous peoples (e.g., people 
now known as Native Americans) and others (i.e., the 
enslaved and indentured peoples forced to immigrate) 
(Cook-Lynn 2008; Mihesuah 2008).

Gaining political independence does not mean, however, 
that a former colony no longer depends on its colonizing 

a “modern alternative to the traditional society” evolves 
“out of the old culture” (Rostow 1960). The developing 
countries can hasten modernization through appropriate 
government reforms and policies. Eventually—perhaps as 
many as 60 years later—the developing country will reach 
a fi nal state of modernization characterized by technologi-
cal maturity and high mass consumption.

According to Rostow, modernization involves a trans-
formation of cultural beliefs and values away from those 
that supposedly support fatalism and collective orienta-
tion to those that support a work ethic, deferred gratifi -
cation, future-orientation, ambition, and individualism 
(important attitudes and traits essential to the develop-
ment of a free market economy or capitalism). As the 
country modernizes, “the idea spreads, not merely that 
economic progress is possible, but that economic progress 
is a necessary condition for some other purpose . . . be it 
national dignity, private profi t, the general welfare, or a 
better life for the children.”

Dependency Theory

■ CORE CONCEPT 8: Dependency theory holds that for the 

most part, poor countries are poor because they are products 

of a colonial past. Dependency theorists challenge the basic 
tenet of modernization theory—that poor countries fail to 
modernize because they reject free-market principles and 
because they lack the cultural values that drive entrepre-
neurship. Rather, dependency theorists argue that poor 
countries are poor because they have been, and continue 
to be, exploited by the world’s wealthiest governments 
and by the global and multinational corporations that are 
based in the wealthy countries. This exploitation began 
with colonialism.

Colonialism is a form of domination in which a foreign 
power uses superior military force to impose its political, 
economic, social, and cultural institutions on an indige-
nous population so it can control their resources, labor, and 
markets (Marger 1991). The age of European colonization 
began in 1492 with the voyage of Christopher Columbus.

By 1800 Europeans had learned of, conquered, and 
colonized much of North America, South America, Asia, 
and coastal parts of Africa, setting the tone of interna-

colonialism A form of domination in which a foreign 
power uses superior military force to impose its 
political, economic, social, and cultural institutions 
on an indigenous population so it can control their 
resources, labor, and markets.

decolonization A process of undoing colonialism 
such that the colonized achieves independence from 
the so-called mother country.
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nesses continue to exploit the resources and labor of the 
post-colonial peoples. Specifi cally, resources still fl ow 
from the former colonized countries to the wealthiest 
countries that once controlled them. Some critics would 
argue that the U.S. military presence in and around the 
continent of Africa is a form of neocolonialism.

In 2007 the U.S. Department of Defense put the conti-
nent of Africa under one military command, known as Afri-
com. Prior to this, the command of the African continent 
was split between the European and Pacifi c Commands. 
The Pentagon’s decision has faced resistance and criticism 

country (see Chapter 5). In How Europe Underdeveloped 
Africa, Walter Rodney argues that in the end, the African 
continent—90.4 percent of which was once controlled by 
colonial powers—has been “consigned to the role of pro-
ducer of primary products for processing in the West” 
(Obadina 2000). Examples of primary products include 
products that are mined (gold) or extracted (oil) from the 
earth, as well as fi sh and agricultural products. Maurita-
nia, a former colony of France, gained independence in the 
1960s. The country has rich deposits of iron ore that account 
for 40 percent of total exports, mostly to European Union 
countries and China. Its coastal waters are considered to be 
among the richest fi shing areas in the world, but overexploi-
tation by foreigners is threatening to deplete a major source 
of revenue (U.S. Central Intelligence Agency 2009).

This continuing economic dependence on former colo-
nial powers is known as neocolonialism. In other words, 
neocolonialism is a new form of colonialism where more 
powerful foreign governments and foreign-owned busi-

neocolonialism A new form of colonialism where more powerful 
foreign governments and foreign-owned businesses continue to exploit 
the resources and labor of the post-colonial peoples.

NO BORDERS, NO BOUNDARIES

The Legacy of Colonization 

of the colony. After independence, the ties between the 
two countries do not end, however.

THIS MAP OF Africa shows the decade in which each 
country gained independence from its “mother” country. 
The colonizing country exploited the labor and resources 

1960–1969

1970–1979

1980–1989

1990–1999

Before 1900

1910–1919

1920–1929

1950–1959

▲ Figure 8.2 
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Increase Foreign Aid from Richest Countries

The United States is the largest donor of foreign aid in 
absolute dollars ($27.5 billion). But that number is deceiv-
ing when we consider that amount in light of the United 
States’s size and wealth. The United States has more than 
305 million people living within its borders. Its per-capita 
spending on foreign aid translates into $84 per person. 
The European Union, by contrast, spends $145 per person. 
If we consider foreign aid as a percentage of gross national 
income (GNI), the United States is tied with Japan as the 
least generous (see Figure 8.3).

Supporters of the U.S. level of giving argue that the 
United States gives assistance in other, less offi cially rec-
ognized forms, including private donations, wage remit-
tances from immigrants working in the United States, and 
trade investments (see Working for Change: Reducing 

because “many African leaders questioned the formation of 
the command, calling it a U.S. grab for African resources—
while others felt the command represented the militariza-
tion of U.S. foreign policy.” The offi cial U.S position is that 
Africom “allows the U.S. military to help the Africans help 
themselves, provide security, and to support the far larger 
U.S. civilian agency programs on the continent” (Garacome 
2008; U.S. African Command 2008).

A Response to Global Inequality: 
The Millennium Declaration

■ CORE CONCEPT 9: Structural responses to global inequal-

ity include transferring wealth from highest-income countries 

to lowest-income countries through foreign aid and fair-trade 

policies. Clearly one obvious way to reduce global inequal-
ity is to redistribute wealth by transferring it away from 
those with the most wealth and income to those with the 
least wealth and income. The United Nations has devised 
such a plan. In 2000, the 189 United Nations member 
countries endorsed the Millennium Declaration (2000), 
which states:

As leaders we have a duty . . . to all the world’s people, especially 

the most vulnerable and in particular the children of the world, 

to whom the future belongs. . . . We will spare no effort to 

free our fellow men, women, and children from the abject and 

dehumanizing conditions of extreme poverty, to which more 

than a billion are currently subjected. . . . We also undertake 

to address the special needs of the least developed countries 

including the small island developing states, the landlocked 

developing countries, and the countries of sub-Saharan Africa.

The Millennium Development Project set 20 targets 
and 60 measures of success to be reached by 2015, includ-
ing these:

• Halve the proportion of people whose income is less 
than $1 a day.

• Halve the proportion of people who suffer from hunger.

• Reduce by three-quarters the maternal mortality ratio.

Clearly these are ambitious targets. Their success hinges 
on at least two major commitments from the world’s 22 
richest countries:

1. Increase current levels of foreign aid by investing 0.7 
percent (seven-tenths of 1 percent) of their annual gross 
national product (GNP) in the Millennium Develop-
ment Project.

2. Develop an open, nondiscriminatory trading system 
that addresses the needs of the lowest-income econo-
mies by eliminating the subsidies, tariffs, and quotas 
that put those economies’ products at a disadvantage in 
the global marketplace.
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A review of the $27.5 billion in foreign aid the United States allocated 
each year suggests that the bulk of the assistance goes not toward 
development but toward crisis intervention such as disaster and famine 
relief (bottom photo) and refugee programs, military training (top photo) 
and fi nancing, and narcotics control. (U.S. Department of State 2005)
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Poverty). Jeffrey D. Sacks (2005), the UN Millennium Proj-
ect director and the author of The End of Poverty, argues 
that the biggest myth held by most Americans is that the 
United States already gives a large amount of money and 
that much, if not all, is wasted. Sacks maintains that the 
United States puts in “almost no funding, and it accom-
plishes almost nothing. And then we bemoan the waste. 
I don’t know how to break through that misunderstand-
ing. That’s what I’ve been trying to do for many years, but 
it’s very, very powerful in this country.” Here is how Sacks 
assesses U.S. fi nancial assistance to Africa:

The U.S. aid to Africa is $3 billion this year. That $3 billion is 

roughly divided into three parts: The fi rst is emergency food 

shipments. Of the billion or so in emergency food shipments, 

half of that, roughly $500 million, is just for transport costs. 

So the commodities are maybe half a billion dollars. That’s not 

development assistance, that’s emergency relief. The second bil-

lion is the AIDS program, now standing at about $1 billion. That, 

on the whole, is a good thing. I would call it a real program. It’s 

providing commodities; it’s providing relief. It started late and 

it’s too small, but it’s there. The third billion is everything else we 

do for child survival, maternal survival, family planning, roads, 

power, water and sanitation, malaria; everything is the third 

$1 billion. Most of that, approaching 80 percent, is actually for 

American consultant salaries. There’s almost no delivery of com-

modities, for example. There’s essentially zero fi nancing to help a 

country build a school or build a clinic or dig a well.

Jeffrey Sacks’s assessment contrasts starkly with the 
American public’s belief that their government is contrib-
uting about 20 percent of its $2.472 trillion federal budget 
(or $494 billion) in fi nancial assistance to other countries 
(Offi ce of Management and Budget 2005). Could the UN 
and Jeffrey Sacks be mistaken? According to U.S. Depart-
ment of State data, they are not. A review of the $27.5 billion 
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▲ Figure 8.3 Foreign Assistance as a Percentage of Gross National Income, 2008

The bar lines show that the United States falls very short of meeting the 0.7 percent UN-recommended donation target. So, for example, the U.S. GDP 
is $14.3 trillion; 0.7 percent of that is $101 billion. On the bright side, fi ve countries—Denmark (0.82%), the Netherlands (0.80%), Luxembourg (0.92%), 
Sweden (0.98%), and Norway (0.88%)—have exceeded that 0.7 target.
Source: OECD (2009)
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in foreign aid the United States allocated in 2008 suggests 
that the bulk of the assistance goes not toward development 
but toward crisis intervention such as disaster and famine 
relief and refugee programs, military training and fi nanc-
ing, and narcotics control (U.S. Department of State 2009).

End Subsidies, Tariffs, and Quotas

Notwithstanding an agreement to eliminate tariffs on 
products imported from the poorest economies in the 
world, the wealthiest economies are resisting the UN 
request to dismantle a trade system structured to their 
advantage and to the advantage of some of the wealthi-
est segments of their populations (Bradshear 2006). In 
particular, the United States, Japan, the European Union, 
and other high-income countries subsidize agriculture 
and other sectors, such as steel and textiles manufactur-
ing, so that producers in these countries are paid more 
than world market value for their products. Considerable 
attention has been given to agricultural subsidies, which 
give farmers in high-income countries an estimated $372 

billion in support (United Nations 2009). It is well docu-
mented that the farmers to which most such subsidies go 
are large agricultural corporations, not small farmers. For 
example, Riceland Foods (the top recipient) received $554 
million in subsidies between 1995 and 2005 (Oxfam 2006; 
Environmental Working Group 2007).

In addition to subsidizing their own producers, the 
wealthiest economies put the poorest ones at a disadvan-
tage by applying tariffs and quotas to imported goods that 
compete with protected products, making less expensive 
imported goods cost as much as or more than the domes-
tic versions. Consider sugar. The European Union pro-
tects its sugar industry so that domestic producers earn 
double, sometimes triple, the world market price. Because 
of subsidies, 6 million tons of surplus sugar each year is 
dumped into the world market at artifi cially low prices. Of 
course, sugar is not the only protected commodity. Other 
protected commodities include rice, textiles, and steel. 
The United States, while not a major exporter of sugar, 
applies tariffs and quotas on imported sugar cane and 
other sugars grown in Brazil, Vietnam, and other coun-

 WORKING FOR CHANGE

(3) making sure their children ate, rather than “hoping 
children would take it upon themselves to eat.” The strategy 
of observing positive deviants as a problem-solving tech-
nique reached 2.2 million Vietnamese in 276 villages. In 
addition, this model was used in at least 20 other countries 
where malnutrition is widespread (Dorsey and Leon 2000).

Micro-Lending
In 1976 micro-lending was fi rst piloted in Bangladesh, a 
country whose economy is among the poorest. The goal 
was to examine the  possibility of extending tiny loans to 
the poorest of rural poor women. The anticipated out-
come was to eliminate money lenders’ exploitation of the 
poor and create opportunities for self-employment among 
the unemployed rural population of Bangladesh. Today, 
the bank that piloted micro-lending has 1,175 branches, 
with an estimated 2.4 million borrowers living in 41,000 
villages (about 60 percent of all villages in Bangladesh). 
An estimated 90 percent of borrowers repay the loans 
(Grameen 2005).

Reducing Poverty

HUNDREDS OF CREATIVE and successful efforts to 
reduce poverty offer hope. Two of them are described here.

Positive Deviants
Save the Children staff member Jerry Sternin was charged 
with a seemingly impossible assignment: save starving chil-
dren in Vietnam. He drew inspiration from the theory of 
positive deviants—individuals “whose exceptional behav-
iors and practices enable them to get better results than their 
neighbors with the exact same resources.” Sternin identifi ed 
the Vietnamese children whose weight (relative to their age) 
suggested they were well nourished. He observed the chil-
dren’s mothers and learned that they were behaving in ways 
that defi ed conventional wisdom. Among other things, the 
mothers were (1) using alternative food sources available 
to everyone (they were going to the rice paddies to harvest 
tiny shrimp and crabs, and they were picking sweet potato 
greens—considered low-class food—and mixing both food 
sources with rice); (2) feeding their children when the chil-
dren had diarrhea, contrary to traditional practice; and 
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tries to protect its domestic sugar producers (Thurow and 
Winestock 2005). Subsidies, tariffs, and quotas on sugar 
help to keep prices on the world market artifi cially low 
and prices within protected markets artifi cially high.

The United Nations estimates that this system of sub-
sidies, tariffs, and quotas costs poor nations $50 billion 
annually in lost export revenue—in effect, negating the aid 
monies given to the poorest economies each year. In 2006 
that aid totaled $104 billion. Such policies affect not just 
workers in the poorest countries, but also workers in the 
protected markets. For example, Brach and Kraft Foods 
closed their U.S.-based candy plants and outsourced more 
than 1,000 jobs to Argentina and Canada, where sugar can 
be purchased at lower, world-market prices (Kher 2002).

Moreover, in the United States, the highest tariffs are 
often placed on goods purchased by low-income consum-
ers. That is, tariffs are usually lowest on luxury items and 
highest on essential items, such as shoes and clothing, espe-
cially the cheaper varieties. For example, the United States 
places a 2.4 percent tariff on women’s silk underwear but 
a 16.2 percent tariff on the polyester variety; a 1.9 percent 
tariff on silk suits, a 12 percent tariff on wool suits, and 
a 29 percent tariff on polyester suits; a 5.3 percent tariff 
on snakeskin handbags but an 18 percent tariff on plastic-
sided handbags; and no tariff on silver-handled forks but a 
15 percent tariff on stainless-steel ones (Gresser 2002).

Like poor people in the United States, poor people in 
the lowest-income economies must pay more for essential 
goods than they otherwise would because their govern-
ments also place tariffs on such goods that come from 
other countries. In Vietnam, bicycles are essential for the 
rural poor, but the 50 to 60 percent tariff that the govern-
ment slaps on imported bicycles makes the cost of even 
the least expensive model prohibitive, at about twice a 
poor peasant’s monthly income. As another example, 
the 25 percent tariff that some sub-Saharan governments 
place on mosquito nets prevents the poor there from tak-
ing proven action to prevent malaria, a disease that kills 
almost 1 million people a year in that region of the world 
(Bicycle Retailer 2005).

Progress Toward Reaching Millennium 
Development Goals (at Midpoint)

Recall that the UN Millennium Development goals were 
set in 2000 with the goal of achieving them by 2015. In 
2008—the halfway point—the UN released a report high-
lighting the areas in which progress has been made and 
those in which greater efforts must be focused. Some areas 
of progress include the following:

• The Millennium project is on track to reduce absolute 
poverty by half for the world as a whole.

• Deaths from measles have fallen from approximately 
750,000 in 2000 to 250,000 in 2006, and an estimated 

80 percent of children in developing countries receive 
measles vaccines.

• Since 1990, about 1.6 billion people have gained access 
to safe drinking water.

• The use of ozone-depleting substances has been virtu-
ally eliminated.

• The private sector has increased access to some critical 
and essential drugs.

• Mobile phone technology has increased dramatically 
throughout the developing world. (UN 2009, p. 4)

These successes notwithstanding, there are many goals 
the UN (and, by extension, the world community) has 
failed to meet. In particular, the world’s richest countries 
have failed to eliminate agricultural and other subsidies, to 
dedicate 0.7 percent of their national budgets toward for-
eign aid, and to implement fair-trade practices. These fail-
ures, in conjunction with the global economic crisis, mean 
that among other things, the UN will not be able to:

• Reduce the proportion of people in sub-Saharan Africa 
living on less than $1 per day by 50 percent.

• Alleviate childhood undernourishment and its effects.

• Reduce maternal mortality.

• Improve sanitation of 2.5 billion people, or 50 percent 
of the developing world’s population.

• Prevent carbon dioxide emissions from increasing. 
(United Nations 2009, p. 4)

Criticism of the Millennium Declaration

Critics of the UN recommendation to increase foreign aid 
and reduce tariffs argue that eliminating trade barriers is 
only a fi rst step. There are other factors that make it diffi cult 
for poor economies to compete—one being that employers 
can always fi nd desperate workers willing to work for less. 
For example, American retailers offered Laotian clothing 
manufacturers the opportunity to cut and sew synthetic-
lined winter jackets for $2.65 per jacket—the same price 
that the retailers offered Chinese manufacturers. The 
problem was that it cost the Laotian manufacturers $4.00 
to make each jacket. Laotian laborers simply could not 
compete against their Chinese counterparts, who earn 
between 36 cents and $1.00 an hour, depending on loca-
tion (inland versus coastal) (Bradsher 2006).

A second reason critics argue for why increasing the 
amount of foreign aid and ending subsidies, tariffs, and 
quotas are not suffi cient to substantially reduce global 
inequality relates to brain drain, the emigration from a 
country of the most-educated and most-talented people, 
including actual or potential hospital managers, nurses, 

brain drain The emigration from a country of the most educated and 
most talented people.
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to consumer goods and services, their status group, and their 

membership in political parties. Sociologists use the term 
class to designate a person’s overall economic and social 
status in a system of social stratification. They see class as 
an important factor in determining life chances. We begin 
with the writings of Karl Marx and Max Weber, who rep-
resent the “two most important traditions of class analysis 
in sociological theory” (Wright 2003, p. 1).

Karl Marx and Social Class

Karl Marx believed that the most important engine of 
change is class struggle. In The Communist Manifesto, 
published in 1848 and written with Friedrich Engels, Marx 
describes how confl ict between two distinct social classes 
propelled society from one historical epoch to another. He 
observed that the rise of factories and mechanization as 
a means of production created two fundamental classes: 
the owners of the means of production (the bourgeoisie) 
and the propertyless workers (proletariat) who must sell 
their labor to the bourgeoisie (Allen and Chung 2000). For 
Marx, then, the key variable in determining social class is 
source of income.

In Das Kapital, Marx names three classes, each of which 
is comprised of people whose revenue or income “fl ow from 
the same common sources” (p. 1032). For wage laborers, the 
source is wages; for capitalists, the source is profi t; for land-
owners, the source is ground rent. In the Class Struggles of 
France 1884–1850, Marx named another class, the fi nance 
aristocracy, who lived in obvious luxury among masses of 

accountants, teachers, engineers, political reformers, and 
other institution builders. One estimate of brain drain 
shows that 30 percent (Sri Lanka) to 84 percent (Haiti) of 
college-educated citizens from the poorest countries live 
abroad in high-income countries (Dugger 2005).

The rich economies have facilitated this movement by 
implementing immigration policies that give preference to 
educated, skilled foreigners. The British Medical Associa-
tion has grown so concerned about the shortage of health-
care workers around the world and the migration of such 
workers from poor to rich countries that it has called for 
the following measures:

1. All countries must strive to attain self-suffi ciency in 
their health-care workforce without generating adverse 
consequences for other countries;

2. Developed countries must assist developing countries 
to expand their capacity to train and retain physicians 
and nurses, to enable them to become self-suffi cient.

Analyzing Social Class

■ CORE CONCEPT 10: Social class is difficult to define. It 

depends on many factors, including people’s relationship to 

the means of production, their sources of income (such as 

land, labor, or rent), their marketable abilities, their access 

class A person’s overall economic and social status in a system of 
social stratifi cation.

fi nance aristocracy Bankers and stockholders seemingly detached 
from the world of “work.”

The United Nations has met its goal of vaccinating children against 
measles. It has failed to meet a number of other goals, such as alleviat-
ing childhood malnutrition.
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This 1883 political cartoon captures Karl Marx’s vision of social class. It 
shows four of the wealthiest people who have ever lived—Cyrus Field, 
Jay Gould, Cornelius Vanderbilt, and Russell Sage. These men were 
wealthier in real dollars than those considered the world’s richest 
today. The four are seated on bags of money atop a large raft, which is 
being held afl oat by millions of workers.
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starving, low-paid, and unemployed workers. The fi nance 
aristocracy includes bankers and stockholders seemingly 
detached from the world of “work.” Here is how Marx 
described this source of income: “it is a source of income 
created from nothing—without labor and without creat-
ing a product or service to sell in exchange for wealth.” The 
fi nance aristocracy speculates or employs people who know 
how to speculate for them. “But while speculation has this 
power of inventiveness, it is at the same time also a gamble 
and a search for the ‘easy life’; as such it is the art of getting 
rich without work.” According to Marx, the fi nancial aris-
tocracy appropriates to themselves “public funds or private 
funds without giving anything equivalent in exchange; it 
is the cancer of production, the plague of society and of 
states” (Marx 1856, Bologna 2008, and Proudhon 1847).

Max Weber and Social Class

Karl Marx clearly states that social class is based on peo-
ple’s relationship to the means of production, a relation-
ship that determines the sources of their income. For Max 
Weber, the basis extends beyond someone’s relationship to 
the means of production. According to Weber (1947), peo-
ple’s class standing depends on their marketable abilities 
(work experience and qualifi cations), their access to con-
sumer goods and services, their control over the means 
of production, and their ability to invest in property and 
other sources of income. According to Weber, people com-
pletely lacking in skills, property, or employment, or who 
depend on seasonal or sporadic employment, constitute 
the very bottom of the class system. They form the nega-
tively privileged property class.

Individuals at the very top—the positively privileged 
property class—monopolize the purchase of the highest-
priced consumer goods, have access to the most socially 
advantageous kinds of education, control the highest 
executive positions, own the means of production, and 
live on income from property and other investments. 
Weber viewed class as a series of rungs on a social ladder, 
with the top rung being the positively privileged prop-
erty class and the bottom rung being the negatively privi-
leged property class. Between the top and the bottom of 
this social-status ladder is a series of rungs. He argued 
that a “uniform class situation prevails only among the 
negatively privileged property class.” We cannot speak of 
a uniform situation regarding the other classes, because 
people’s class standing is complicated by their occupa-
tion, education, income, group affi liations, consumption 
patterns, and so on.

Weber states that class ranking is complicated by 
the status groups and political parties to which people 
belong. He defi nes a status group as an amorphous group 
of persons held together by virtue of a lifestyle that has 
come to be “expected of all those who wish to belong to 
the circle” (Weber 1948, p. 187) and “by the level of social 

esteem and honor accorded to them by others” (Coser 
1977, p. 229). This lifestyle may encompass leisure activi-
ties, eating, time devoted to sleeping, occupation held, 
and friendships.

Weber’s defi nition suggests that wealth, income, 
and position are not the only factors that determine an 
individual’s status group. Simply consider that some peo-
ple possess equivalent amounts of wealth yet hold very dif-
ferent statuses due to their upbringing and education. In 
addition to status group, people can also belong to politi-
cal parties—organizations “oriented toward the planned 
acquisition of social power [and] toward infl uencing social 
action no matter what its content may be” (Weber 1982, p. 
68). Parties are organized to represent people of a certain 
class and status and with certain interests; they exist at 
all levels (within an organization, a city, a country). The 

negatively privileged property class Weber’s category for people 
completely lacking in skills, property, or employment or who depend 
on seasonal or sporadic employment; they constitute the very bottom 
of the class system.

positively privileged property class Weber’s category for the 
people at the very top of the class system.

status group Weber’s term for an amorphous group of people 
held together both by virtue of a lifestyle that has come to be expected 
of them and by the level of esteem in which other people hold them.

political parties According to Weber, “organizations oriented toward 
the planned acquisition of social power [and] toward infl uencing social 
action no matter what its content may be.”

Bodybuilders are a status group in that they have developed a lifestyle 
around maximizing the size and appearance of their muscles. They are 
held together by a shared way of living, including eating high-protein 
foods and sleeping at least eight hours of the day to help muscles 
recuperate and build effi ciently after intense training.
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$59,494 is $44,620; 150 percent of $59,494 is $89,241. So 
a middle-class household is one with an annual income 
between $44,620, and $89,241. Of course, this repre-
sents just one way to conceptualize social class—in 
the 2008 presidential elections then-candidate Barack 
Obama defi ned the upper limits of middle class status 
as $250,000 with no lower limit specifi ed.

• How do people see the class structure, and how do they 
go about locating themselves in that structure? Objec-
tive measures of social class do not usually correspond 
with people’s self-assessment of their class location. For 
example, Pew Research Center found that an objective 
measure of social class (using income cut-offs) puts 35 
percent of households in the middle-class category, but 
a subjective measure of social class (asking people to 
place themselves in a social class) puts 53 percent of 
households in the middle class.

Pew researchers found that the “greater the income, the 
higher the estimate of what it takes to be middle class.” 
Those with household incomes between “$100,000 and 
$150,000 a year believe, on average, that it takes $80,000 to 
live a middle-class life.” Conversely, those with household 
incomes of “less than $30,000 a year believe that it takes 
about $50,000 a year to be middle class” (Pew Research 
Center 2008, p. 15).

The Disadvantaged in the 
United States

One in eight people, or 12.5 percent of the U.S. popula-
tion (37.3 million people), is offi cially classifi ed as living in 
poverty (see Figure 8.4). To determine who lives in poverty, 
the U.S. Bureau of the Census sets a dollar-value threshold 
that varies depending on household size and age (under 65 
and 65 and over). If the total household annual income is 
less than the specifi ed dollar value, then that household is 
considered as living in poverty. The poverty thresholds are 
also adjusted for geography (cost of living). The poverty 
threshold for a four-person family consisting of one adult 
and three children is $21,100. The poverty threshold for a 
single person under age 65 is $10,787. How does the U.S. 
government determine the various thresholds? The for-
mula was set in 1963 and is based on the estimated daily 
cost per person of a nutritionally adequate diet; that esti-
mate is then multiplied by 3. The resulting number is the 
amount of money (threshold) a person needs on a daily 
basis to live outside of poverty. That daily cost is multi-
plied by 365 to determine the yearly cost. In 2007, the gov-
ernment estimated that a person needed about $29 per day 
to live above poverty; $9.80 per day for food and $19.80 for 
shelter and clothes. For the year, a single person under 65 
needs a total of $10,787 (U.S. Department of Health and 

means to obtain power can include violence, vote canvass-
ing, bribery, donations, the force of speech, suggestion, 
and fraud. Examples of political parties include NOW 
(National Organization for Women), Promise Keepers, 
the UAW (United Auto Workers), the NRA (National 
Rifl e Association), and AARP (American Association of 
Retired Persons).

Erik Orin Wright and Social Class

Sociologist Erik O. Wright (2003), who has spent his pro-
fessional career working to clarify the concept of social 
class and its historical, structural, and personal signifi -
cance, offers a series of questions that capture some of the 
ways sociologists approach class.

• Is there an objective way to assess the distribution of mate-
rial inequality? Once sociologists settle on the number 
of class categories relevant to their analysis, they work 
to identify objective criteria by which to classify people 
into those categories. If they decide, for example, to 
categorize class in terms of upper, middle, and lower, 
the next step is to decide how to objectively measure 
social class: should income or accumulated wealth be 
used to determine one’s social class? Income refers to 
the money a person earns usually on an annual basis 
through salary or wages. Wealth refers to the com-
bined value of a person’s income and other material 
assets such as stocks, real estate, and savings minus 
debt. If we divide U.S. households into four groups of 
28 million households each, the top quartile controls 
87 percent of the wealth (the equivalent of $43.6 tril-
lion) and the bottom 28 million households hold no 
wealth after debt is paid out (Di 2007).

• How much income or wealth qualifi es someone to be 
upper, middle, or lower class? The Pew Research Cen-
ter (2008) defi nes social class in this way: a person is 
considered middle-income class if he or she lives in 
a household with an annual income that falls within 
75 percent to 150 percent of the median household 
income. A person with a household income above that 
range is upper-income class; a person whose house-
hold income is below that range is the low-income class 
(Figure 8.4). In 2008, the median household income in 
the United States was $59,494. Seventy-fi ve percent of 

income The money a person earns, usually on an annual basis through 
salary or wages.

wealth The combined value of a person’s income and other material 
assets such as stocks, real estate, and savings minus debt.
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percent of its 6,200 dealerships (Goldstein 2009). This 
restructuring and downsizing was on the mind of soci-
ologist Julius Wilson when he wrote The Truly Disadvan-
taged in the United States.

■ CORE CONCEPT 11: Economic or occupational restructuring 

can devastate people, leaving them without jobs and disrupt-

ing the networks of occupational contacts crucial to moving 

affected workers into and up job chains. In The Truly Dis-
advantaged and other related studies, sociologist William 
Julius Wilson (1983, 1987, 1991, 1993) describes how struc-
tural changes in the U.S. economy helped create what he 
termed the ghetto poor, who are now known as the inner-
city poor. Since the 1970s, a number of economic transfor-
mations have taken place, including:

• The restructuring of the American economy from a 
manufacturing base to a service and information base.

• The rise of a labor surplus marked by the entry of 
women and the large “baby boom” segment of the pop-
ulation into the labor market.

• A massive exodus of jobs from the cities to the suburbs.

• The transfer of manufacturing jobs out of the United 
States.

• The transfer of customer service and information jobs 
out of the United States over the past decade (see Inter-
section of Biography and Society).

Human Services 2009). Those living in poverty can be 
classifi ed into one of three groups: inner city, suburban, 
or rural poor.

Inner-City Poor

What happens to people when a factory closes? What 
happened to those who found work supporting and ser-
vicing the people who worked at that factory? Detroit 
automobile plants, built in 1907, could employ as many 
as 40,000 people, enough employees to sustain a depart-
ment store, two schools, and grocery store on the prem-
ises. The Detroit plants began to close in 1957, laying off 
130,000 auto workers by 1967 as car companies restruc-
tured their operations, relocating plants to the suburbs 
and automating production facilities (Sugrue 2007). 
What happened to those who worked in the stores and 
schools? Of course, there was a second wave of restruc-
turing and layoffs beginning in the 1970s and continu-
ing though today, as Detroit automakers steadily moved 
operations to overseas locations and downsized their 
operations in the United States. Beginning in 2008, the 
global economic crisis pushed Ford, General Motors, and 
Chrysler to restructure even further in response to for-
eign competition and declining car sales. GM plans to 
close 16 of 47 operating plants, lay off 23,000 produc-
tion and 10,000 white-collar workers, and shut down 50 
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▲ Figure 8.4 Percentage of Population in Poverty by Selected Characteristics, 2007

Poverty rates vary according to race, ethnicity, age, and sex. What percentage of non-Hispanic whites fall below the poverty thresholds? What percent-
age of Native Americans fall below that threshold? What percentage of children under 18 do?
Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census (2008)
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These changes, combined with other historical factors, 
are major forces behind the emergence of the inner-city 
poor or urban underclass—a “heterogeneous grouping of 
families and individuals in the inner city [who] are out-
side the mainstream of the American occupational system 
and [who] consequently represent the very bottom of the 
economic hierarchy” (Wilson 1983, p. 80).

Wilson (in collaboration with sociologist Loic J. D. 
Wacquant) studied Chicago to illustrate this point. 

urban underclass The group of families and individuals in inner cities 
who live “outside the mainstream of the American occupational system 
and [who] consequently represent the very bottom of the economic 
hierarchy” (Wilson 1983, p. 80)

INTERSECTION OF  BIOGRAPHY AND SOCIETY

that of other employees but that my services just aren’t 
needed anymore is overwhelming. I have laughed, 
cried, yelled, and sat in silence. It feels like I am liv-
ing through my own funeral—people stare or offer 
condolences.

• My boyfriend works as a driver for a major package 
delivery corporation that has cut out all domestic deliv-
eries and now only deliver international. The company 
has dropped from 150 full-time drivers to 11. My boy-
friend is number 12, which means he is on-call when 
other drivers are overloaded or when someone is off or 
on vacation. So far, he has been called in to work every 
day, but every day he worries about whether he will 
be needed. He is on call day or night, so the company 
might call at 6:00 a.m. or 5:00 p.m. His life completely 
revolves around his job. He is very cautious about 
spending money. He needs a new car but is afraid to 
take on the payment. I feel sorry for him, because he’s 
in a terrible situation.

• During the start of the economic crisis, I was working 
for an acrylic manufacturer when orders really slowed 
down due to the declines in new-home sales. Fortu-
nately, a job opportunity came up with the post offi ce 
and I took it. Now my work hours have been reduced 
at the post offi ce due to the decrease in mail volume. 
Within the past six months, I went from working 
50-plus hours per work week down to about 40 hours. I 
feel fortunate that I haven’t lost full-time status.

The Impact of Economic Restructuring

BETWEEN DECEMBER 2007 and April 2009, there 
were 5.7 million (net payroll) jobs lost in the United States. 
My students, many of whom are older adults or 18- to 
26-year-olds working more than 20 hours a week, shared 
the experience of losing their job at this time.

• About a month ago I found out my job was being elim-
inated. It was one of the worst days of my life. I had 
worked for my employer, an investment company, for 
14 years. It was my fi rst real job and I worked my way 
up in the company to a position that I truly loved. I was 
really in a great place, and even thought I would retire 
from that company! I was loyal, dedicated, and gave 100 
percent each day. So needless to say, I was heart-broken 
when I found out I was part of the “RIF” (reduction in 
force). Not to mention the fact that my husband and I 
are in the process of trying to adopt two children. The 
timing couldn’t have been worse.

• Today, before coming to class, I was called into the 
offi ce and told I was to be laid off. I work for one of 
the largest banks in the United States. Already I have 
experienced a wide range of reactions from pretend-
ing to be totally confi dent about my future to what I 
can only describe as losing my mind. I even yelled at 
my husband, saying that I wished he would be more 
upset and stop telling me everything would be fi ne. 
My layoff wasn’t totally unexpected, but to be told by 
my manager that the work I did is “above and beyond” 

The events surrounding Hurricane Katrina in 2005 alerted television 
viewers to the situation of the inner-city poor and provided visual 
evidence to a global audience of the incomprehensible level of poverty 
and disability within the city of New Orleans. (Ranjan 2000)
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needed an income of at least $40,000 a year to cover their 
daily expenses (O’Brien 2004). This estimate is almost 
double the fi gure set by the U.S. government as the pov-
erty threshold for a family of four ($21,000).

The Indebted

Since the 1970s, credit has helped drive the U.S. and 
global economy, giving people money to spend that they 
did not have. Many people acquired unmanageable levels 
of debt, which created a division in society between the 
debt-free and the indebted. Simply put, debt is money 
owed to another party. People take on debt so they can 
consume something for which they do not have the money 
or because they do not want to use money they have on 
hand. Consumer debt is one way to fuel economic growth 
because credit puts money in the hands of consumers who 
purchase goods and services. Some of the most common 
“short-term” sources of consumer debt are credit cards, 
payday loans, and other fi nancing arrangements (two years 
same as cash, no payments for two years). Typically, these 
short-term credit sources are fi nanced at higher inter-
est rates than are mortgage, car, and student loans, with 
those borrowers least able to afford credit and to pay off 
credit card debt each month subject to the highest interest 
rates. Debt becomes a problem when the borrower cannot 
make payments or does not have the money to make pay-
ments large enough to reduce the overall amount owed. 
While in the short term, debt temporarily frees borrowers 
from their fi nancial constraints, it can severely constrain 
their life chances if it becomes unmanageable. The Pew 
Research Center conducted a nationally representative 
sample of 2,000 adults to learn the extent of debt prob-
lems in the United States. The survey found that one in 
seven adults(14 percent) have experienced a debt problem 
at some point in their lives that was so severe they used a 
debt consolidation service or declared bankruptcy. That 
percentage varies by income, with 8 percent of those with 
household incomes $100,000 or greater experiencing a 
debt problem and 19 percent of adults earning $30,000 or 
less experiencing such a problem (see Figure 8.5).

Americans who are late making credit card payments 
pay an estimated $15 billion in penalty fees a year. One in 
every fi ve credit card holders carries over debt each month 
and pays interest rates of 20 percent or more (Baker 2009). 
President Barack Obama (2009) argues that Americans 
have a responsibility not to use credit cards to live beyond 
their means, but he also points out that “We’re lured in 
by ads and mailings that hook us with the promise of low 
rates while keeping the right to raise those rates at any 
time for any reason—even on old purchases. You should 
not have to worry that when you sign up for a credit card 
you’re signing away all your rights. You shouldn’t need a 
magnifying glass or a law degree to read the fi ne print that 
sometimes doesn’t even appear to be written in English.”

(The same point applies to every large city in the United 
States.) In 1954 Chicago was at the height of its indus-
trial power. Between 1954 and 1982, however, the num-
ber of manufacturing establishments within the city 
limits dropped from more than 10,000 to 5,000, and 
the number of jobs declined from 616,000 to 277,000. 
This reduction, along with the out-migration of sta-
bly employed working-class and middle-class families, 
which was fueled by access to new housing opportuni-
ties outside the inner city, profoundly affected the daily 
life of people left behind.

According to Wacquant (1989), the single most signifi -
cant consequence of these historical economic events was 
the “disruption of the networks of occupational contacts 
that are so crucial in moving individuals into and up job 
chains, . . . [because] ghetto residents lack parents, friends, 
and acquaintances who are stably employed and can there-
fore function as diverse ties to fi rms . . . by telling them 
about a possible opening and assisting them in applying 
[for] and retaining a job” (Wacquant 1989, pp. 515–516).

Suburban and Rural Poor

Because the inner-city poor are the most visible and most 
publicized underclass in the United States, many Ameri-
cans associate poverty with minority groups or urban 
areas. In fact, the suburban poor outnumber the urban 
poor by 1.2 million. Many of the suburban poor were 
pushed out of the city when factories and other businesses 
closed; they headed to the suburbs in search of jobs and 
low-cost housing (Jones 2006).

The rural poor in the United States are another popula-
tion that needs attention. Demographers William P. O’Hare 
and Kenneth M. Johnson (2004) estimate that approximately 
2.6 million rural children can be classifi ed as underclass. In 
fact, 48 of the 50 counties with the highest child poverty 
rates are rural. Like their urban counterparts, members of 
the rural underclass are concentrated in geographic areas 
with high poverty rates. They, too, have felt the effects of 
economic restructuring, including the decline of the farm-
ing, mining, and timber industries and the transfer of rou-
tine manufacturing out of the United States.

The rural, suburban, and urban poor represent three 
distinct segments of the U.S. population living below 
the poverty line. Together, the three underclasses num-
ber almost 35.9 million Americans (or 12.5 percent of 
the population). Included among the poor are 12 mil-
lion people whose incomes are less than half the amount 
offi cially defi ned as the poverty level (U.S. Bureau of 
the Census 2004). Public perception of the level of poverty 
in the United States is not in line with reality, however. For 
example, a Catholic Campaign for Human Development 
poll found that most Americans surveyed underestimate 
the number of poor people in the United States by at least 
13 million. In addition, most believed that a family of four 
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services in that county, the equivalent of one store for every 
10,000 adults. Mayer found that 15.2 percent (n = 76) of 
petitions listed a debt owed to one payday loan company 
and 10.6 percent listed debts owed to two or more payday 
loan companies, with some petitions listing as many as 
nine loans. At least 50 percent of the petitioners were in 
a situation in which they owed the payday lender(s) more 
than the amount of their next paycheck. Mayer then cre-
ated a profi le of those fi ling for bankruptcy who list pay-
day loans as a source of debt (see Table 8.6).

Payday loans represent another type of lending prac-
tice that can trap its users in a cycle of debt. Payday loan 
companies offer credit in the form of cash advances to be 
repaid when borrowers receive their next paycheck (usu-
ally one to two weeks later). Typically, the interest charged 
is equivalent to an annual percentage rate exceeding 400 
percent. Borrowers who fail to repay the loan in full at the 
designated time can renew the loan for an added fee (plus 
interest). While the research on payday loans is limited, 
existing data suggest that a large fraction of payday loan 
customers roll over their principal multiple times. Politi-
cal scientist Robert Mayer (2009) sought to create a profi le 
of the person who uses payday loan services. While Mayer 
could watch the people as they go into payday loan stores 
to learn something about them, outward appearances can 
be deceiving because many who use such services appear 
to be middle or upper class. Mayer thought of an inge-
nious way to gain insight into this industry, its clients, and 
lending practices. He realized that when debtors fi le for 
bankruptcy, they are required to list the names of credi-
tors from whom they are seeking protection, including 
the amount of debt and the date the debt was incurred. 
He examined a sample of 500 bankruptcy petitions fi led 
by residents of one U.S. county—Milwaukee County—in 
2004. It is worth noting that there are 66 licensed payday 
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▲ Figure 8.5 Chances of Ever Having a Debt Problem

The fi gure shows the chances of someone having a debt problem by selected characteristics. For this study, a debt problem was defi ned as debt so 
severe that a person uses a debt consolidation service or fi les for bankruptcy. Which category has the lowest chance of having a debt problem? Which 
category has the highest chance of having a debt problem?
Source: Pew Research Center (2009)

Table 8.6   Profi le of a Typical Person Filing a Bankruptcy 

Petition in Milwaukee County Listing a Debt(s)

        Owed to a Payday Lender(s)

Gross household income (median) $26,573

Net monthly income (median) $1,823

Payday loan debt (median) $928

Homeowner 25%

Married 30%

Single mother 45%

Resides in majority black neighborhood 53%

Source: Mayer (2009)
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■ CORE CONCEPT 1: When sociologists study systems of social strati-
fication, they seek to understand how people are ranked on a scale of 
social worth and how that ranking affects life chances.
Every society in the world stratifi es its people according to ascribed 
and achieved statuses. Ascribed statuses are social positions assigned 
on the basis of attributes people develop over time or possess through 
no effort or fault of their own; achieved statuses are attained through 
some combination of personal choice, effort, and ability. Ascribed and 
achieved statuses may seem clearly distinguishable, but that is not the 
case. The various achieved and ascribed statuses hold status value and 
social prestige. Sociologists give special attention to stratifi cation sys-
tems in which ascribed statuses shape people’s life chances and access 
to achieved statuses.

■ CORE CONCEPT 2: Dramatic inequalities exist across countries and within 
countries.
The country into which we are born has important effects on our life chances. 
For example, the chances that a baby will survive the fi rst fi ve years of life 
depend largely on the country where it is born. Babies born in Iceland, 
Sweden, and Singapore have some of the best chances of surviving their fi rst 
fi ve years; fewer than 3 of every 1,000 babies born there die before reaching 
the age of fi ve. Babies born in Sierra Leone and Afghanistan have some of the 
worst chances of surviving that fi rst year; at least 250 of every 1,000 babies 
born die within the fi rst fi ve years of life. Life chances vary within countries 
as well. In the United States on average 30.9 babies per 1,000 live births die 
before reaching age fi ve. But the chances of survival vary by racial and ethnic 
classifi cation.

■ CORE CONCEPT 3: Caste and class systems of stratification are opposite, 
extreme points on a continuum. The two systems differ in the ease of social 
mobility, the relative importance of achieved and ascribed statuses, and the 
extent to which each restricts interaction among people considered unequal.
Real-world stratifi cation systems fall somewhere on a continuum between two 
extremes: a caste system (or “closed” system), in which people are ranked by 
ascribed statuses (over which they have no control), and a class system (or “open” 
system), in which people are ranked by merit, talent, ability, or past performance.

■ CORE CONCEPT 4: Functionalists maintain that poverty exists because it 
contributes to overall order and stability in society; it is the mechanism by 
which societies attract the most qualified people to the most functionally 
important occupations.
According to functionalists, poverty performs many functions that contrib-
ute to overall social order and stability. As one example, the poor have no 
choice but to take the unskilled, dangerous, temporary, dead-end, undigni-
fi ed, menial work of society at low pay. In addition, functionalists see the 
unequal distribution of social rewards as the mechanism by which societies 
ensure that the most functionally important occupations are fi lled by the best 
qualifi ed people.

■ VISUAL SUMMARY OF CORE CONCEPTS
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■ CORE CONCEPT 5: Conflict theorists take issue with the premise that social 
inequality is the mechanism by which the most important positions in society 
are filled.
From a confl ict point of view, social inequality works ineffectively as a 
mechanism for fi lling the most important positions. First, some occupations 
command large salaries and bring other valued rewards, even though their 
contributions to society are questionable. Second, it is common for one worker 
to receive a lower salary than other workers for doing the same job, just because 
he or she is of a certain race, age, sex, or national origin. Third, occupations 
that are roughly comparable in social importance are not rewarded accordingly. 
Fourth, confl ict theorists question how much inequality is necessary to ensure that the most qualifi ed 
and capable people will choose and stay with their occupation—say, that of doctor—instead of choos-
ing some other less critical occupation.

■ CORE CONCEPT 6: Symbolic interactionists emphasize how social inequality is 
communicated and enacted.
Social inequality is also conveyed through symbols that have come to be associated 
with inferior, superior, and equal statuses. In addition there is a negotiation process 
by which the involved parties reinforce that inequality in the course of interaction 
or ignore, challenge, or change it. In the tradition of the symbolic interactionist, 
journalist Barbara Ehrenreich worked at many different kinds of low-paying jobs as 
a way of learning about the work, family, and social lives of those who work in jobs 
with little status, benefi ts, and pay ($8.00 or less per hour).

■ CORE CONCEPT 7: Modernization theory holds that poor countries are poor 
because they have yet to develop into modern economies and that their failure to 
do so is largely the result of internal factors such as a country’s resistance to free-
market principles or the absence of cultural values that drive material success.
Modernization is a process of economic, social, and cultural transformation in 
which a country “evolves” from preindustrial or underdeveloped status to a mod-
ern society in the image of the most developed countries (i.e., western European 
and North American countries). A country is considered modern when it possesses 
qualities that make it modern, such as widespread literacy, an urban-centered envi-
ronment, mechanized farming, and a system of mass communication. Moderniza-
tion theorists seek to identify the conditions that launch underdeveloped countries 
on the path to modernization and to identify the stages through which those countries 
must pass to reach modernization.

■ CORE CONCEPT 8: Dependency theory holds that for the most part, poor 
countries are poor because they are products of a colonial past.
Dependency theorists challenge the basic tenet of modernization theory—that poor 
countries fail to modernize because they reject free-market principles and because they 
lack the cultural values that drive entrepreneurship. Rather, dependency theorists argue 
that poor countries are poor because they have been, and continue to be, exploited by 
the world’s wealthiest governments and by the global and multinational corporations 
that are based in the wealthy countries. This exploitation began with colonialism, a 
form of domination in which a foreign power uses superior military force to impose its 
political, economic, social, and cultural institutions on an indigenous population so it 
can control their resources, labor, and markets.
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■ CORE CONCEPT 9: Structural responses to global inequality 
include transferring wealth from highest-income countries to lowest-
income countries through foreign aid and fair-trade policies.
The United Nations plan to reduce global inequality hinges on the 
world’s 22 richest countries (1) investing 0.7 percent (seven-tenths of 
1 percent) of their annual gross national income in foreign aid and 
(2) implementing a trading system that eliminates the subsidies, 
tariffs, and quotas that put the poorest economies at a disadvantage 
in the global marketplace. To this point, the richest countries have 
failed to deliver in both areas. Critics of the UN plan argue that giv-
ing aid and eliminating trade barriers are only fi rst steps in address-
ing inequality. Other problems that create inequality include intense 
competition with low-wage laborers working in other countries and brain drain.

■ CORE CONCEPT 10: Social class is difficult to define. It depends 
on many factors, including people’s relationship to the means of 
production, their sources of income (such as land, labor, or rent), 
their marketable abilities, their access to consumer goods and 
services, their status group, and their membership in political 
parties.
Sociologists use the term class to designate a person’s overall 
economic and social status. Marx alerts us that the key variable 
in determining social class is source of income. For wage laborers, 
the source is wages; for capitalists, the source is profi t; for land-
owners, the source is ground rent. The fi nance aristocracy’s source 
of income is created without labor and without creating a product 
or service. For Weber, the basis for a person’s class also depends on 
marketable abilities (work experience and qualifi cations), access 
to consumer goods and services, control over the means of production, and ability to invest in property 
and other sources of income. Social class spans a range of categories, with the “negatively privileged” 
property class at the bottom and the “positively privileged” property class at the top. Class ranking is 
also affected by the status group and political parties to which people belong.

■ CORE CONCEPT 11: Economic or occupational restructuring can 
devastate people, leaving them without jobs and disrupting the networks 
of occupational contacts crucial to moving affected workers into and up 
job chains.
Major changes in a society’s economic or occupational structure—such 
as factory closings or a decline in farming—can have life-devastating 
consequences for the affected groups. Such structural changes in the 
United States help explain the situation of the inner-city, suburban, and 
rural poor, whose networks of occupational contacts (so crucial to mov-
ing them into and up job chains) have collapsed. We can also think of 
lending practices in structural terms. Since the 1970s, credit has helped 
drive the U.S. and global economy, giving people money to spend that they did not have. Many people 
acquired unmanageable levels of debt, which created a division in society between the debt-free and the 
indebted.
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Resources on the Internet

 Sociology: A Global Perspective Book Companion Web Site

www.cengage.com/sociology/ferrante

Visit your book companion Web site, where you will fi nd fl ash cards, practice quizzes, 
Internet links, and more to help you study.

Just what you need to know NOW!
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study plan based on your results. The study plan will identify the topics you need to 
review and direct you to online resources to help you master those topics. You can 
then take a post-test to help you determine the concepts you have mastered and what 
you will need to work on. Try it out! Go to www.cengage.com/login to sign in with 
an access code or to purchase access to this product.
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Race and Ethnicity

With Emphasis on the Peopling of the 
United States (A Global Story)
Sociologists study systems of racial and ethnic classifi cation, which divide 
people into racial and ethnic categories that are implicitly or explicitly 
ranked on a scale of social worth. They study the origins of these racial and 
ethnic categories and their effect on life chances.

CHAPTER OUTLINE
 Race and Ethnicity

The Foreign-Born Population

The Consequences of Racial 
and Ethnic Classifi cation

Racist Ideologies 

Discrimination

Social Identity and Stigma 

■ VISUAL SUMMARY OF 
CORE CONCEPTS

▲ The peopling of the United States is one of the great dramas of human history. The 143 men and 

women pictured came to the United States legally from many countries but, instead of waiting 

fi ve years to apply for citizenship, were immediately eligible to apply upon completing military 

training.  
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The Global Story 
of Race and Ethnicity 
in the United States? 
THE PEOPLING OF the United States is a global story and 
“one of the great dramas of all human history” (Sowell 1981, 
p. 3). It involved the European conquest of Native American 
peoples; the annexation of Mexican territory, along with many 
of its inhabitants (who lived in what is now New Mexico, Utah, 
Nevada, Arizona, California, and Texas); and an infl ux of vol-
untary and involuntary immigrants from practically every part 
of the world. One-half of Mexico’s territories and the peoples 
residing within them were ceded to the United States at the 
close of the war with Mexico in 1848. Indentured servants from 
Europe and Africa were part of a forced transfer of labor to 
what is now the United States beginning as early as 1619. By 
1640 the fi rst formal laws stated that an African could serve a 
master “for the rest of his natural life.” Puerto Ricans, American 
Samoans, Hawaiians, and other peoples all became part of the 
United States through a form of domination known as con-
quest or colonialism.

And then there are the voluntary immigrants—the millions 
of people who chose to move (often in response to a disas-
ter or crisis) to the United States. One well-known example 
is the thousands of people who moved from Ireland to the 
United States in the 1840s and 1850s in response to a potato 
famine and British discrimination. Another example is Chinese 
immigrants who came in the 1850s as contracted labor to help 
build the transcontinental railroad and to work in agriculture 
and in mines.

One of the most interesting, signifi cant, and long-lasting 
aspects of this global story is the U.S. government’s estab-
lishment of a racial and ethnic classifi cation scheme that 
applied to all who lived in and immigrated to the United States. 
Perhaps as many as 2,000 distinct groups of Native American 
peoples, speaking seven different language families, were 
placed in a single category: “Indian.” The millions of voluntary 
and involuntary immigrants from Europe eventually became 
“white.” The peoples from all of Latin America became “His-
panic.” Those of African descent became “black.” Those from 

the Far East, Southeast Asia, and the Indian subcontinent were 
lumped into the category “Asian.” The peoples from Hawaii 
and other Pacifi c Islands (such as American Samoa and Guam) 
were eventually lumped into the category of “Native Hawaiian 
and Pacifi c Islander.” The categories to which people were 
assigned refl ected and reinforced the prejudices and discrimi-
nation of the times and set the tone for race relations then and 
far into the future. 

Immigration offi cers at Ellis Island, New York are shown here giving 
physical exams to newly arrived immigrants from Europe in 1911.  
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Race and Ethnicity

■ CORE CONCEPT 1: The concepts of race and ethnicity can-

not be understood apart from systems of racial and ethnic 

classification. Most biologists and social scientists have 
come to agree that race is not a biological fact. The reason 
is that parents from different racial categories can produce 
offspring. The offspring, by definition, are mixtures of the 
two categories and therefore cannot be placed in just one 
category. Despite this obvious fact, in the United States, 
children of mixed parentage are almost always classified 
as belonging to the race of just one parent, in effect treat-
ing the other parent’s race as irrelevant. 

While race has no basis in biology, it does have con-
siderable social signifi cance. Sociologists defi ne race as a 
vast collectivity of people more or less bound together by 
shared and selected history, ancestors, and physical fea-
tures. These people are socialized to think of themselves as 
a distinct group, and they are regarded by others as such. 
In evaluating this defi nition the emphasis must be placed 
on selected. It is the social signifi cance assigned to shar-
ing certain physical features (such as coarse or straight 
hair; dark or light skin; and oval, round, or almond-
shaped eyes) believed to belong to certain broad catego-

ries of ancestors, such as Africans, Europeans, Asians, and 
Native Americans. The social signifi cance of race is also 
a product of emphasizing or feeling connected to a his-
tory shared by a certain broad category of ancestors, who 
were commonly forced by laws and other social practices 
to become socially distinct from other broad categories of 
ancestors.

Ethnicity refers to people who share, believe they share, 
or are believed by others to share a national origin; a com-
mon ancestry; a place of birth; distinctive concrete social 
traits (such as religious practices, style of dress, body 
adornments, or language); or socially important physical 
characteristics (such as skin color, hair texture, or body 
structure). Unlike race, which emphasizes physical fea-
tures and geographic origin, ethnicity can be based on an 
almost infi nite number of traits.

FACTS TO CONSIDER

The photo shows a mother who appears white and her two daughters, 
who appear black. We have been socialized to believe that a few select 
biological markers are clear indicators of a person’s race, even when 
the facts of ancestry tell us otherwise. 

Ra
y 

El
fe
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race A vast collectivity of people more or less bound together by 
shared and selected history, ancestors, and physical features; these 
people are socialized to think of themselves as a distinct group, and 
they are regarded by others as such.

ethnicity People who share, believe they share, or are believed by 
others to share a national origin; a common ancestry; a place of birth; 
distinctive concrete social traits (such as religious practices, style of 
dress, body adornments, or language); or socially important physical 
characteristics (such as skin color, hair texture, or body structure).

● In the United States, parents and 
their biological offspring can be 
classifi ed as belonging to different 
races.

● In the United States, Hispanic refers 
to an ethnic group, not a race; peo-
ple of Arab ancestry are classifi ed 
as white. 

● The largest life expectancy gap in 
the United States is 33 years: 91 
years for Asian American females 
living in Bergen County, New 
Jersey, versus 58 years for Native 
American males living in a fi ve-
county cluster in South Dakota 
(Murray et al.  2006).

● An estimated 75 percent of Arab 
Americans are Christian (U.S. 
Bureau of the Census 2003).
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No discussion of race and ethnicity can proceed with-
out reference to systems of racial and ethnic classifi ca-
tion, processes that divide people into racial or ethnic 
categories that are implicitly or explicitly ranked on a scale 
of social worth. Emphasis should be placed on systems, as 
most societies if not all, have established racial and ethnic 
categories and have established rules for placing people 
in those categories. Until just recently, the U.S. system 
of racial classifi cation centered around the rule that an 
individual can belong to only one racial category. Despite 
evidence to the contrary, the United States has never cre-
ated formal or legal categories for so-called mixed-race 
offspring, although many Americans have acknowledged 
such mixture informally by using (often derogatory) 
words like “mixed,” “half-breed,” “mongrel,” and “bira-
cial.” Instead, such offspring were assigned to a single race 
category and that category was almost always nonwhite 
(unless a person could pass as “white”).

The Brazilian system of racial classifi cation offers an 
interesting contrast, as it emphasizes mixture and includes 
a range of categories—perhaps as many as 100—including 
“blue” (darkest black, bordering on purple) and “green” 
(lighter than white) and everything in between. Other cat-
egories include moreno claro (light-skinned, dark-haired 
person of primarily European ancestry) and mulato claro 
(light-skinned person of mixed African and European 
ancestry). Moreover, in Brazil a person’s race can change, 
depending on the situation and with whom he or she is 
talking (Reeve 1977). 

We must remember that racial and ethnic categories 
and identities are not static; they shift over time. Govern-
ments add and remove racial categories; over the past 200 
years, the United States has used as few as 3 and as many as 
14 racial categories or subcategories. In addition, govern-

ments change the labels assigned to racial categories (for 
instance, from “Negro” to “black”). 

The U.S. System of Racial Classifi cation

The U.S. government recognizes fi ve offi cial racial catego-
ries (plus a sixth category, “Some Other Race”—a catch-
all used as a last resort when people resist identifying with 
one of these fi ve racial categories): 

American Indian or Alaskan Native—A person having origins 

in any of the original peoples of North and South America 

(including Central America) and who maintain tribal affi li-

ation or community attachment (by some estimates, this 

category covers more than 2,000 distinct groups).

Asian—A person having origins in any of the original peoples 

of the Far East, Southeast Asia, or the Indian subcontinent.

Black or African American—A person having origins in any of 

the Black racial groups of Africa.

Native Hawaiian or Other Pacifi c Islander—A person having 

origins in any of the original peoples of Hawaii, Guam, Samoa, 

or other Pacifi c Islands. 

White—A person having origins in any of the original peoples 

of Europe, the Middle East, or North Africa.

It is signifi cant that the defi nition for “Black or African 
American” omits the words “original peoples” and sub-
stitutes “Black racial groups of Africa.” If original peoples 
were included in the defi nition of “Black or African Amer-
ican,” every person in the United States would have to 
claim this racial category. In the view of evolutionary biol-
ogists, all people evolved from a common African ances-
tor. Moreover, how many people can trace their ancestors 
to the geographic region in which they originated? 

The 2000 census represented the fi rst time in U.S. his-
tory that the federal government allowed people to identify 
themselves as belonging to more than one racial category. 
Prior to that census, people could claim to be members 
of only one racial category. If they identifi ed with two or 
more races, the government “forced” them into a single 
racial category. The government has yet to decide what 
to call people who identify with two or more races. One 
thing is clear, however: the government has stated that it 
will not classify them as multiracial (U.S. Bureau of the 
Census 1999). This decision seems odd in light of the fact 
that people can now self-identify with as many as six racial 
categories (see Table 9.1).

systems of racial and ethnic classifi cation A systematic process 
that divides people into racial or ethnic categories that are implicitly 
or explicitly ranked on a scale of social worth.

This “black” Iraqi soldier who have just returned from Iraq meets his 
“white” son for the fi rst time. This image speaks to the product of 
chance in determining one’s physical characteristics. Sociologists ask: 
given the role of chance, what are the consequences of dividing family 
members into racial categories based on hair texture and skin color? 
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The Problem with Racial Categories 

■ CORE CONCEPT 2: That governments and other powerful 

groups have created illogical racial and ethnic categories and 

have worked hard to present them as logical is one measure 

of their social importance. Trying to assign people to one 
racial category has many shortcomings, which immedi-
ately become evident when we imagine trying to classify 
the more than 6.6 billion people in the world.

First, many people do not fi t easily into a single racial 
category, because no sharp dividing line distinguishes 
characteristics such as so-called black skin from white skin 
or tightly curled hair from wavy hair. The lack of an obvi-
ous line, however, has not discouraged people from trying 
to devise ways to make the dividing lines seem clear-cut. 
For example, a hundred years ago in the United States, 
some churches “had a pinewood slab on the outside door 
. . . and a fi ne tooth comb hanging on a string” (Angelou 
1987, p. 2). People could go into the church if they were 
no darker than the pinewood and if they could run the 
comb through their hair without it snagging. At one time 

in South Africa, the government board that oversaw racial 
classifi cation used a pencil test to classify individuals as 
white or black. If a pencil placed in a person’s hair fell out, 
the person was classifi ed as white (Finnegan 1986).

A second problem with trying to assign people to 
one racial category is that boundaries between races can 
never be clear-cut if only because males and females of 
any alleged race can produce offspring together. Millions 
of people in the world have mixed ancestry and possess 
physical traits that make it impossible to assign them to 
just one racial category. The U.S. news media often depict 
mixed ancestry as a recent phenomenon connected to the 
dismantling of laws in 1967 forbidding interracial mar-
riages and a subsequent societal openness to interracial 
marriages (which produce so-called mixed-race children). 
Since colonial days, however, intermixture has been com-
mon. Clearly, the offspring of such unions cannot fi t into a 
single racial category, and yet most of these people became 
accepted as, or came to identify with, just one race (Pol-
litzer 1972). 

Table 9.1 Offi cial Racial Categories in the United States

The U.S. government now records data for 63 single- and mul-
tiple-race categories, including 6 categories for census respon-
dents who marked one race only and 57 categories for those who 
marked two or more races. The 63 categories can be collapsed 
into seven broad categories: (1) “White” alone, (2) “Black or African 
American” alone, (3) “American Indian and Alaska Native” alone, 
(4) “Asian” alone, (5) “Native Hawaiian and Other Pacifi c Islander” 
alone, (6) “some other race” alone, and (7) “two or more races.” 
There are 15 two-race categories (e.g., “Black or African Ameri-
can-Asian”), 24 three-race categories (e.g., “White-Black or African 
American-Asian”), 10 four-race categories (e.g., “White-Black or 
African American-Native Indian and Alaska Native-Asian”), 7 fi ve-
race categories, and 1 six-race category. 
 When given the chance to identify themselves with more than 
one race, only 6.8 million people (about 1 in 50) did so. Why, do 
you think, did almost everyone—97.6 percent—self-identify with 
one racial category? 

Number of  

Racial Categories  Number of Percentage of

Used to Self-Identify People Total Population

One  274,595,678 97.6

Two or more 6,826,228 2.4

Two only 6,368,075 2.3

Three only 410,285 0.1

Four only 38,408 —

Five only 8,637 —

Six only 823 —

Total 281,595,678 100

Note: Dash indicates number too small to calculate a percentage from.

Source: U.S. Census Bureau (2000). 

Booker T. Washington, an African American leader and educator, was 
born into slavery in 1856 as the son of a white father and and enslaved 
black mother. In his autobiography Washington wrote of his father, “I 
have heard reports to the effect that he was a white man who lived on 
one of the near-by plantations” (Washington 1901).
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 Evidence of this intermixing before 1967 is refl ected in 
U.S. census data from 1850 through 1910 (see Table 9.2). 
Notice that in 1910, 20.9 percent of the “Negro” popula-
tion was subclassifi ed as “mulatto,” and yet, despite their 
mixed ancestry, “mulattos” were still part of the “Negro” 
racial category, not the “White” or “Native American” 
category. Note also that the percentage of the “Negro” 
population subclassifi ed as “mulatto” increased from 11.2 
percent in 1850 to 20.9 percent in 1910, the last census in 
which the U.S. government employed the term “mulatto.” 

A third shortcoming of single-race classifi cation is that 
rules or guidelines for placing people in racial categories 
are often vague, contradictory, unevenly applied, and 
subject to change. Consider that for the 1990 U.S. census, 
coders were instructed to classify as “White” respondents 
who classifi ed themselves as “White-Black or Negro” and 
to classify as “Black or Negro” respondents who classi-
fi ed themselves as “Black or Negro-White” (U.S. Census  
Bureau 1994). The National Center for Health Statistics  
(1993) has changed its guidelines for recording race on 
birth and death certifi cates. Before 1989 a child born in 
the United States was designated as “White” if both par-
ents were white; if only one parent was white, the child was 
classifi ed according to the race of the nonwhite parent; if 
the parents were of different nonwhite races, the child was 
assigned to the race of the father. If the race of only one 
parent was known, the child was assigned to the race of 
that parent. After 1989 the rules for classifying newborns 
changed, so that a child is now assigned to the race of the 
mother (Lock 1993)—as if identifying the mother’s race 
presents no challenges.

While the U.S. government has tried to address the 
problem of forcing people into one racial category, it has 
not dealt with a fourth shortcoming of the approach: Most 
classifi cation schemes force large aggregates of people who 
vary in ethnicity, language, generation, social class, and  
physical appearance under one umbrella category. People 
expected to identify themselves as “Asian” include those  
with ancestors from Cambodia, India, Japan, Korea, Malay-

sia, Pakistan, Siberia, the Philippine Islands, Thailand, 
Vietnam, and dozens of other Far Eastern or Southeast 
Asian countries. Similar heterogeneity exists within popu-
lations labeled as “Black or African American,” “White,” 
“American Indian and Alaska Native,” and “Native Hawai-
ian and Other Pacifi c Islander.” 

The U.S. System of Ethnic Classifi cation

In addition to being assigned to one or more racial cat-
egories, everyone in the United States is assigned to one  
of two ethnic categories: (1) “Hispanic or Latino” and (2) 
“Not Hispanic or Latino.” The government defi nes a “His-
panic or Latino” as “a person of Mexican, Puerto Rican, 
Cuban, Central or South American culture or other Span-
ish culture or origin, regardless of race” (U.S. Offi ce of 
Management and Budget 1977, 1997). The term applies to 
people from, or with ancestors from, 21 Latin American 
countries (excluding Brazil), each country consisting of 
peoples with distinct histories, cultures, and languages. 
While “Blacks or African Americans” from many ethnic 
backgrounds have been forced into one racial category, 
ethnically diverse peoples from 21 countries have been 
forced into one ethnic category, with the qualifi cation that 
they may be of any race. 

Most people still commonly known in the United States 
as “Hispanics” do not defi ne themselves as such (Novas  
1994). The label Hispanic is confusing, because it forces 
people to identify themselves with conquistadors and set-
tlers from Spain, who imposed their culture, language, 
and religion on indigenous people and on the African peo-
ples they enslaved. “For Latin Americans, who, like North 
Americans, fought hard to win their independence from 
European rule, identity is derived from their native lands 
and from the heterogeneous cultures that thrive within 
their borders” (Novas 1994, p. 2).

To complicate matters even further, the history of Latin 
America is intertwined with that of Asia, Europe, the 
Middle East, and Africa. Because of this interconnected 

Table 9.2 Number and Percentage of U.S. Population Classifi ed as Black and Mulatto by Census Year

                                      Percentage of Total 

  “Negro” Population                                    “Negro” Population

Census Year Total Black  Mulatto Black Mulatto

1910 9,827,763 7,777,077 2,050,688 79.1 20.9

1890 7,488,676 6,337,980 1,132,060 84.8 15.2

1870 4,880,009 4,295,960 584,049 88.0 12.0

1860 4,441,830 3,853,467 588,363 86.8 13.2

1850 3,638,808 3,233,057 405,751 88.6 11.2

Source: U.S. Census Bureau (1910). 
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past, the countries of Latin America are populated not by a 
homogeneous group known as “Hispanics,” but by native- 
and foreign-born persons, immigrants, nonimmigrant 
residents, and persons from every conceivable ancestry, 
not just Spanish ancestry (Toro 1995).

According to the U.S. system of ethnic classifi cation, 
“Hispanics or Latinos” can be of any race or combination 
of races (see Table 9.3). The government does not recog-
nize multi-ethnic origins. In other words, people with one 
“Hispanic or Latino” parent and one who is not cannot offi -
cially claim both heritages. Rather, the government con-
siders such people to share their mother’s ethnicity only. If 
the mother happens to be both “Hispanic or Latino” and 
not Hispanic, the child is assigned the fi rst ethnicity the 
mother names when asked her ethnic background. Thus, 
people who claim that their mother is both “not Hispanic 
or Latino” and “Hispanic or Latino” are classifi ed dif-
ferently from those who claim that their mother is both 
“Hispanic or Latino” and “not Hispanic or Latino.” Just 

as “Hispanic or Latino” is applied as an umbrella term to 
people of every possible race, ethnic ancestry, and culture, 
so is the term “not Hispanic or Latino,” which includes 
anyone who is not Hispanic or Latino, regardless of their 
race, ethnic ancestry, and culture.

This critical examination of the racial and ethnic cat-
egories used by the U.S. government might lead you to 
conclude that racial and ethnic categories tell us nothing 
meaningful about the people assigned to them. If any-
thing, the existence of these categories tells us that they 
are a product of at least three factors: chance, context, and 
choice. 

Under the U.S. system of ethnic classifi cation, everyone pictured 
is “Hispanic or Latino.” What race would you assign to each person 
pictured?

De
pa

rt
m

en
t o

f D
ef

en
se

 p
ho

to
 b

y 
SS

G 
He

le
n 

M
ill

er
, U

SA

©
 A

bl
eS

to
ck

/In
de

x 
O

pe
n

©
 J

us
tin

 C
. M

cI
nt

os
h

De
pa

rt
m

en
t o

f D
ef

en
se

 p
ho

to
 b

y 
Ri

le
t H

an
so

m
 J

r.,
 C

iv.
 



The Roles of Chance, Context, and Choice

■ CORE CONCEPT 3: The racial and ethnic categories to which 

people belong are a product of three interrelated factors: 

chance, context, and choice. Chance is something not sub-
ject to human will, choice, or effort. We do not choose our 
biological parents, nor can we control the physical charac-
teristics we inherit from them. Context is the social set-
ting in which racial and ethnic categories are recognized, 
created, and challenged. Choice is the act of choosing from 
a range of possible behaviors or appearances. The choices 
one makes may emphasize or reject the behaviors and 
appearances that have come to be associated with a racial 
or ethnic group. As we will see, individual choices are con-
strained by chance and context (Hanley-Lopez 1994).

In evaluating the relative importance of chance, con-
text, and choice, consider the cases of several prominent 
“black” Americans. By chance, former Secretary of State 
Colin Powell is the son of Jamaican immigrants to the 
United States with “African, English, Irish, Scottish, Jew-
ish, and probable Arawak Indian ancestry” (Gates 1995, p. 
65). Similarly, by chance, the golfer Eldrick “Tiger” Woods 
is the son of a mother who is half Thai, a quarter Chinese, 
and a quarter “white.” Woods’s father is half “black,” a 
quarter Chinese, and one-quarter American Indian (Page 
1996, p. 285). Both Powell and Woods live in a country 
(the context) where the biological facts of ancestry have no 
bearing on race. By chance, both men inherited physical 
features that place them in the category “black.” 

Powell and Woods are also part of a society (context) 
that gives people in some racial categories more freedom 

Table 9.3 U.S. Hispanic or Latino Population Classifi ed by Race 

The U.S. government offi cially recognizes two ethnic categories: (1) “Hispanic or Latino” and 
(2) “not Hispanic or Latino.” Hispanics or Latinos can be of any race. The table below shows 
the percentage and number of Hispanics or Latinos by racial category. Why, do you think, 
did 47.9 percent of these people classify themselves as “White” and 42.2 percent  classify 
themselves as “Some Other Race”?

  Percentage of

Racial Category Hispanics/Latinos Number of Hispanic/Latino

Identifi ed Themselves As Hispanics/Latinos Population

White Only 16,907,852 47.9

Black Only 710,000 2.0

American Indian or Alaska Native Only 407,073 1.2

Asian 119,829 .3

Native Hawaiian or Other Pacifi c Islander 45,326 0.1

Some Other Race 14,891.303 42.2

More Than One Race 2,224,082 6.3

Total 35,305,818 100

Source: U.S. Census Bureau (2001a).

Study the physical features of this American family. What roles do 
chance, context, and choice play in determining how people perceive 
them and classify them?
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chance Something not subject to human will, choice, or effort; it 
helps determine a person’s racial and ethnic classifi cation.

context The social setting in which racial and ethnic categories are 
recognized, constructed, and challenged.

choice The act of choosing from a range of possible behaviors 
or appearances; a person’s choices may evoke associations with a 
particular race or ethnic group.
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Hawaii-born President Barack Obama is the son of a Kenyan immigrant 
father and Kansas-born mother. In his autobiography Obama described 
his father as “black as pitch” and his mother as “white as milk.” Obama 
writes: “When people who don’t know me well, black or white, discover 
my background (and it usually is a discovery, for I ceased to advertise 
my mother’s race at the age of twelve or thirteen, when I began to 
suspect that by doing so I was ingratiating myself to whites), I see the 
split-second adjustments they have to make” (1995, p. xv). 

U.
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James A. Baker III, a high-ranking Cabinet offi cial in the Reagan, Ford, 
and Bush administrations, and most recently co-chair of the Iraq Study 
Group, also known as the Baker-Hamilton Commission, learned in 2004 
that he has cousins classifi ed as black. One cousin, also named James 
Baker, broke the news at a political event when he extended his hand, 
saying, “How do you do, sir? My name is James Baker.” The “white” 
James Baker replied, “That’s interesting; my name is James Baker, too.” 
The “black” cousin replied, “I know, I have followed your career a long 
time. I’m your cousin” (Baker 2006, p. 420).  

than those in other racial categories to claim an ethnic 
identity. Specifi cally, people racially classifi ed as “white” 
have a great deal of freedom to identify with one or more 
ethnic identities (such as Italian, German, and Swed-
ish). Those racially classifi ed as other than “white” have 
far fewer choices. People classifi ed as “black”—whether 
they were born in the United States or immigrated here 
from Haiti, Jamaica, Trinidad, Germany, Kenya, or else-
where—are pressured in overt and subtle ways to identify 
as just “black,” even when they know or believe they have 
biological connections to other races and ethnic groups 
(Waters 1994, 1990). 

Powell’s and Woods’s racial classifi cation camoufl ages 
the shared histories and interconnected experiences 
among the various “races” that came together to eventu-
ally produce the two. A system of racial classifi cation that 
acknowledges only one of their many racial and ethnic 
ancestries supports an illusion of racial purity and of dis-

tinct racial histories and experiences. In the United States 
the origins of this illusion can be traced to slavery. In the 
context of slavery, sexual relationships (usually forced, 
sometimes willing) between enslaved “black” women and 
their “white” masters were commonplace. Those sexual 
relationships produced not only “mixed-race” offspring, 
but sons and daughters, half-brothers and half-sisters, 
grandsons and granddaughters (Parent and Wallace 
2002). Yet, the system of racial classifi cation assigned the 
offspring of these unions to the race and the enslaved sta-
tus of the mother. This system allowed the master to own 
his offspring, thereby increasing the size of the enslaved 
population and his wealth.

In light of this context, can Colin Powell present him-
self as “white”? Can Tiger Woods choose to present him-
self as “Asian”? When Woods fi rst came on the golf scene, 
he tried to present himself as “Cablinasian”—a mixture of 
Caucasian, black, American Indian, and Asian—but as he 



has pointed out, context trumps choice: “In this country 
I’m looked at as being black. When I go to Thailand, I’m 
considered Thai. It’s very interesting. And when I go to 
Japan, I’m considered Asian. I don’t know why it is, but it 
just is” (Woods 2006).

Classifying People of Arab 
or Middle Eastern Ancestry 

It is interesting to note that the U.S. government classi-
fi es people of Middle Eastern and Arab ancestry as “white” 
(Samhan 1997). Yet, in light of the September 11, 2001, 
attacks (as well as previous attacks), one must question 
whether people of Arab and Middle Eastern ancestry 
are really viewed and treated as “white.” The U.S. Cen-
sus Bureau explored the idea of creating a separate racial 
or ethnic category for this group. In doing so, the bureau 
asked two questions: 

• Should it create a geographically oriented racial category 
called “Middle Eastern” for persons having origins in the 
Middle East, North Africa, and West Asia? The category 
would include the Arab states, Israel, Turkey, Afghani-
stan, Iran, and possibly Pakistan and Asian Indians.

• Should the bureau take a linguistic and cultural 
approach and create an “Arab–Middle Eastern” ethnic 
category? Like the “Hispanic or Latino” category, the 
“Arab–Middle Eastern” category would consist of peo-
ple of any race who share broad cultural traditions and 
a language.

The Census Bureau struggled with these questions 
because it recognized that many people of Arab–Middle 
Eastern descent do not think of themselves as “white”; nor 
are they treated as such. In addition, it recognized that 
collecting data on this specifi c category of people would be 
useful for civil rights monitoring and enforcement. In the 
end, however, it decided against creating an “Arab” or “Mid-
dle Eastern” racial or ethnic category, for several reasons.

First, the Census Bureau maintained that such a cat-
egory would be too small—perhaps comprising only 1.2 
million people—although Arab American groups pro-
jected a number as large as 3.5 million. Second, the bureau 
found little agreement about the geographic meaning of 
“the Middle East” or about which countries should be 
considered “Arab” (U.S. Offi ce of Management and Bud-
get 1995).

Despite confusion over the meaning of “Arab” and 
“Middle Eastern,” the U.S. Census Bureau (2003) made his-
tory on December 3, 2003, when it released a report on the 
“population of Americans who indicated an Arab ancestry 
on the 2000 Census.” The only source of data the bureau 
has on the ancestry comes from responses to this question 
asked every 10 years on the census survey: “What is this 
person’s ancestry or ethnic origin?” Respondents can list 
as many as two ancestries. The bureau defi ned as “Arab” 

anyone reporting their ancestry to be Algerian, Alhuce-
man, Arab, Bahraini, Bedouin, Berber, Egyptian, Emirati 
(United Arab Emirates), Iraqi, Jordanian, Kuwaiti, Kurd-
ish, Lebanese, Libyan, Middle Eastern, Moroccan, North 
African, Omani, Qatari, Palestinian, Rio de Oro, Saudi 
Arabian, Syrian, Tunisian, or Yemeni. The Census Bureau 
pointed out that this defi nition of “Arab” includes some 
peoples, such as Kurds and Berbers, who do not necessarily 
identify themselves as Arab, while excluding other peoples 
who do identify themselves as Arab (such as Mauritanians, 
Somalis, Djiboutians, Sudanese, and Comoros Islanders) 
(U.S. Census Bureau 2003). According to the bureau’s defi -
nition of “Arab,” the following celebrities would be classi-
fi ed as such: Steve Jobs (cofounder of Apple, Inc.; Syrian 
father), Marlo Thomas (actress; father with Lebanese 
ancestry); Paula Abdul (American Idol judge and vocalist; 
father with Syrian ancestry); and George Allen (67th gov-
ernor of Virginia; mother with Tunisian ancestry). 

Here we might pause and ask, Why does the U.S. govern-
ment classify people of Middle Eastern and Arab ancestry 
as “white”? While this question has no clear answer, some 
critics argue that the Middle East holds important symbolic 
value that whites (or at least whites who have the power to 
classify) hope to associate with their race. For example, the 
Middle East is the birthplace of Christianity and the site of 
many important biblical cities (such as Jerusalem, in Israel 
and the Palestinian territories, and Babylon, in Iraq). The 
Middle East boasts the Egyptian pyramids, considered to 
be among the wonders of the world. Finally, the Middle 
East has renowned geographic landmarks associated with 
the cradle of civilization, including ancient Mesopotamia 
(the land between the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers, in what 
is now Iraq).

We might also ask why the Census Bureau’s report on 
the “Arab” population in the United States was historic. It 
was the fi rst time the government agency published a brief 
on a subpopulation not offi cially designated as a minority 
(Arab Institute 2003). In the United States the offi cially 
designated minorities are “Blacks or African Americans,” 
“Hispanics or Latinos,” “American Indians and Alaska 
Natives,” “Asians,” and “Native Hawaiians and Other 
Pacifi c Islanders” (U.S. Census Bureau 2006). Some high-
lights from this report follow: 

• Approximately 1.2 million people reported being of 
Arab ancestry. Arab American organizations estimated 
the number to be more than 3 million.

• About half of the Arab population was concentrated in 
fi ve states: California, Florida, Michigan, New Jersey, 
and New York.

• Arabs represented 30 percent of the population in 
Dearborn, Michigan.

• People claiming Lebanese, Syrian, and Egyptian ances-
tries accounted for about three-fi fths of the Arab 
American population.
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• An estimated 75 percent of Arab Americans are Chris-
tian. Many immigrants from Middle Eastern and Arab 
countries belonged to religious minorities in their 
home countries (Hertz 2003).

To this point, we have examined the U.S. system of 
racial and ethnic classifi cation. In addition to placing U.S. 
residents in offi cial racial and ethnic categories, the gov-
ernment classifi es them as either native or foreign-born.

The Foreign-Born Population

■ CORE CONCEPT 4: The legal status of the foreign-born varies 

by country and is often connected to race and ethnicity. Every 
country in the world has residents considered foreign-
born—people living within the political boundaries of 

the country who were born elsewhere. The foreign-born 
can include legally and illegally admitted immigrants, ref-
ugees, temporary residents, and temporary workers. The 
legal status of the foreign-born—particularly their right 
to pursue citizenship and permanent residence—varies 
by country. The oil-exporting countries of the Persian 
Gulf, whose labor force is 40 to 70 percent foreign-born, 
offer immigrants no possibility of citizenship. The United 
States, Canada, Australia, Israel, and New Zealand are 
countries that welcome immigrants as permanent resi-
dents and as citizens. Japan and Germany make obtaining 
such status difficult but not impossible. No government 
welcomes just anyone; often race, ethnicity, and skills fig-
ure into the probability that one will gain admission to a 
country legally or will have to enter illegally. 

In the United States the foreign-born consist of U.S. 
residents born in a foreign country, to parents who were 
not U.S. citizens. A native of the United States is someone 
(1) born on American soil or on the soil of a U.S. Island 
Area, such as Puerto Rico, or (2) born abroad but to at least 
one parent who was an American citizen. How do foreign-
born differ from natives? First, the foreign-born are immi-

foreign-born People living within the political boundaries of a coun-
try who were born elsewhere.

After the 9/11 attacks, the U.S. Census Bureau released a fi rst-of-a-
kind report, The Arab Population: 2000. In the popular imagination 
the report was about people who looked like the woman wearing the 
headscarf, not like American Idol judge and vocalist Paula Abdul.
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grants who have experienced life in another country and 
culture. They bring these experiences with them, and the 
experiences continue to infl uence them and their rela-
tionships with their offspring and others as they live their 
lives in the United States. Second, their life chances in the 
United States are shaped by a number of factors associated 
with their arrival, including the following: 

• The nature of their migration: Did they come as politi-
cal refugees, forced out of their home countries; as 
voluntary immigrants in search of a better life; or as 
involuntary immigrants forced into servitude?

• The social and economic status they occupied in their 
home countries: Did they live in poverty, or were they 
among the elite, or somewhere in the middle?

• The social atmosphere that greets them: Did they arrive 
during an economic boom or bust? Are there services 
to ease their adjustment to the new culture? Do locals 
resent their arrival? (Pedraza 1999).

More than 33 million (33.5 million) residents of the 
United States are counted as foreign-born. That number 
represents 11.7 percent of the total U.S. population and 15 
percent of the civilian labor force. More than half (53%) of 
all foreign born residents were born in a Central American, 

Caribbean, or South American country); another 25 per-
cent were born in an Asian country (U.S. Census Bureau 
2004; U.S. Department of Labor 2006). The seven states
with the largest percentage of foreign-born residents were 
California (25 percent), New York (20 percent), Hawaii 
(18 percent), Florida (16 percent), New Jersey (15 percent), 
Arizona (14 percent), and Texas (11 percent). In some U.S. 
cities, foreign-born residents make up 36 percent or more 
of the population (see Global Comparisons: “Cities with 
the Largest Percentage of Foreign-Born Residents).

If we take a long view of U.S. history (since 1820, when 
the U.S. government began keeping such records), we 
see that of the top 10 countries from which people have 
immigrated to the United States, 6 are European (see Fig-
ure 9.1). Of the 70.8 million people who have immigrated 
to the United States and obtained permanent legal status 
since 1820, 38.9 million (55 percent) have come from these 
six European countries, whereas only 980 thousand (1.4 
percent) have come from African countries. In evaluating 
the last number, keep in mind that by 1798 it was illegal 
to import slaves to the United States. The best estimate 
indicates that between 1619 and 1798 the British colonies 
and the United States imported 500,000 slaves. By 1860, 
according to that year’s federal census, 4 million slaves 

GLOBAL COMPARISONS

Cities with the Largest Percentage of Foreign-Born Residents 
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Table 9.4 

City %

Miami, U.S. 59 

Toronto, Canada 44 

Los Angeles, U.S. 41 

Vancouver, Canada 37

New York City, U.S. 36

Singapore City,

 Singapore 33

Sydney, Australia 31

Abidjan, Ivory Coast 30

London, U.K. 28

Paris, France 23

Source: United Nations (2004). Cities, especially the largest cities in the world, 
represent locations that  are disproportionately 
impacted by immigration. The cities on this list 
are well-known gateways for immigrants into 
the United States and elsewhere. 
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were living in the United States, which suggests that the 
slave population (with the help of masters and other peo-
ple not enslaved) reproduced itself (U.S. Bureau of the 
Census 1860).

The Role of Race and Ethnicity 
in Immigration Policy

Historically, race and ethnicity considerations have played 
a major role in U.S. immigration policy. Legislation that 
focused on race and ethnicity to curb the numbers and 
types of immigrants entering the United States includes 
the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 and the Immigration 
Act of 1924. The Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 prohibited 
the entry of Chinese laborers into the United States for 
10 years; it was then renewed in 1892, requiring Chinese 
immigrants already in the United States to carry resident 
permits. In 1943, legislation opened the door a crack by 
allowing 105 Chinese to immigrate to the United States 
each year. 

 The Immigration Act of 1924 established a quota 
system that set numerical limits on immigration, based 
on national origin. The quota was set at 2 percent of the 
number of people from each nation already living in the 
United States at the time of the 1890 census. Note that the 
quota was not based on the most current census data at 
the time (from 1920). Because very few southern, central, 
and eastern Europeans—and virtually no Asians—had 
immigrated to the United States by 1890, people from 
these regions faced the greatest immigration restrictions. 
In 1965 Congress abolished the discriminatory national 
origin quotas. This act opened the door to immigrants 
from Latin America and Asia.

Other immigration legislation has focused on specifi c 
racial and ethnic groups. The Bracero Program, which 
began in 1942, allowed Mexicans to work legally in the 
United States to relieve labor shortages in rural areas and 
to bolster the American workforce during World War II. 
The Mexican laborers, known as braceros, replaced Amer-
ican workers who were needed to work in defense plants or 

Russia
3,752,811

United Kingdom
5,353,439

Canada and 
Newfoundland

4,619,464

Italy
5,447,062

Caribbean
4,052,572

Germany
7,247,953

Ireland
4,788,339

Norway-Sweden
2,173,445

Austria-Hungary
4,383,155

Mexico
6,974,855

▲ Figure 9.1 Number of Immigrants to the United States, 1820–2005: Top 10 Countries of Origin

Source: U.S. Department of Homeland Security (2007).

This photo from 1942 shows men standing in line outside a soccer 
stadium in Mexico City, seeking to sign up for work in the United States 
under the Bracero Program. Some stood in line for fi ve days and nights. 
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NO BORDERS, NO BOUNDARIES

Foreign-Born by Region of Birth

Central America

Carribbean

South America

Europe

Asia

Other regions

8.1

34.5%

9.9%

6.6%

15.3%

25.5%

▲ Figure 9.2 Percentage of Foreign-Born 

Residents Living in the United States by Region 

of the Birth.

to serve in the armed forces. After World War II the Bra-
cero Program was extended several times to supplement 
the U.S. workforce during the Korean War and to provide 
laborers for agricultural and other low-wage work. The 
program ended in 1965.

The Immigration Reform and Control Act of 1986 per-
mitted illegal workers in the United States to apply for 
amnesty if they could prove they had worked here for at 
least 90 days between May 1, 1985, and May 1, 1986. Under 
this law, 1.3 million illegal workers were granted amnesty 
and legal status. Despite this amnesty program, an esti-
mated 12 million undocumented immigrants live in the 
United States (Kochhar 2006). 

After the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, the 
U.S. government made many changes to immigration law 
and procedures. First, the U.S. Immigration and Natural-
ization Service (INS) was renamed the Bureau of Citizen-
ship and Immigration Services (BCIS) and assigned to 
the newly established Department of Homeland Security. 
Second, nationals from selected countries identifi ed as 
presenting an elevated national security concern had to 

A Jamaican-born servicewoman and a Dominican-born serviceman 
recite the pledge of allegiance during U.S. citizenship ceremonies.
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IN THE UNITED States 33.5 million residents (11.7 per-
cent of the total population) are classifi ed as foreign-born. 
The following fi gure shows the percentage of foreign-
born U.S. residents by region of birth. Which region of 
the world accounts for the greatest percentage of foreign-
born? Which region contributes the lowest percentage?

Source: U.S. Census Bureau (2004).
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register with the Department of Homeland Security to 
verify their location, activities, and expected departure 
date. Those countries are Afghanistan, Algeria, Bahrain, 
Bangladesh, Egypt, Eritrea, Indonesia, Iran, Iraq, Jordan, 
Kuwait, Lebanon, Libya, Morocco, North Korea, Oman, 
Pakistan, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Somalia, Sudan, Syria, 
Tunisia, United Arab Emirates, and Yemen. The required 
registration has affected students, individuals on extended 
business travel, and people visiting family members for 
lengthy periods.

Third, before September 11, 2001, foreign nationals 
who had minor visa problems could, at the discretion 
of border or airport inspectors, enter the United States. 
Now such visitors are taken into custody and immedi-
ately removed from the United States. Fourth, under the 
old rules, foreign students who attended medical school 
in the United States could stay if they agreed to work in 
underserved areas. Now, after completing their studies, 
they must return to their home countries for at least two 
years before they can apply to return to the United States 
(About.com 2004; Madison 2002; U.S. Department of 
Homeland Security 2003).

A fi nal example of a post-9/11 change in U.S. immigra-
tion policy is Executive Order 13269, signed on July 3, 2002. 
It allows the president of the United States to authorize 
expedited citizenship while the country is at war. Foreign-
born members of the U.S. armed forces (including 
National Guard and reserve personnel) who have served 
any amount of time beginning on or after September 11, 
2001, are immediately eligible to become U.S. citizens 
(Gilmore 2004). 

The Long-Standing Debate over Immigration

In the United States, immigration policy has always 
inspired debate. Generally, the debate has centered on 
economic considerations—whether immigrants pose an 
economic threat to American workers, taking the work-
ers’ jobs away or depressing their wages (especially the 
wages of low-skill workers). The resolution to this debate 
is uncertain. Consider the case of California, a state that 
has attracted about 25 percent of all immigrants who have 
ever come to the United States: 

• Between 1900 and 1970 California’s population grew 
by attracting American-born migrants from across the 
United States, especially the East Coast.

• From 1970 onward, California’s population growth 
came from an infl ux of immigrants.

• The infl ux of immigrants, combined with skyrocketing 
housing prices, discouraged native-born Americans 
from moving to California.

• To attract native-born Americans to California, cor-
porations and other business would have had to raise 
wages to compensate for the higher housing costs.

• The large infl ux of immigrants willing to rent and live 
several to a room meant that many businesses did not 
have to raise wages to counter rising housing prices.

• After 1990, American-born workers moved out of Cali-
fornia at about the same rate as foreign-born workers 
moved in.

One might argue that California’s shift to foreign-born 
labor was good for business. After all, corporations and 
other businesses made money, and eight million immi-
grants were better off than they had been in their Asian 
and Latin American home countries. On the other hand, 
the low-wage American-born workers, who eventually had 
no choice except to move out of the state, would likely label 
the labor shift as devastating and disruptive (Jencks 2001).

Some states and metropolitan areas across the United 
States are working diligently to attract immigrants, hoping 
that the immigrants will replenish the population, jump-
start economic activities in depressed neighborhoods, 
offset labor shortages, and inject greater ethnic diversity 
into specifi c areas (Schmitt 2001). As a case in point, 
Pittsburgh lost 9.5 percent of its population between 1990 
and 1999. Other metropolitan areas, such as Louisville 
and Albuquerque, suffered substantial population losses 
as well. All are working to make their cities immigrant-
friendly, to encourage foreign college students to stay after 
graduation, to integrate immigrants into the workplace, 
and to open resource centers. Critics of these efforts argue 
that the United States is overpopulated and that the real 
need is better distribution of the people already living here 
(Schmitt 2001).

The Consequences of Racial 
and Ethnic Classifi cation

Sociologists are particularly interested in the ways that 
race and ethnic categories affect life chances. Table 9.5 
shows dramatic differences between racial groups with 
regard to the chances of living a long life, surviving the 
fi rst year of life, dropping out of high school, earning a liv-
ing wage, and so on. The comparisons show that the most 
advantaged racial categories are Asian and white and the 
least advantaged are black and Native American.

In evaluating the information in Table 9.6, keep in 
mind that the data describe the nation as a whole; they do 
not account for local, state, and regional variations. For 
example, consider that on a national level, people classi-
fi ed as white have the lowest chance of dropping out of 
high school overall but that the rate varies by locality from 
77 percent (Cleveland City School District) to 1 percent 
(Albuquerque Public Schools). For Hispanics or Latinos 
the drop-out rate ranges from 77 percent (Cleveland City 
School District) to 27 percent (Montgomery County Pub-
lic Schools). The corresponding drop-out rates for blacks 



are 74 percent (Cleveland City School District) to 15 per-
cent (Boston School District) (Greene 2002). 

We can extend this contrast beyond high school drop-
out rates. The largest life expectancy gap in the United 
States is 33 years (91 years versus 58 years), between Asian 
American females living in Bergen County, New Jersey, 
and Native American males living in a fi ve-county cluster 
in South Dakota. Using this contrasting assessment of life 
chances, Harvard researchers divided the United States 
into population clusters based on geographic region, race, 
and population density (rural versus urban) and identi-
fi ed what they call “eight Americas” (see Table 9.6). Again 
we see that the most advantaged racial categories, as mea-
sured by average per capita income, are whites and Asians. 
The least advantaged are Native Americans and blacks. 

Minority Groups

■ CORE CONCEPT 5: Minorities are populations that are sys-

tematically excluded (whether consciously or unconsciously) 

from full participation in society and denied equal access to 

positions of power, prestige, and wealth. Minority groups 
are subpopulations within a society that can be distin-
guished from members of the dominant group by visible 
identifying characteristics, including physical and cul-
tural attributes. Members of minorities are regarded and 
treated as inherently different from those in the dominant 
group. They are systematically excluded (whether con-
sciously or unconsciously) from full participation in soci-
ety and denied equal access to positions of power, prestige, 
and wealth. Consequently, members of minority groups 
tend to be concentrated in inferior political and economic 

positions and to be isolated socially and spatially from 
members of the dominant group.

Based on these characteristics, many groups can be 
classifi ed as minorities, including some racial, ethnic, and 
religious groups, women, the very old, the very young, and 
the physically different (for example, visually impaired 
people or overweight people). Although we focus on eth-
nic and racial minorities in this chapter, the concepts 
described here can be applied to any minority. 

Sociologist Louis Wirth (1945) made a classic state-
ment on minority groups, identifying a number of essen-
tial traits that are characteristic of all minority groups. 
First, membership is involuntary: As long as people are 
free to join or leave a group, no matter how unpopular 
it is, they do not constitute a minority. This trait is quite 
controversial, because the meaning of “free to join or 
leave” is unclear. For example, if very light-skinned people 
of African descent can pass as white, are they really “free” 
to leave the African connections in their life?

A second characteristic of minority groups is that their 
minority designation is not necessarily based on num-
bers; that is, a minority may be the numerical majority 

Table 9.5 Differences in Life Chances by Race and Sex

Chance of . . . Highest Chance  Lowest Chance Difference

living a long life (life expectancy) Asian Female Black Male
 86.7 years 69.8 years 16.9 years

dropping out of high school* Black White
 44% 22% 22 %

going to prison Black Male White Female
 32.5% 1% 31.5%

earning a high median weekly  Asian Male Black Female
income (working full-time) $825  $499 $326 per week

dying before reaching one  Black Male Asian Female
year of age (per 100,000) 1,410.2 per 100,000 427 per 100,000 983.2 babies per 100,000

living in poverty* Native American White (nonHispanic)
 24.5%  8.7% 15.8%

having no health insurance* Native American White
 35% 11.9% 23.1%

Note: *Data not available for sex categories.

Sources: U.S. Department of Labor (2006); Murray (2006); Manhattan Institute (2001); U.S. Department of Justice (2007); U.S. Bureau of the 
Census (2005).

minority groups Subgroups within a society that can be distin-
guished from members of the dominant group by visible identifying 
characteristics, including physical and cultural attributes. These 
subgroups are systematically excluded, whether consciously or 
unconsciously, from full participation in society and denied equal 
access to positions of power, privilege, and wealth.
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in a society. The key to minority status, then, is not size 
but access to and control over valued resources. South 
Africa pre sents one obvious example: Even under the 
post-apartheid multiracial government, roughly 9 per-
cent of the South African population—the people classi-
fi ed as white—control access to valued resources. As one 
measure of inequality, 32 percent of South Africans in the 
highest income category (the top 10 percent) are classifi ed 
as black. Since blacks make up 80 percent of South Africa’s 
population, one would expect 80 percent of the people in 
the highest income category to be black (Nduru 2007).

A third, and the most important, characteristic of 
minority groups is nonparticipation in the life of the larger 
society. That is, minorities do not enjoy the freedom or the 
privilege to move within the society the way the dominant 
group does. Sociologist Peggy McIntosh (1992) identifi es a 
number of privileges that most members of the dominant 
group take for granted, including the following: 

• I can, if I wish, arrange to be in the company of people 
of my race [or ethnic group] most of the time.

• If I should need to move, I can be pretty sure of renting 
or purchasing housing in an area which I can afford 
and in which I would want to live.

• I can go shopping alone most of the time, fairly well 
assured that I will not be followed or harassed by store 
detectives.

• I can be late to a meeting without having the lateness 
refl ect on my race [or ethnicity].

• Whether I use checks, credit cards, or cash, I can count 
on my skin color not to work against the perception 
that I am fi nancially reliable. (pp. 73–75)

The fi nal and most troublesome characteristic of minor-
ity groups is that people who belong to them are “treated 

as members of a category, irrespective of their individual 
merits” (Wirth 1945, p. 349) and often irrespective of 
context. In other words, people outside a minority group 
focus on the visible characteristics that identify someone 
as belonging to a minority. These visible characteristics 

Table 9.6 Life Chances for Eight Population Subgroups in the United States

   Percent 

 Population Per Capita Not Completing

Population Subgroup (in millions) Income* High School

Western Native Americans 1 $10,029  31

Southern Rural Low-Income Blacks 5.8 $10,463  49

High-Risk Urban Blacks 7.5 $14,800  28

Black Middle America 23.4 $15,412  25

Appalachian and Mississippi Valley  16.6 $16,390  28
Low-Income Whites

Northland Rural Low-Income Whites 3.6 $17,758  17

Asians 10.4 $21,566  20

Middle America (Mostly Whites)  214 $24,640 16

Note: *Per capita income is the total income for the subgroup divided by its size. The resulting number is the aver-
age income for each man, woman, and child in a specifi c population subgroup.

Source: Murray et al. (2005)

This woman possesses ascribed characteristics that allow her to shop 
most, if not all the time, without feeling store security is following or 
watching her. 
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become the focus of interaction, as in the scene described 
here, in which a woman can focus on only the physical fea-
tures of the people she encounters, to the neglect of what is 
happening around her:

“It obsesses everybody,” declaimed my impassioned friend, 

“even those who think they are not obsessed. My wife was driv-

ing down the street in a black neighborhood. The people at the 

corners were all gesticulating at her. She was very frightened, 

turned up the windows, and drove determinedly. She discov-

ered, after several blocks, she was going the wrong way on a one 

way street and they were trying to help her. Her assumption 

was they were blacks and were out to get her. Mind you, she’s a 

very enlightened person. You’d never associate her with racism, 

yet her fi rst reaction was that they were dangerous” (Terkel 

1992, p. 3)

The characteristics that Wirth identifi es as associated 
with minority group status indicate that minorities stand 
apart from the dominant culture. Some people argue that 
minorities stand apart because they do not wish to be 
assimilated into mainstream culture. To assess this claim, 
we turn to the work of sociologist Milton M. Gordon, who 
has written extensively on assimilation.

Assimilation

■ CORE CONCEPT 6: Social and cultural differences between 

racial and ethnic groups “disappear” when one group is absorbed 

into another group’s culture and social networks or when two 

groups merge to form a new, blended culture. Assimilation is 
a process by which ethnic and racial distinctions between 
groups disappear because one group is absorbed into 
another group’s culture or because two cultures blend to 
form a new culture. Two main types of assimilation exist: 
absorption assimilation and melting pot assimilation.

Absorption Assimilation

In absorption assimilation, members of a minority group 
adapt to the ways of the dominant group, which sets the 
standards to which they must adjust (Gordon 1978). 
According to Gordon, absorption assimilation has at least 
seven levels. That is, an ethnic or racial minority is com-
pletely “absorbed” into the dominant group when it goes 
through all of the following levels:

1. The minority abandons its culture (language, dress, 
food, religion, and so on) for that of the dominant 
group.

2. The minority enters into the dominant group’s social 
networks and institutions. 

3. The minority intermarries and procreates with mem-
bers of the dominant group.

4. The minority identifi es with the dominant group. 
5. The minority encounters no widespread prejudice from 

members of the dominant group. 

6. The minority encounters no widespread discrimina-
tion from members of the dominant group.

7. The minority has no value confl icts with members of 
the dominant group.

Gordon advances a number of hypotheses to explain 
how the various levels of assimilation relate to one another. 
First, he maintains that level 1 assimilation is likely to 
take place before the other six levels of assimilation are 
achieved. He also states, however, that even if an ethnic 
or racial group abandons its culture (level 1), it does not 
always lead to the other levels of assimilation.

Gordon proposes that if the dominant group permits 
people from ethnic and racial minorities to join its social 
cliques, clubs, and institutions on a large enough scale 
(level 2 assimilation), a substantial number of interra-
cial or interethnic marriages are bound to occur (level 3 
assimilation):

If children of different ethnic backgrounds belong to the same 

play group, later the same adolescent cliques, and at college 

the same fraternities and sororities; if the parents belong to 

the same country club and invite each other to their homes for 

dinner; it is completely unrealistic not to expect these children, 

now grown, to love and to marry each other, blithely oblivious 

to previous ethnic extraction. (Gordon 1978, pp. 177–178)

assimilation A process by which ethnic or racial distinctions 
between groups disappear because one group is absorbed into 
another group’s culture or because two cultures blend to form a new 
cultural system.

absorption assimilation A process by which members of a minority 
group adapt to the ways of the dominant culture.

These women attended a school in Bismarck, North Dakota, run by 
the U.S. Bureau of Indian Affairs. The purpose of such schools was to 
“Americanize,” or assimilate, the Native American peoples of the United 
States. To further this goal, the schools required students to speak 
English and wear uniforms. 
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Of the seven levels of assimilation, Gordon believes that 
gaining access to the dominant group’s social networks 
and institutions is the most important; if that occurs, the 
other levels of assimilation inevitably follow. Yet, in prac-
tice, gaining such access is very diffi cult. Why? Because 
members of ethnic or racial minorities are kept apart from 
the dominant group through segregation—the physical 
or social separation of categories of people. In fact, all of 
the important and meaningful primary relationships that 
are close to what Gordon calls “the core of personality and 
selfhood” are confi ned largely to people of the same racial 
or ethnic group:

From the cradle in the sectarian hospital to the child’s play 

group, the social clique in high school, the fraternity and 

religious center in college, the dating group within which he [or 

she] searches for a spouse, the marriage partner, the neighbor-

hood of his [or her] residence, the church affi liation and the 

church clubs, the men’s and the women’s social and service 

organizations, the adult clique of “marrieds,” the vacation 

resort, and then, as the age cycle nears completion, the rest 

home for the elderly and, fi nally, the sectarian cemetery—in 

all these activities and relationships which are close to the core 

of personality and selfhood—the member of the ethnic group 

may if he wishes follow a path which never takes him [beyond] 

the boundaries of his [or her] ethnic structural network. (Gor-

don 1978, p. 204)

This scenario applies especially to the situation of 
involuntary minorities—ethnic or racial groups that 
did not at fi rst choose to be a part of a country; rather, 
they were forced to become part of it by slavery, conquest, 
or colonization. Native Americans, African Americans, 
Mexican Americans, and Native Hawaiians are examples 
of involuntary minorities in the United States. Unlike vol-
untary minorities, whose members come to a country 
expecting to improve their way of life, members of invol-
untary minorities fi rst immigrated with no such expecta-
tions. Their initial forced incorporation involves a loss of 
freedom and status (Ogbu 1990).

Melting Pot Assimilation

Assimilation need not be a one-sided process in which a 
minority group disappears, or is absorbed, into the domi-
nant group. Ethnic and racial distinctions can also dis-
appear through melting pot assimilation (Gordon 1978). 
In this process, groups accept many new behaviors and 
values from one another. This exchange produces a new 
cultural system, which is a blend of the previously sepa-
rate systems. Melting pot assimilation becomes total when 
signifi cant numbers of people from different ethnic or 
racial groups take on each other’s cultural patterns, enter 
each other’s social network, intermarry and procreate, and 
identify with the blended culture.

The melting pot concept can be applied to the various 
African ethnic groups transported to the British colonies/
United States as slaves. They were “not one but many peo-
ples,” who spoke many languages and came from many 

The U.S. Department of Agriculture issued this poster celebrating 
Hispanic Heritage Month. According to the U.S. Bureau of the Census, 
people of Hispanic or Latino origin constitute 15 percent of the total 
population.
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segregation The physical or social separation of categories of 
people.

involuntary minorities Ethnic or racial groups that were forced to 
become part of a country by slavery, conquest, or colonization.

voluntary minorities Racial or ethnic groups that come to a coun-
try expecting to improve their way of life.

melting pot assimilation Cultural blending in which groups accept 
many new behaviors and values from one another. The exchange 
produces a new cultural system, which is a blend of the previously 
separate systems.



cultures (Cornell 1990, p. 376). Slave traders capitalized 
on this diversity: “Advertisements of new slave cargoes 
frequently referred to ethnic origins, while slave own-
ers often purchased slaves on the basis of national iden-
tities and the characteristics they supposedly indicated” 
(Cornell 1990, p. 376; see also Rawley 1981). Although 
slave owners and traders acknowledged ethnic differences 
among Africans, they treated Africans from various ethnic 
groups as belonging to the same category of people—the 
enslaved. Because slave traders sold and slave owners pur-
chased individual human beings, not ethnic groups, this 
treatment broke down ethnic concentrations. In addition, 
slave owners tended to mix together slaves of different 
ethnic origins to decrease the likelihood that the enslaved 
would plot a rebellion. To communicate with one another, 
slaves invented pidgin and Creole languages.

In addition to developing new languages, the enslaved 
created a common and distinctive culture based on kin-
ship, religion, food, songs, stories, and other features. The 
harsh conditions of enslavement, along with the mixing 
together of people from many ethnic groups, encouraged 
the enslaved to borrow aspects of one another’s cultures 
and create a new, blended culture.

The melting pot concept can also be applied to interre-
lationships between various Native American populations 
and between Native Americans and other groups within 
the United States. The U.S. Census Bureau attempted to 
document this assimilation in the 1880 and 1890 censuses. 
Below is a list of its instructions for coding responses 
related to Native American identities:

• If this person is of full-blood of this tribe, enter “/.” 

• For mixture with another tribe, enter name of latter. 
For mixture with white, enter “W.;” with black, “B.;” 
with mulatto, “Mu.” 

• If this is a white person adopted into the tribe, enter 
“W.A.;” if a negro or mulatto, enter “B.A.” 

• If this person has been for any time habitually on the 
reservation, state the time in years or fractions.

• If this person wears citizen’s dress, state the time in years 
or fractions since he or she has habitually so worn it.

• If other than native language is spoken by this person, 
enter for English, “E.;” Spanish, “S.;” French, “F.”

The coding instructions show that the U.S. govern-
ment, at least at that point in history, was motivated to 
document the interrelationships between Indians, blacks, 
and whites. It was also interested in which non-native 
languages Indians spoke, whether Indians were living on 
reservations, and even how they dressed (Ferrante and 
Brown 2001).

The examples of melting pot and absorption assimila-
tion we have discussed are not meant to suggest that the 
dominant culture as a whole has not been shaped and 
infl uenced by minority cultures. Rather, the dominant 
group has usually failed to learn about or acknowledge 

others’ contributions to the society in which they all live, 
thereby deeming minority accomplishments and contri-
butions irrelevant or insignifi cant. 

Stratifi cation theory is one major approach to under-
standing the forces that work against assimilation (both 

A woman sits between her son and his Native American wife. At this 
time in history U.S. census takers were interested in classifying Native 
Americans by their degree of assimilation.
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This cowboy lived on a South Dakota Indian reservation. He is believed 
to be of Native American and African descent. 
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the absorption and melting pot forms) between domi-
nant and minority groups. This theory is guided by the 
assumption that racial and ethnic groups compete with 
one another for scarce valued resources. On the whole, 
the dominant group retains an advantage over competing 
groups, because its members are in a position to preserve 
the system that gives them the advantage. Stratifi cation 
theorists focus on the mechanisms people employ to pre-
serve difference and inequality (Alba 1992). These mecha-
nisms include racist ideologies, prejudice and stereotyping, 
discrimination, and institutional discrimination.

Racist Ideologies

■ CORE CONCEPT 7: Racist ideologies claim that biological fac-

tors explain and even justify inequalities between racial and 

ethnic groups. An ideology is a set of beliefs that are not 
challenged or subjected to scrutiny by the people who hold 
them. Thus, ideologies are taken to be accurate accounts 
and explanations of the way things are. On closer analy-
sis, however, ideologies are at best half-truths, based on 
misleading arguments, incomplete analyses, unsupported 
assertions, and implausible premises. They “cast a veil over 
clear thinking and allow inequalities to persist” (Carver 
1987, pp. 89–90). One such ideology is racism. 

People who embrace racist ideology believe that some-
thing in the biological makeup of an ethnic or racial group 
explains and justifi es its subordinate or superior status. 
Racist ideologies are structured around three notions: 

1. People can be classifi ed according to physical charac-
teristics.

2. A close correspondence exists between physical traits 
and characteristics such as language, dress, personality, 
intelligence, and athletic ability.

3. Physical attributes such as skin color and hair texture 
are so signifi cant that they explain and determine 
behavior and inequalities.

Any racial or ethnic group may use racist ideologies to 
explain their own or another group’s behavior. One indi-
cation of a racist ideology is the hypothesis offered by for-
mer Los Angeles police chief Daryl Gates to explain why 
so many blacks have died from restraining chokeholds: 
Their “veins and arteries do not open up as fast as they 
do on normal people” (Dunne 1991, p. 26). An alterna-
tive explanation is that many police offi cers, of all racial 
classifi cations, tend to handle black suspects more harshly 

than they do white suspects. Another example of how rac-
ist ideology shapes thinking comes from students. 

Many students in the author’s class work as waiters and 
claim that “black” and “white” customers tip differently. 
In particular, they claim that “black” customers do not 
tip as well as “white” customers do. As one student wrote, 
“We talk about it at work all the time; it’s that big of an 
issue. One coworker believes it’s black people’s way of pay-
ing us back for enslaving them in historical times. They 
must get off seeing us wait on them and they rub it in by 
stiffi ng us.” To the author’s knowledge, no study has ever 
examined “black” versus “white” tipping, but this differ-
ence, if it exists, has other, more plausible explanations. 
Think about this question: Who are the best tippers? 
When members of the author’s class were asked this, they 
answered, practically in unison, “former or current wait-
ers.” According to the U.S. Census Bureau (2005), only 
5.1 percent of waiters are classifi ed as “black” and only 
4.1 percent of bartenders are classifi ed as such. One likely 
explanation for a difference in tipping is that customers 
classifi ed as “black” have not learned the “norms” about 
what constitutes a good tip because, until very recently, 
they were not allowed to wait on tables or tend bar.

On the other hand, the claim that black customers 
leave smaller tips than white customers might have to do 
with the former’s reaction to waiters’ negative attitudes 
and prejudgments toward them. Waiters may be so sure 
that they are going to receive a bad tip that they give poor 
service. That poor service then becomes the reason for the 
poor tip.

The Origins of Race as a Concept

The premise of racial superiority lies at the heart of other 
rationalizations used by one group to dominate another. 
Sociologist Larry T. Reynolds (1992) observes that race as 
a concept for classifying humans is a product of the 1700s, 
a time of widespread European exploration, conquest, and 
colonization that did not begin to subside until the end 
of World War II. Racist ideology also supported Japan’s 
annexation and domination of Korea, Taiwan, Karafuto 
(the southern half of the former Soviet island Sakhalin), 
and other Pacifi c islands prior to World War II. Both Japa-
nese and Europeans used racial schemes to classify people 
they encountered; the idea of racial differences became the 
“cornerstone of self-righteous ideology,” justifying their 
right by virtue of racial superiority to exploit, dominate, 
and even annihilate conquered peoples and their cultures 
(Lieberman 1968). 

Racial classifi cation was the cornerstone of the Indian 
Removal Act of 1830, in which Congress authorized the 
removal, by force if necessary, of Native Americans from 
their ancestral lands east of the Mississippi to lands to the 
west. Subsequent laws restricted most Native Americans 
to reservations. Because the reservations were set aside for 

ideology A set of beliefs taken to be accurate accounts and explana-
tions of why things are as they are. The beliefs are not challenged or 
subjected to scrutiny by the people who hold them.
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a particular category of people, the system of racial clas-
sifi cation had to be clear about exactly who belonged in 
that category.

Racial classifi cation was the cornerstone of the Jim 
Crow laws, which were enacted in the 1880s and over-
turned with the ratifi cation of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, 
the Voting Rights Act of 1965, and the Fair Housing Act 
of 1968. The Jim Crow laws enforced segregation between 
blacks and whites and often between whites and other 
nonwhite groups (Nile Valley Solutions 2001). Examples 
of such laws from various states follow: 

• No person or corporation shall require any white female 
nurse to nurse in wards or rooms in hospitals, either 
public or private, in which Negro men are placed. (Ala-
bama) 

• It shall be unlawful for colored people to frequent any 
park owned or maintained by the city for the benefi t, 
use, and enjoyment of white persons . . . and unlaw-
ful for any white person to frequent any park owned or 
maintained by the city for the use and benefi t of col-
ored persons. (Georgia) 

• All marriages of white persons with Negroes, Mulat-
tos, Mongolians, or Malaya hereafter contracted in 
the State of Wyoming are and shall be illegal and void. 
(Wyoming)

Clear evidence of widespread sexual relations between 
whites, blacks, and Native Americans required a sys-
tem of racial classifi cation that specifi ed how to classify 
the offspring of such relations; otherwise, the Jim Crow 
laws would become increasingly diffi cult to enforce. For 
hundreds of years the U.S. government insisted that all 

its residents should be placed in single racial categories. 
This long-standing practice has shaped a common belief 
that racial categories are accurate refl ections of biological 
reality.

Prejudice and Stereotyping

A prejudice is a rigid and usually unfavorable judgment 
about an outgroup (see Chapter 4) that does not change 
in the face of contradictory evidence and that applies to 
anyone who shares the distinguishing characteristics of 
the outgroup. Prejudices are based on stereotypes—inac-
curate generalizations about people who belong to an 
outgroup. Stereotypes “give the illusion that one [group] 
knows the other” and has the right to control images of the 
other (Crapanzano 1985, pp. 271–272). 

Stereotypes are supported and reinforced in a num-
ber of ways. In selective perception, prejudiced persons 
notice only the behaviors or events related to an outgroup 
that support their stereotypes about the outgroup. In 
other words, people experience “these beliefs, not as preju-
dices, not as prejudgments, but as irresistible products of 
their own observations. The facts of the case permit them 
no other conclusion” (Merton 1957, p. 424). But many of 
these supposed facts are unfounded. Many people believe 
that white men can’t jump and are slow, based on the rela-
tively small number of white men who play professional 
basketball and who are involved in short-distance track 
events. If one takes the time to look beyond these sports, 
it is easy to fi nd white athletes who possess leaping abil-
ity and speed (see “Selective Perception and Stereotypes of 
Athletic Ability”).

Stereotypes persist in another way: When a prejudiced 
person encounters a minority person who contradicts a 
stereotype, the former sees the latter as an exception. The 
encounter with a minority group member who is “differ-
ent” merely reinforces the prejudiced person’s stereotype. 
In addition, prejudiced people use “the facts” to support 
their stereotypes. A prejudiced person can point to the 
large number of “black” athletes in college and profes-
sional basketball as evidence of natural leaping ability and 

Jim Crow laws (1876–1965) in the United States enforced so-called 
separate but equal segregation to the point of even requiring separate 
water fountains for whites and nonwhites.
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prejudice A rigid and usually unfavorable judgment about an out-
group that does not change in the face of contradictory evidence and 
that applies to anyone who shares the distinguishing characteristics 
of the outgroup.

stereotypes Inaccurate generalizations about people who belong 
to an outgroup.

selective perception The process in which prejudiced persons 
notice only the behaviors or events related to an outgroup that sup-
port their stereotypes about the outgroup.
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nel all their energies into 
becoming an athlete in a 
money sport. A North-
eastern University study 
reported that 66 percent of 
African American youths 
between the ages of 13 and 
18 believed that they could 
support themselves as pro-
fessional athletes (Hober-
man 2000). 

What about hockey, ten-
nis, gymnastics, swimming, 
soccer, cycling, sailing, row-
ing, archery, volleyball, ski-

ing, and other less lucrative “white”-dominated sports? 
Several of these sports require speed, strength, and jump-
ing ability, and yet “black” representation is almost nonex-
istent. While it may be true that many “blacks” have fewer 
opportunities than “whites” to participate in such sports, 
those who do do not generally rank among the top ath-
letes. If “blacks” actually are superior athletes, then that 
generalization should hold for any sport. Can we make 
the case that “black” basketball players are better athletes 
than “white” gymnasts or that “black” sprinters are better 
athletes than “white” skiers? 

In evaluating the argument that “blacks” are the supe-
rior athletes, we must also ask why “black” athletes from 
African countries do not dominate international competi-
tions, such as the Olympic Games? Consider that African 
Americans originated from a variety of cultures in western 
and west-central Africa. Modern West Africans, however, 
do not run and jump their way to many Olympic medals. 
Most of the slaves brought to North America came from 
the areas that are now Ghana, Togo, Benin, and Nigeria, 
although signifi cant numbers also came from the areas 
that are now Senegal, Gambia, and Angola (Microsoft 
2001). Athletes from these countries have competed in the 
Olympics for more than 50 years, and during that time, 
they have won a total of 22 Olympic medals. American 
athletes classifi ed as “black” earned more than twice that 
number during each Summer Olympics (Darmoni 2005).

Source: William Hatfi eld, Northern Kentucky University (class of 2001; revised 
July 2007 by Joan Ferrante).

Selective Perception and Stereotypes of Athletic Ability

WHICH BASKETBALL 
PLAYER in this photo do 
you think is the better ath-
lete? When posed with this 
question, many of us prob-
ably think to ourselves that 
“blacks” are naturally better 
athletes than other people, 
especially at basketball. It is 
no secret that black athletes 
dominate collegiate and pro 
basketball. Why? Over the 
years many of us have heard 
explanations for why blacks 
run faster and jump higher 
than whites. One popular belief is that plantation owners 
of the 1700s and 1800s bred their slaves to produce strong 
laborers. Although this practice might have seemed, from a 
slave owner’s point of view, a logical way to produce strong 
laborers, it has been dismissed as an accurate description 
of how slave owners built their labor force. An unknown 
yet signifi cant number of the enslaved were offspring of 
owners and enslaved women. These owners repeatedly 
impregnated their female slaves, thereby enlarging their 
pool of labor. They were, in essence, enslaving their own 
children.

Racist folklore has long told of blacks having extra 
muscles in their legs and other genetic advantages, none 
having any basis in truth. Even famous “black” athletes 
have argued publicly that “black” success in sports is 
due to their physical superiority (Hoberman 2000). The 
track and fi eld champion Carl Lewis was quoted as saying, 
“Blacks are just made better” (Malik 2000). Is this belief 
based on actual physiological evidence or just on the high 
number of “blacks” participating in the “money sports”—
the most visible, best-paid, and most televised sports (bas-
ketball, football, baseball, and boxing)?

Athletes and entertainers have always been the most 
highly publicized ”black” achievers, and they have argu-
ably been just as infl uential in shaping “black” identity 
as Martin Luther King Jr., Malcolm X, and other “black” 
political leaders. Studies show that “black” families are 
four times more likely than “white” families to push their 
children toward the most visible sports careers (Hober-
man 2000). Consequently, many “black” youths chan-
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formance. Discrimination is behavior aimed at denying 
people equal opportunities to achieve socially valued goals 
(such as education, employment, health care, and long life) 
or blocking their access to valued goods and services.

Sociologist Robert K. Merton explored the relationship 
between prejudice (the attitude) and discrimination (the 
behavior). He distinguishes between the nonprejudiced 
(who believe in equal opportunity) and the prejudiced 
(who do not). Merton asserts that knowing whether some-
one is prejudiced  does not necessarily predict discrimina-
tory conduct, as he makes clear in his four-part typology 
(see Figure 9.3).

Nonprejudiced nondiscriminators (all-weather liber-
als) accept the creed of equal opportunity, and their con-
duct conforms to that creed. They represent a “reservoir 
of culturally legitimized goodwill” (Merton 1976, p. 193) 
because they not only believe in equal opportunity but 
take action against discrimination. One example involves 
a white employee who complained to a district manager 
about her supervisors’ racist policies toward black cus-
tomers. Apparently, this white employee’s supervisors 
“told her that to prevent theft, she should follow around 
black customers as they browsed. They also told her to 
withhold large shopping bags from such customers and 
to refrain from inviting them to apply for credit cards or 
telling them about sales.” After receiving no response to 
her complaints, the employee took them to the state attor-
ney general’s offi ce. The complaints were investigated and 
found to be true (Goldberg 2000). 

Nonprejudiced discriminators (fair-weather liberals)
believe in equal opportunity but discriminate because 
doing so gives them an advantage or because they simply 
fail to consider the discriminatory consequences of their 
actions. For example, “white” people decide to move out 
of their neighborhood after a “black” family moves in—
not because they are prejudiced against blacks per se, but 
because they are afraid that property values might start to 
decline and they want to “get out” while time remains. The 
act of moving out contributes to lower property values for 
the new neighbor and for other neighbors left behind. 

Which of the athletes pictures are the fastest or more athletic?  Is it 
accurate to claim that the bobsled runners are slower or less athletic 
than the athlete running the relay?  
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quickness. And yet, this person does not use the same kind 
of logic to explain why “white” athletes dominate sports 
such as gymnastics, rowing, and hockey.

Finally, prejudiced individuals keep stereotypes alive 
when they evaluate the same behavior differently at differ-
ent times, depending on the race or ethnicity of the per-
son exhibiting the behavior (Merton 1957). For example, 
incompetent behavior of racial and ethnic minority mem-
bers is often attributed to innate fl aws in their biological 
makeup; in contrast, incompetence exhibited by someone 
from the dominant group is almost always treated as an 
individual shortcoming. 

Discrimination

■ CORE CONCEPT 8: Both prejudiced and nonprejudiced people 

can discriminate. In contrast to prejudice, discrimination 
is not an attitude but a behavior. It includes intentional or 
unintentional unequal treatment of individuals or groups 
based on attributes unrelated to merit, ability, or past per-
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discrimination Intentional or unintentional unequal treatment of 
individuals or groups because of attributes unrelated to merit, abil-
ity, or past performance—treatment that denies equal opportunities 
to achieve socially valued goals.

nonprejudiced nondiscriminators (all-weather liberals) Persons 
who accept the creed of equal opportunity and whose conduct 
conforms to that creed.

nonprejudiced discriminators (fair-weather liberals) Persons 
who believe in equal opportunity but discriminate because doing 
so gives them an advantage or because they fail to consider the 
discriminatory consequences of their actions.
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Prejudiced nondiscriminators (timid bigots) reject 
the creed of equal opportunity but refrain from discrimi-
nation, primarily because they fear possible sanctions or 
being labeled as racists,  Timid bigots rarely express their 
true opinions about racial and ethnic groups, and often 
use code words to camoufl age their true feelings. An 
example of a prejudiced nondiscriminator is the parents of 
a minority college student who chooses a white professor 
as her mentor. The parents, who want to steer their child 
toward a same-race mentor, do not ask their daughter to 
change mentors but they do question the white professor’s 
motives.  

Prejudiced discriminators (active bigots) reject the 
notion of equal opportunity and profess a right, even a 
duty, to discriminate. They derive signifi cant social and 
psychological gains from the conviction that anyone from 
the ingroup (including the village idiot) is superior to any 
members of the outgroup (Merton 1976). Active bigots 
are most likely to believe that they “have the moral right” 
to destroy the people whom they see as threatening their 
values and way of life. Of the four categories in Merton’s 
typology, prejudiced discriminators are the most likely to 
commit hate crimes, actions aimed at humiliating minor-
ity-group people and destroying their property or lives 
(see Table 9.7).

Within a one-month period following the September 11 
attacks on the United States, 326 different media reports 
told of hate-based acts in 38 states against people who were 
or who appeared to be of Arab or Middle Eastern descent. 
Several reported incidents resulted in death. Another case 
involved two men on a motorcycle “who pulled up next 
to a Sikh woman stopped at a red light, yanked her door 
open, shouting, ‘This is what you get for what you have 
done to us!’ then ‘I’m going to slash your throat. . . .’ She 
was slashed on her head at least twice before the men, 
hearing a car approach, sped off” (Hamad 2001). A less 
extreme case involved an Arab American real estate agent 
who received phone threats ordering him to “Leave the 
country or else” (Hamad 2001).

Individual Discrimination

Sociologists distinguish between individual discrimina-
tion and institutionalized discrimination. Individual 
discrimination is any overt action of an individual that 
depreciates someone from an outgroup, denies outgroup 
members opportunities to participate, or does violence to 
their lives and property. The U.S. Commission on Civil 
Rights (1981) describes ways individuals can take discrim-
inatory action against each other:

• A personnel offi cer who holds stereotyped beliefs about 
members of outgroups may justify hiring them for low-
level and low-paying jobs exclusively, regardless of their 
potential experience or qualifi cations for higher-level 
jobs.

• A teacher may interpret linguistic and cultural differ-
ences as indications of low potential or lack of academic 
interest.

• A guidance counselor and teacher may hold low expec-
tations that lead them to steer members of outgroups 
away from “hard” subjects, such as mathematics and 
science, and toward subjects that do not prepare them 
for higher-paying jobs.

• An owner of an apartment complex may refuse to rent 
to members of a minority by falsely informing them 
that no apartments are available (U.S. Department of 
Justice 1996).

prejudiced nondiscriminators (timid bigots) Persons who reject 
the creed of equal opportunity but refrain from discrimination primar-
ily because they fear the sanctions they may encounter if they are 
caught.

prejudiced discriminators (active bigots) Persons who reject 
the notion of equal opportunity and profess a right, even a duty, to 
discriminate.

individual discrimination Any overt action of an individual that 
depreciates someone from an outgroup, denies outgroup members 
opportunities to participate, or does violence to their lives and prop-
erty.
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Sociologists distinguish between individual discrimination and 
institutional discrimination. Currently the United States has security 
procedures in place that give some groups “special attention” when 
they pass through security barriers.   That discrimination is institu-
tional in nature.



Type II
Nonprejudiced
Discriminator

Attitude Dimension
Prejudice and
Nonprejudice

Example

Attitude/behavior supports equal opportunity

Attitude/behavior rejects equal opportunity

+

–

–

–

+

+

–

+

+

–

Behavior Dimension
Discrimination and
Nondiscrimination

Fair-weather liberal; unprejudiced person moves
out of neighborhood when someone from
another racial and ethnic group moves in, not
because he or she is prejudiced but because
he or she believes housing values will drop.

Active bigot; prejudiced person who acts
accordingly.

All-weather liberal; nonprejudiced person
notices discrimination and takes action to
correct it.

Timid bigot; prejudiced person is afraid to
discriminate because he or she fears sanctions.

Type I
Nonprejudiced
Nondiscriminator

Type III
Prejudiced
Nondiscriminator

Type IV
Prejudiced
Discriminator

▲ Figure 9.3 A Typology of Ethnic Prejudice and Discrimination

Source: Adapted from Merton (1976, p. 192).

 DISCRIMINATION 257

Table 9.7 A Profi le of Reported Hate Crimes in the United States

The data below show that people of all racial categories commit hate crimes, sometimes even against members of their own racial 
categories. How many hate crimes were classifi ed as anti-white? Why, do you think, do people commit hate crimes against someone 
of their own race?
 What do you make of the “race unknown” category? Under what circumstances would we not know the offender’s race? 

Bias Motivation                 Known Offender’s Race   

 Total   American  Multiple Unknown Unknown

 Offenses White Black Indian Asian Races Race Offender 

Total Offenses 8,380 3,585 933 68 44 215 751 2,784

Race: 4,691 2,205 484 45 22 128 387 1,420

Anti-White 935 204 368 19  4  22  85 233

Anti-Black 3,200 1,803  87 13  6  84 239 968

Anti–American Indian 95 40   6 12  0   1  11 25

Anti-Asian 231 88  11  1  8  11  29 83

Anti–Multiple Races 230 70  12  0  4  10  23 111

Religion: 1,314 306  42  6  5  11 132 812

Anti-Jewish 900 198   9  4  2   6  86 595

Anti-Islamic 146 52  20  1  1   2  14 56

Ethnicity/National Origin: 1,144 548 179  9  5  35 116 252

Anti-Hispanic 660 340 115  3  1  18  50 133

Anti–Other Ethnicity 484 208  64  6  4  17  66 119

Source: U.S. Department of Justice, 2004.
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Institutionalized Discrimination

Institutionalized discrimination is the established, cus-
tomary way of doing things in society—the unchallenged 
rules, policies, and day-to-day practices established by 
dominant groups that impede or limit minority members’ 
achievement and keep them in subordinate and disadvan-
taged positions. It is “systematic discrimination through 
the regular operations of societal institutions” (Davis 
1978, p. 30).

Laws and practices clearly designed to keep members 
of outgroups in subordinate positions fall under the cat-
egory of institutionalized discrimination. Institutional-
ized discrimination is more diffi cult to identify, condemn, 
hold in check, and punish than individual discrimination, 
because it can exist in a society even if the society’s mem-
bers are not prejudiced. Institutionalized discrimination 
cannot be traced to the motives and actions of individu-
als; instead, discriminatory actions result from simply fol-
lowing established practices that seem on the surface to 
be impersonal and fair or part of the standard operating 
procedures. 

One case of institutionalized discrimination involved 
50 different Cracker Barrel restaurants in seven states. 
These restaurants violated Title II of the Civil Rights Act 
of 1964 by engaging in a pattern or practice of discrimina-
tion against African American customers and prospective 
customers based on their race or color. Specifi cally, a com-
plaint fi led by the U.S. Justice Department alleged that 
the restaurants allowed white servers to refuse to wait on 
African American customers; segregated customer seating 
by race; seated white customers before African American 
customers who arrived earlier; provided inferior service 
to African American customers after they were seated; 
and treated African Americans who complained about the 
quality of Cracker Barrel’s food or service less favorably 
than white customers who lodged similar complaints. The 
Justice Department’s investigation included interviews 

with approximately 150 persons, mostly former Cracker 
Barrel employees, of whom 80 percent stated that they 
had experienced or witnessed discriminatory treatment of 
customers at a Cracker Barrel restaurant. The investiga-
tion suggested that managers often directed, participated 
in, or condoned the discriminatory behavior.

 To this point, we have looked at barriers that exist in 
society to prevent racial and ethnic groups from adapt-
ing or assimilating. These barriers include racist ideology, 
prejudice, and discrimination (individual and insti-
tutional). Although we have viewed these barriers in a 
general way, we have not examined how they operate in 
everyday interaction. In Stigma: Notes on the Management 
of Spoiled Identity, sociologist Erving Goffman (1963) 
offers us a framework for such an examination.

Social Identity and Stigma

■ CORE CONCEPT 9: Sociologists are interested in stigmas—

attributes that are so deeply discrediting that they come to 

dominate interaction. A stigma is an attribute that is deeply 
discrediting. That is, when someone possesses a stigma, he 
or she is reduced in the eyes of others from a multifaceted 
person to a person with one tainted status. In addition, 
the attribute dominates both the stigmatized person’s 
interaction with others and the way others think about 
the person. To illustrate these points, Goffman refers to 
a letter written by a 16-year-old girl born without a nose. 
Although she is a good student, has a good figure, and is 
a good dancer, no one she meets seems able to get past the 
fact that she has no nose.

Consider as one example of how a stigma reduces a per-
son in the eyes of others the situation of noted historian 
John Hope Franklin (1990), where the element of race has 
affected the ways people describe and evaluate his accom-
plishments:

It’s often assumed that I’m a scholar of Afro-American history, 

but the fact is that I haven’t taught a course in Afro-American 

history in 30 . . . years. They say I’m the author of 12 books 

on black history, when several of those books focus mainly 

on whites. I’m called a leading black historian, never minding 

the fact that I’ve served as president of the American Histori-

cal Association, the Organization of American Historians, the 

Southern Historical Association, Phi Beta Kappa, and on and 

on. The tragedy . . . is that black scholars so often have their 

specialties forced on them. My specialty is the history of the 

South, and that means I teach the history of blacks and whites. 

(1990, p. 13)

Goffman was particularly interested in social encoun-
ters known as mixed contacts—interactions between 
stigmatized persons and “normals” (see Intersection of 
Biography and Society: “The Dynamics of Mixed Con-
tacts”). Note that Goffman did not use the term normal 

institutionalized discrimination The established, customary way of 
doing things in society—the unchallenged rules, policies, and day-to-
day practices that impede or limit minority members’ achievement and 
keep them in subordinate and disadvantaged positions.

stigma An attribute defi ned as deeply discrediting because it over-
shadows all other attributes that a person might possess.

mixed contacts “The moments when stigmatized normals are in the 
same ‘social situation,’ that is, in one another’s immediate physical 
presence, whether in a conversation-like encounter or in the mere co-
presence of an unfocused gathering” (Goffman 1963, p. 12).



in the sense of “well-adjusted” or “healthy.” Instead, he 
used it to refer to people who are in the majority or who 
possess no discrediting attributes in a particular setting. 
Goffman’s choice of the word normal was unfortunate, 
because some readers forget how Goffman intended it to 
be used in the context of his thesis. Also note that a deter-
mination of normal or stigmatized status depends on the 
social context. A white basketball player on an otherwise 
black team may play the role of the stigmatized, as might 
the only black student in an otherwise white class.

Goffman wrote that mixed contacts are “the moments 
when stigmatized and normals are in the same ‘social 
situation’—that is, in one another’s immediate physical 
presence, whether in a conversation-like encounter or in 
the mere co-presence of an unfocused gathering” (Goff-
man 1963, p. 12). According to Goffman, when normals 

and stigmatized persons interact, the stigma attached to 
one characteristic—such as skin color, hair texture, or eye 
shape—comes to dominate the interaction. Such dynamics 
are especially evident in situations where “race matters.” 

Patterns of Mixed Contact

A stigma can come to dominate interaction in many ways. 
First, the very anticipation of contact can cause normals 
and stigmatized individuals to avoid one another. One rea-
son they avoid contact is to escape one another’s scrutiny. 
People may prefer interacting with others of the same race 
or ethnicity over interacting with people of a different race 
or ethnicity to avoid the discomfort, rejection, and suspi-
cion they encounter from those who differ from them. 

 WORKING FOR CHANGE

Lester Ward (1841–1913)

in ability within the respective groups, there are no sig-
nifi cant differences among the groups. He held that most 
differences observed with regard to intelligence, crime, 
and deviant behavior were rooted in differences of oppor-
tunity. In short, he argued that all people are inherently 
equal in their potential regardless of the racial or ethnic 
group with which they are identifi ed. In hindsight, one 
might say that Ward recognized that the proponents of 
eugenics were setting the stage for the emergence of racial 
superiority doctrines that were ultimately expressed in 
Nazism and genocide, that is, the elimination of groups 
on the basis of alleged hereditary traits.

In his fi nal public lecture before his death, Ward called 
upon sociologists to vigorously challenge the eugenics
movement and instead advocate for euthenics: a science 
seeking to improve society through the betterment of 
living conditions, such as the expansion of educational 
opportunity. He also challenged social scientists of his 
era who opposed ethnically and racially mixed marriages. 
Ward felt that such marriages should be encouraged and 
that they would ultimately lead to an improved and more 
tolerant society. 

Source: Gale Largey, Professor Emeritus of Sociology, Mansfi eld University.
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THROUGHOUT HIS LIFE, Lester Ward, the founder of 
American sociology, worked diligently to improve ethnic 
and racial relations. He vehemently opposed slavery, fought 
to have it abolished, and was seriously wounded in the Civil 
War doing so. After the war, both he and his wife worked to 
help educate emancipated slaves, and subsequently he was 
involved with the founding of Howard University. Dur-
ing the 1870s, as editor of The Iconoclast, he published the 
writings of the noted African American reformer Freder-
ick Douglass, and he regularly addressed groups seeking to 
recognize the rights of African Americans.

In the early 1900s, the eugenics movement became 
popular in American society. Proponents contended that 
some groups were naturally or innately superior to oth-
ers due to genetic or hereditary differences. Furthermore, 
they believed that the best way to improve society was to 
increase the birth rates of genetically superior peoples and 
decrease the rates of others. They held that unless steps, 
such as mandated sterilizations, were taken to reduce the 
birth rates of African Americans, Southern Europeans, 
and other minority immigrant groups, there would be a 
steady deterioration of the fabric of American society. 

Lester Ward worked tirelessly to resist the eugenics 
movement. He held that while there are indeed differences 



Social psychologist Claude Steele (1995) offers this: 

Imagine a black and a white man meeting for the fi rst time. 

Because the black person knows the stereotypes of his group, he 

attempts to defl ect those negative traits, fi nding ways of trying 

to communicate, in effect, “Don’t think of me as incompetent.” 

The white, for his part, is busy defl ecting the stereotypes of his 

group: “Don’t think of me as a racist.” Every action becomes 

loaded with the potential of confi rming the stereotype, and 

you end up with these phantoms they’re only half aware of. The 

discomfort and tension [are] often mistaken for racial animos-

ity. (p. A25)

Goffman (1963) suggests that the stigmatized indi-
vidual has good reason to feel anxious about mixed social 
interaction and that “normals will fi nd these situations 
shaky too” (p. 18). Normals may feel that if they show 
direct sympathy toward a stigmatized person, they will 
be calling attention to differences when they should be 
“color-blind.” Normals may also feel that a stigmatized 
person is “too ready to read unintended meanings into our 
actions” (p. 18). 

Another reason that stigmatized persons and normals 
make conscious efforts to avoid one another is because they 
believe that widespread social disapproval will undermine 
any relationship. One of my “white” students wrote about 
her experiences of trying to date and establish a relation-
ship with a “black” classmate, against the disapproval of 

her father and many of her friends: “We tried to carry on a 
‘secret’ relationship, but it just didn’t work. We were always 
worried about who might see us out together. We both 
agreed it wasn’t worth the trouble, so we called it off.” 

INTERSECTION OF  BIOGRAPHY AND SOCIETY

him. In fact both the white and black students teased him 
by saying “You act whiter than a white person.” By the time 
I graduated from middle school, I was very popular with all 
students at school. The African guy could only make it with 
some of the white kids; he was never able to break into the 
social circles of the black students.

 My mother is white and my father is Pakistani. I appear 
Pakistani. A friend and I were driving to Panama City 
Beach, Florida, and were passing through a small town just 
outside Birmingham, Alabama. . . . A police offi cer pulled 
us over for following too close and began to search our car 
[and] handcuffed me after fi nding vodka in a cooler in the 
trunk. . . . As they put me in the back of the car one cop said 
to the other, “We are going to make a million dollars turn-
ing in Bin Laden.” . . . I was in jail nine hours, got a lawyer 
and charges were dropped. 

The Dynamics of Mixed Contacts

ERVING GOFFMAN BELIEVED that sociologists 
should focus on mixed contacts, situations in which stig-
matized persons and normals fi nd themselves in each oth-
er’s presence. The following excerpts from students in my 
introduction to sociology course describe such situations. 

I grew up in an all-white neighborhood and went to an 
all-white elementary school. The middle school I went to 
was predominantly black. In middle school I was seen as an 
“oreo” (black on the outside, white on the inside). Another 
kid at this school was also called the same name. This kid’s 
situation was a little bit different from mine, though. He 
was from Africa; his father was a doctor and his family was 
very well off. After a couple of months of middle school I 
was able to change the way I talked—less white, whatever 
that means—so that I was not made fun of every time I 
spoke. But it was not that simple for the African kid. No 
matter what he did, the other black students did not accept 

Sociologists are interested in studying mixed contacts—situations in 
which normals and stigmatized persons are in one another’s immediate 
physical presence. 
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The response of avoidance is related to a second pat-
tern that characterizes mixed contacts: Upon meeting, 
normals and stigmatized people are unsure how the other 
views them or will act toward them. For the stigmatized, 
the source of the uncertainty is not that everyone they 
meet views them negatively and treats them accordingly. 
Rather, it is the chance that they might encounter preju-
dice and discrimination that gives them reason to be cau-
tious about all encounters. According to the Kolts Report 
(a report written in response to the Rodney King beating, 
one of the most publicized and replayed police encounters 
with a black man, which took place in 1992), there were 62 
“problem” deputies out of a total of 8,000 members of the 
Los Angeles County Sheriff ’s Department. The report con-
cluded that “nearly all deputies treat nearly all individuals, 
most of the time, with at least minimally acceptable levels 
of courtesy and dignity” (Los Angeles Times 1992, p. A18). 
Although only a small proportion of deputies (fewer than 
1 percent) were identifi ed as “problems,” the cases of mis-
treatment were “outrageous enough and frequent enough 
to poison the well in some communities” (p. A18).

A third pattern characteristic of mixed contacts is 
that normals often defi ne accomplishments by the stig-
matized—even minor accomplishments—“as signs of 
remarkable and noteworthy capacities” (Goffman 1963, 
p. 14) or as evidence that they have met someone from a 
minority group who is an exception to the rule. In a fourth 
pattern, normals tend to interpret a stigmatized person’s 
failings, both major and minor (such as being late for a 
meeting, cashing a bad check, or leaving a small tip), as 
related to the stigma.

A fi fth pattern noted with mixed contacts is that the 
stigmatized are likely to experience invasion of privacy, 
especially when people stare. Questions such as What are 
they doing in our neighborhood? Why are they crashing 
our party? and Why is she dating that white man? repre-
sent an invasion into the personal matters of the stigma-
tized person.

Responses to Stigmatization

Goffman describes fi ve ways that the stigmatized respond 
to people who fail to accord them respect or who treat 
them as members of a category. First, they may attempt 
to “correct” the source of stigma. This response includes 
changing the visible cultural and physical characteristics 
believed to represent barriers to status and belonging. For 
example, a person may undergo plastic surgery or do other 
things to alter the shape of the nose, eyes, or lips, or may 
straighten the hair. 

Often such persons fi nd these changes diffi cult to make, 
because they may be considered traitors to their own racial 
or ethnic group. In addition, they themselves may feel con-
fl icting emotions in response to their own visible changes. 

Lawrence Otis Graham (2001) experienced such emotions 
after he underwent plastic surgery on his nose:

Did I have the operation in order to become less black—to have 

features that were more white? Had I bought into the white 

defi nition of beauty—the sharp nose, the thin lips, the straight 

hair? Did I think that my less Negroid-looking black friends 

were more attractive than me? (p. 36)

A second way people respond to being stigmatized 
involves devoting a great deal of time and effort to over-
coming stereotypes or to appearing as if they are in full 
control of everything around them. The stigmatized may 
try to be perfect—to always be in a good mood, to be extra 
friendly, to outperform everyone else, or to master an 
activity ordinarily thought to be beyond the reach of or 
closed to people with their traits. This response is com-
mon among nonwhite plumbers, electricians, building 
contractors, and other service workers (especially males) 
who must make house calls in predominantly white 
neighborhoods. One black contractor interviewed in the 
New York Times maintained that when doing business in 
white neighborhoods, he tries to “Avoid working at night 
or showing up at a job early in the morning. Never lin-
ger inside houses or gaze at a resident’s possessions. And 
always keep your tools at hand to allay suspicion” (p. A1).

As a third response to being stigmatized, people may 
use their subordinate status for secondary gains, includ-
ing personal profi t, or as “an excuse for ill success that has 
come [their] way for other reasons” (Goffman 1963, p. 10). 
If an employee accuses his or her employer of racism and 
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During World War II, Japanese American men joined the U.S. military 
(even as their families were being interned) to show that they were 
patriotic and not a danger to the United States and its way of life. 
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threatens to fi le a lawsuit when he or she has been justly 
sanctioned for poor work, then that person is using stigma 
for secondary gains. Keep in mind, however, that the per-
son can use stigma this way only because discrimination 
is commonplace in the larger society.

■ VISUAL SUMMARY OF CORE CONCEPTS

A fourth response to being stigmatized is to view dis-
crimination as a blessing in disguise, especially for its abil-
ity to build character or for what it teaches about life and 
humanity. Finally, a stigmatized person can condemn all 
the normals and view them negatively.

■ CORE CONCEPT 1: The concepts of race and eth-
nicity cannot be understood apart from systems of 
racial and ethnic classification. 
Race has no basis in biology. It does, however, have 
considerable social signifi cance. Unlike race, which 
emphasizes physical features and geographic origin, 
ethnicity can be based on an almost infi nite number 
of traits. No discussion of race and ethnicity can 
proceed without reference to systems of racial and 
ethnic classifi cation.

■ CORE CONCEPT 2: That governments and other powerful groups 
have created illogical racial and ethnic categories and have worked 
so hard to present them as logical is one measure of their social 
importance.
The shortcomings of racial and ethnic classifi cation schemes become 
evident when we imagine trying to classify the world’s 6.3 billion 
people. This chapter identifi es at least four such shortcomings: 
(1) Many people do not fi t easily into a single racial category, because 
no sharp dividing line distinguishes characteristics such as so-called 
black skin from white skin. (2) Boundaries between races can never 
be fi xed and defi nite, if only because males and females of any alleged 
race can produce offspring together. (3) Rules or guidelines for plac-
ing people in racial categories are often vague, contradictory, unevenly applied, and subject to change. 
(4) Most classifi cation schemes force large aggregates of people who vary in ethnicity, language, genera-
tion, social class, or physical appearance under one umbrella category. 

■ CORE CONCEPT 3: The racial and ethnic categories to 
which people belong are a product of three interrelated 
factors: chance, context, and choice.
Chance is something not subject to human will, choice, or 
effort. We do not choose our biological parents, nor can we 
control the physical characteristics we inherit from them. 
Context is the social setting in which racial and ethnic 
categories are recognized, created, and challenged. Choice 
is the act of choosing from a range of possible behaviors or 
appearances. Individual choices are constrained by chance 
and context. 
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■ CORE CONCEPT 4: The legal status of the foreign-born varies by country 
and is often connected to race and ethnicity. 
Every country in the world has residents considered foreign-born—people 
living within the political boundaries of the country who were born else-
where. The legal status of the foreign-born—particularly their right to 
pursue citizenship and permanent residence—varies by country. No govern-
ment welcomes just anyone; often race, ethnicity, and skills fi gure into the 
probability that one will gain admission to a country legally or will have to 
enter illegally. Historically, race and ethnicity considerations have played a 
major role in U.S. immigration policy.

■ CORE CONCEPT 5: Minorities are populations that are 
systematically excluded (whether consciously or uncon-
sciously) from full participation in society and denied 
equal access to positions of power, prestige, and wealth.
Members of minorities are regarded and treated as inher-
ently different from those in the dominant group. They are 
systematically excluded (whether consciously or uncon-
sciously) from full participation in society and denied 
equal access to positions of power, prestige, and wealth. 
Consequently, members of minorities tend to be concen-
trated in inferior political and economic positions and 
to be isolated socially and spatially from members of the 
dominant group. 

■ CORE CONCEPT 6: Social and cultural differences 
between racial and ethnic groups “disappear” when one 
group is absorbed into another group’s culture and social 
networks or when two groups merge to form a new, 
blended culture. 
Assimilation is a process by which ethnic and racial 
distinctions between groups disappear because one group 
is absorbed into another group’s culture or because two 
cultures blend to form a new culture. Two main types of 
assimilation exist: absorption assimilation and melting pot 
assimilation. 
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■ CORE CONCEPT 7: Racist ideologies claim that biological factors 
explain and even justify inequalities between racial and ethnic groups. 
An ideology is a set of beliefs that are not challenged or subjected to scru-
tiny by the people who hold them. Thus, ideologies are taken to be accu-
rate accounts and explanations of the way things are. On closer analysis, 
however, ideologies are at best half-truths, based on misleading arguments, 
incomplete analyses, unsupported assertions, and implausible premises. 
People who embrace the ideology of racism believe that something in the 
biological makeup of an ethnic or racial group explains and justifi es its 
subordinate or superior status. 

■ CORE CONCEPT 8: Both prejudiced and nonprejudiced 
people can discriminate. 
In contrast to prejudice, discrimination is not an attitude 
but a behavior. It is aimed at denying people equal oppor-
tunities to achieve socially valued goals (such as education, 
employment, health care, and long life) or blocking their 
access to valued goods and services. Prejudice, does not 
necessarily predict discriminatory conduct. 

■ CORE CONCEPT 9: Sociologists are interested in stigmas—
attributes that are so deeply discrediting that they come to 
dominate interaction. 
Sociologists are particularly interested in social encounters known as 
mixed contacts—interactions between stigmatized persons and “nor-
mals.” When normals and stigmatized persons interact, the stigma 
can come to dominate the interaction in many ways. 
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Gender

With Emphasis 
on American Samoa
When sociologists study gender, they focus on male-female differences in 
behavior and appearance that have been socially created. Sociologists seek to 
understand the mechanisms by which people learn and perpetuate society’s 
expectations about sex-appropriate behavior and appearance.

CHAPTER OUTLINE
Distinguishing Sex and 
Gender

Mechanisms That 
Perpetuate Gender Ideals

Gender Inequality

Feminism 

Gender, Ethnicity, Race, 
and the State

■ VISUAL SUMMARY OF 
CORE CONCEPTS

▲ Sociologists are interested in how people learn and perpetuate their society’s expectations 

about appropriate behaviors, dress, and appearances for males and females.
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American Samoa?

IN THIS CHAPTER, the topic of gender is paired with American 
Samoa. Most Americans probably do not know that American 
Samoa is a territory of the United States. Many Americans 
probably do know an American Samoan who plays for their 
favorite NFL or Division I college football team, as 228 Samo-
ans play at those levels. That number is truly amazing, given 
that the entire population of American Samoa is about 67,000, 
hardly large enough to fi ll a Super Bowl stadium. 

In contrast to the rugged image of the football player, 
Samoans recognize a third gender which they call fa’afafi ne. 
They are men who dress as famous female celebrities such 
as Britney Spears, Madonna, or Kelly Clarkson. Their suc-

cess in Samoan society comes from giving the most stun-
ningly accurate imitation of these women. There is even a Miss 
Island Queen contest where very high-profi le men and women 
outside this transgender community are judges. Last year a 
second grade teacher won.  

Sociologists are fascinated by a society where both foot-
ball players and fa’afafi nes are commonplace. They look for 
social forces that support the existence of both in such a tiny 
population. Perhaps what is most fascinating about studying 
American Samoa is what we will learn about gender in the 
United States. 

FACTS TO CONSIDER

WHY FOCUS ON

● In American Samoa (and other 
Pacifi c island areas) people recog-
nize three genders: males, females, 
and fa’afafi ne.

● More than 200 American Samoan 
men play division I college foot-
ball in the United States; at least 28 
American Samoans play for NFL 
teams. These numbers are amaz-

ing, given that the entire population 
of American Samoa (65,000) is not 
large enough to fi ll a Super Bowl 
stadium. 

● At one time in Samoa, the transi-
tion from boyhood to manhood 
was marked by the long and painful 
process of tattooing the body from 
the waist to below the knee. Some 

present-day Samoan males choose 
to continue this tradition.

● In Samoa 90 percent of those who 
work in health service occupations 
are female; 99 percent of those 
who work in construction trades 
are male. 
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Distinguishing Sex and Gender

In this chapter, we explore the basic concepts that sociolo-
gists use to analyze the connection between gender and 
life chances. In outlining this connection, we examine how 
sociologists distinguish between sex (a biologically based 
classifi cation scheme) and gender (a socially constructed 
phenomenon). Although many people use the words sex 
and gender interchangeably, the two terms do not have the 
same meaning. Sex is a biological concept, whereas gender 
is a social construct.

Sex as a Biological Concept

■ CORE CONCEPT 1: Sex is a biological distinction determined 

by the anatomical traits essential to reproduction. A person’s 
sex is based on primary sex characteristics, the anatomi-
cal traits essential to reproduction. Most cultures clas-
sify people in two categories—male and female—based 
largely on what are considered to be clear anatomical dis-
tinctions. Biological sex is not a clear-cut category, how-
ever, if only because some babies are born intersexed. The 
medical profession uses this broad term to classify people 
with some mixture of male and female biological charac-
teristics. Although we do not know how many intersexed 
babies are born each year, one physician who treats inter-
sexed children estimates that number to be one thousand 
(Dreifus, 2005). 

If some babies are born intersexed, why does society not 
recognize an intersexed category? In the United States and 
many other countries, no such category exists because par-
ents of such children collaborate with physicians to assign 
their newborns to one of the two recognized sexes. Inter-
sexed infants are treated with surgery and/or hormonal 
therapy. The rationale underlying medical intervention is 
the belief that the condition “is a tragic event” resulting in 
“a hopeless psychological misfi t doomed to live always as a 
sexual freak in loneliness and frustration” (Dewhurst and 
Gordon 1993, p. A15).

Determining biological sex becomes even more com-
plicated when we consider that a person’s primary sex 
characteristics may not match his or her sex chromo-

somes. Theoretically, one’s sex is determined by two chro-
mosomes. Each parent supposedly contributes one sex 
chromosome: The mother contributes an X chromosome, 
and the father contributes an X or a Y chromosome. If 
the chromosome carried by the sperm that fertilizes the 
egg is a Y, then the baby will be a male. In an unknown 
number of cases, however, sex chromosomes do not match 
anatomy. The results of mandatory “sex tests” of female 
participants in international athletic competitions before 
1999 (the year such testing offi cially ended) have shown 
that such cases exist. Indeed, a few women were disquali-
fi ed from Olympic competition and other major interna-
tional competitions because they “failed” the tests (Grady 
1992). That is, they had the physical appearance of females 
but the chromosomes of a male.

Perhaps the most highly publicized case involved Span-
ish hurdler María José Martínez Patiño, who, although 
“clearly a female anatomically, is, at a genetic level, just as 
clearly a man” (Lemonick 1992, p. 65). When a test before a 
track meet identifi ed her as genetically male, meet offi cials 
forbade her to compete and advised her to fake an injury 
to defl ect the media’s attention from her unclear sexual 
identity (Grady 1992). After losing her right to compete in 
international athletic events, Martínez Patiño spent three 
years challenging the decision. The International Amateur 
Athletic Federation (IAAF) restored her status after decid-
ing that her X and Y chromosomes gave her no advantage 
over female competitors with two X chromosomes (Kolata 
1992; Lemonick 1992).

Consider, as further evidence that no clear line sepa-
rates male from female, the existence of transsexuals—
people whose primary sex characteristics do not match 
the sex they perceive themselves to be. Those motivated to 
undergo a sex change are labeled “high-intensity” trans-
sexuals (Bloom 1994). The Diagnostic and Statistical Man-
ual of Mental Disorders, a reference book used by mental 
health practitioners, estimates that 1 in 30,000 people born 

sex A biological concept based on primary sex characteristics.

primary sex characteristics The anatomical traits essential to 
reproduction.

intersexed A broad term used by the medical profession to classify 
people with some mixture of male and female biological characteristics.

transsexuals People whose primary sex characteristics do not match 
the sex they perceive themselves to be.

Theoretically, this baby is a girl, because her mother contributed an X 
chromosome and her father contributed an X chromosome as well. 
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male and 1 in 100,000 people born female have what the 
manual calls a “gender identity disorder” (Barton 2005).

Why does no clear line exist to separate everyone into 
one of the two biological categories male and female? One 
answer lies in the biological mechanisms involved in cre-
ating males and females. In the fi rst weeks after concep-
tion, the human embryo develops the potential to form a 
“female set of ovaries and a male set of testes.” Approxi-
mately eight weeks into development, “a molecular chain 
of events orders one set to disintegrate.” One week later, 
the embryo begins to develop an outer appearance that 
matches its external sex organs (Lehrman 1997, p. 49). 
This complex chain of events may not occur “perfectly”; 
instead, it may be affected by any number of factors, 
including exposure to medications taken by the mother.

In addition to primary sex characteristics and chromo-
somal sex, we use secondary sex characteristics to dis-
tinguish one sex from another. These physical traits (such 
as breast development, quality of voice, distribution of 
facial and body hair, and skeletal form) are not essential to 
reproduction but result from the action of so-called male 
(androgen) and female (estrogen) hormones. We use the 
term so-called because, although testes produce androgen 
and ovaries produce estrogen, the adrenal cortex produces 
androgen and estrogen in both sexes (Garb 1991). Like 
primary sex characteristics, none of the secondary ones 
represents a clear line by which to separate males from 
females.

Gender as a Social Construct

■ CORE CONCEPT 2: Gender is the socially created and 

learned distinctions that specify the ideal physical, behavioral, 

and mental and emotional traits characteristic of males and 

females. Whereas sex is a biological distinction, gender 
is a social distinction based on culturally conceived and 
learned ideals about appropriate appearance, behavior, 
and mental and emotional characteristics for males and 
females (Tierney 1991). Ideal in this context means a stan-
dard against which real cases can be compared. A gender 
ideal is at best a caricature, in that it exaggerates the char-
acteristics that make someone the so-called perfect male 
or female. Keep in mind that very few people achieve a 
gender ideal; even those who do cannot usually sustain 
it, if only because they age. In fact, such ideals may be 
so difficult to achieve that they may not exist in reality. 
Consider that at one time the ideal foot length for Chi-
nese women was 4–6 inches—an impossible standard that 
no females could achieve without enduring foot binding 
as young girls. This practice involved breaking the four 
smallest toes on each foot and binding them toward the 
heel so the feet could no longer grow. Likewise, few grown 
women have 18-inch waists, and yet, women in the United 
States and in other societies have worn corsets to achieve 
that impossible standard. 

Gender ideals may not exist in reality, but that does not stop people 
from trying to achieve them. To achieve the ideal foot length of 4 to 
6 inches, young Chinese girls from the 10th to the mid-20th centuries 
endured foot binding. This practice involved breaking the four smallest 
toes on each foot and binding them toward the heel so the feet could 
no longer grow. To achieve an ideal waistline of 13–18 inches, women 
have worn corsets and even had lower ribs removed. Cathy Jung (pic-
tured) is believed to hold the Guinness World Record for the smallest 
waist of a living adult: 15 inches. 
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secondary sex characteristics Physical traits not essential to 
reproduction (such as breast development, quality of voice, distribu-
tion of facial and body hair, and skeletal form) that result from the 
action of so-called male (androgen) and female (estrogen) hormones.

gender A social distinction based on culturally conceived and 
learned ideals about appropriate appearance, behavior, and mental 
and emotional characteristics for males and females.
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The terms masculinity and femininity signify the 
physical, behavioral, and mental and emotional traits 
believed to be characteristic of males and females 

(Morawski 1991). The following saying captures both the 
signifi cance and elusiveness of a gender ideal: “You cannot 
take hold of it. But you cannot lose it. In not being able to 
get it, you get it.” 

To grasp that gender is a culturally conceived “reality,” 
we must note that no fi xed line separates masculinity from 
femininity. The French painter Paul Gauguin pointed out 
this ambiguity in his observations about Tahitian men 
and women, which he recorded in a journal that he kept 
while painting in Tahiti in 1891. His observations were 
infl uenced by 19th-century Western norms of femininity:

Gender ideals are socially constructed standards against which real 
cases can be compared. Do not confuse this meaning of ideal with “the 
best way to be.” Few people can achieve and sustain gender ideals. Still, 
people draw upon them to evaluate themselves and others. Even the 
most attractive men and women fall short. For example, their shoulders 
are not broad enough or their hair is brown instead of blond. Whenever 
we compare people against ideals they fall short. 
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masculinity The physical, behavioral, and mental and emotional traits 
believed to be characteristic of males.

femininity The physical, behavioral, and mental and emotional traits 
believed to be characteristic of females.

Ideal

Ideal

Reality

Reality



Among peoples that go naked, as among animals, the differ-

ence between the sexes is less accentuated than in our climates. 

Thanks to our cinctures and corsets we have succeeded in mak-

ing an artifi cial being out of woman. . . . We carefully keep her 

in a state of nervous weakness and muscular inferiority, and in 

guarding her from fatigue, we take away from her possibilities 

of development. Thus modeled on a bizarre ideal of slender-

ness . . . our women have nothing in common with us [men], 

and this, perhaps, may not be without grave moral and social 

disadvantages.

 On Tahiti, the breezes from forest and sea strengthen the 

lungs, they broaden the shoulders and hips. Neither men nor 

women are sheltered from the rays of the sun nor the pebbles of 

the sea-shore. Together they engage in the same tasks with the 

same activity. . . . There is something virile in the women and 

something feminine in the men. ([1919] 1985, pp. 19–20)

Often we mistakenly attribute masculinity and femi-
ninity to biology, when in fact, they are socially created. In 

the United States, for example, norms specify the amount 
and distribution of facial and body hair appropriate for 
females. It is deemed acceptable for women to have eye-
lashes and well-shaped eyebrows but certainly not to have 
hair above their lips, under their arms, on their inner 
thighs (outside the bikini line), or on their chin, shoulders, 
back, chest, breasts, abdomen, legs, or toes. Many men, 
and even some women, do not realize that women work 
to achieve these cultural standards and that the women’s 
compliance makes males and females appear more physi-
cally distinct in terms of hair distribution than they are 
in reality. We lose sight of the fact that normal biological 
events—puberty, pregnancy, menopause, stress—contrib-
ute to the balance between two hormones, androgen and 
estrogen. Changes in the proportions of these hormones 
trigger hair growth that departs from societal norms about 
the appropriate amount and texture of hair for females. 
When women grow hair because of these events, they tend 
to think something is wrong with them instead of seeing 
this development as natural. A “female balance” between 
androgen and estrogen is seen as one in which a woman’s 
hair fi ts these norms.

Just as women strive to meet norms for facial and body 
hair, both men and women work to achieve the ideal stan-
dards of masculine and feminine beauty, as portrayed in 
the media or as conveyed and reinforced elsewhere. On a 
personal level, these ideal standards are not viewed objec-
tively—as something created.  Despite all evidence to the 
contrary, for example, we believe that facial and body hair 
is a masculine quality. 

Consider also gender ideals regarding hair length. Long 
hair on Samoan women (and American women, for that 
matter) is the ideal. In fact, long hair does not simply sig-
nify feminine sexual attractiveness; it is feminine sexual 
attractiveness. Jeanette Mageo (1996) argues that ideal 
standards of beauty affect us personally because

what has personal signifi cance is at least in part a product of 

how we are regarded and treated by others. When a Samoan girl 

acts under constant threat of having her hair cut off or of being 

pulled home by her hair [because she is attracting male atten-

tions], when her beauty is judged, at contests and elsewhere, by 

the length of her hair, the public symbol of hair cannot fail to 

touch her feelings. (p. 158)

While Samoan women’s femininity is judged accord-
ing to the length of their hair, some Samoan men seek to 
acquire tattoos as a sign of masculinity. Before the Chris-
tianization of Samoa, the transition from boyhood to 
manhood was accompanied by a “long and painful pro-
cess of body tattooing, from the waist to below the knees” 
(Cote 1997, p. 2). Tattooing or tatau (ta-TAH-oo) did not 
merely signify manhood; it was manhood:

The man who was not tattooed . . . was not respected. . . . Until 

a young man was tattooed . . . he could not think of marriage, 

At the turn of the twentieth century, the French artist Paul Gauguin 
observed that differences between the sexes in Tahitian society were 
less accentuated than they were in Western society: there was “some-
thing virile in the women and something feminine in the men.”
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and he was constantly exposed to taunts and ridicule, as being 

poor and of low birth, and having no right to speak in the 

society of men. But as soon as he was tattooed, he passed in his 

majority, and considered himself entitled to the respect and 

privileges of mature years. When a youth, therefore, reached 

the age of sixteen, he and his friends were all anxious that 

they should be tattooed. . . . On these occasions, six or a dozen 

young men would be tattooed at one time. . . . In two or three 

months the whole is completed. The friends of the young men 

are all the while in attendance with food. (Turner [1861] 1986, 

pp. 87–89)

Many Samoan males still choose to tattoo their bodies 
in this fashion. In fact, some Los Angeles–based Samoans 
on visits to American Samoa will get the painful body 
tatau to show they are men and responsible to family 
(Channell 2002).

To this point, we have drawn a distinction between sex 
and gender. Although sociologists acknowledge that no 
clear biological markers exist to distinguish males from 
females, they would not argue that no biological differ-
ences exist. Sociologists are, however, interested in the 
extent to which those differences are socially induced. 
That is, they study the actions that men and women take 
to be different from one another and to accentuate bio-
logical differences. As we will see in the next section, these 
actions lead to gender polarization.

Gender Polarization

■ CORE CONCEPT 3: Gender ideals shape practically every 

aspect of life—influencing, among other things, how people 

dress, how they express emotions, and what occupations they 

choose. Gender polarization is the organizing of social life 
around male-female ideals, so that people’s sex influences 
every aspect of their life, including how they dress, the time 
they wake up in the morning, what they do before they go 
to bed at night, the social roles they take on, the things 
they worry about, and even ways of expressing emotion 
and experiencing sexual attraction (Bem 1993). To under-
stand how life becomes organized around gender, we con-
sider research by Alice Baumgartner-Papageorgiou (1982) 
summarizing the results of a study of elementary and high 

At one time in Samoa the transition from boyhood to manhood was 
marked by the long and painful process of tattooing the body from the 
waist to below the knee. Some present-day Samoan males choose to 
continue this tradition.
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gender polarization The organizing of social life around male-female 
ideals, so that people’s sex infl uences every aspect of their life, includ-
ing how they dress, the time they get up in the morning, what they do 
before they go to bed a night, the social roles they take on, the things 
they worry about, and even the ways  they express emotion and experi-
ence sexual attraction.



school students. In the study, she asked the students how 
their lives would be different if they were members of the 
opposite sex. Their responses reflected culturally conceived 
and learned ideas about sex-appropriate behaviors and 
appearances and about the imagined and real advantages 
and disadvantages of being male or female (Vann 1995).

The boys generally believed that their lives would 
change in negative ways if they became girls. Among other 
things, they would become less active and more restricted 
in what they could do. In addition, they would become 
more conscious about tending to their appearance, fi nd-
ing a husband, and being alone and unprotected in the 
face of a violent attack: 

• I would start to look for a husband as soon as I got into 
high school.

• I’d use a lot of makeup and look good and beautiful. 

• I’d have to shave my whole body.

• I’d have to know how to handle drunk guys and rapists.

• I couldn’t have a pocket knife.

• I would not be able to help my dad fi x the car and truck 
and his two motorcycles. (pp. 2–9) 

The girls, on the other hand, believed that if they 
became boys they would be less emotional, their lives 
would be more active and less restrictive, they would be 
closer to their fathers, and they would be treated as more 
than “sex objects”: 

• I would have to stay calm and cool whenever something 
happened.

• I could sleep later in the mornings, since it would not 
take [me] very long to get ready for school.

• My father would be closer, because I’d be the son he 
always wanted.

• People would take my decisions and beliefs more seri-
ously. (pp. 5–13) 

Although the Baumgartner-Papageorgiou study was 
published more than 25 years ago, these beliefs about how 
the character of one’s life depends on one’s sex seem to hold 
up across time, even among the college students enrolled 
in the author’s introductory sociology classes. These stu-
dents were asked to take a few minutes to write about how 
their lives would change in positive and negative ways as 
members of the other sex. The men generally believed 
that they would be more emotional and more conscious 
of their physical appearance and that their career options 
would narrow considerably. Some responses illustrate: 

• I would be much more sensitive to others’ needs and 
what I’m expected to do.

• I wouldn’t always have to appear like I am in control of 
every situation. I would be comforted instead of always 
being the comforter.

• People would put me down for the way I look.

• I would be more emotional.

• I would worry more about losing weight instead of try-
ing to gain weight.

• If I stayed in the construction program, I would have to 
fi ght the belief that men are the only real construction 
workers.

• My career options would narrow. 

• I would have to be conscious of the way I sit.

The women in the class believed that as men they would 
have to worry about asking women out and about whether 
their major was appropriate. They also believed, however, 
that they would make more money, be less emotional, and 
be taken more seriously. Some of their responses follow:

• I would worry about whether a woman would say yes if 
I asked her out.

• I would earn more money than my female counterpart 
in my chosen profession.

• People would take me more seriously and not attribute 
my emotions to PMS.

• My dad would expect me to be an athlete.

• I’d have to remain cool when under stress and not show 
my emotions.

• I think that I would change my major from “unde-
cided” to a major in construction technology.

These comments by high school and college stu-
dents show the extent to which life is organized around 
male–female distinctions. Both men and women can feel 
constrained by their gender roles. They also reveal that 
students’ decisions about how early to get up in the morn-
ing, which subjects to study, whether to show emotion, 
how to sit, and whether to encourage a child’s athletic 
development are gender-schematic decisions. Decisions 
and viewpoints about any aspect of life are considered 
gender-schematic if they are infl uenced by a society’s 
polarized defi nitions of masculinity and femininity rather 
than by criteria such as self-fulfi llment, interest, ability, or 
personal comfort. For example, one study found that 90 
percent of women routinely buy and wear shoes that are 
too narrow by one or two sizes (Harris 2003).

College students make gender-schematic decisions 
about possible majors if they ask, even subconsciously, 
about the “sex” of the major; if it matches their own sex, 
they consider the major to be a viable option, and if it does 
not match, they reject the major outright (Bem 1993). 
Consider that 75 percent of bachelor’s degrees in computer 
and information sciences are awarded to men, whereas 94  

gender-schematic A term describing decisions that are infl uenced 
by a society’s polarized defi nitions of masculinity and femininity 
rather than by criteria such as self-fulfi llment, interest, ability, and 
personal comfort.
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percent of bachelor’s degrees in library sciences are 
awarded to females. Other majors dominated by women 
include education, health professions, and public admin-
istration/services (at least 80 percent of all bachelor’s 
degrees awarded in these fi elds go to women) (Chronicle of 
Higher Education 2006 ).

Even sexual attraction between men and women is 
organized around characteristics unrelated to reproduc-
tion, such as height and age differences. Neither women 
nor men in American society tend “to appreciate hetero-
sexual relationships in which the woman is bigger, taller, 
stronger, older, smarter, higher in status, more experi-
enced, more educated, more talented, more confi dent, or 
more highly paid than the man; they do tend to appreci-

ate heterosexual relationships in which the man is bigger, 
taller, stronger, and so forth, than the woman” (Bem 1993, 
p. 163).

The negative consequences of channeling sexual attrac-
tion according to age differences, so that the woman in 
a heterosexual relationship is usually younger than her 
partner, becomes evident when we consider that the 
median age at fi rst marriage for women is 25.1 and for men 
is 26.7 (U.S. Census Bureau 2005). In the United States 
the average life expectancy for women is 5.8 years longer 
than that for men (U.S. Central Intelligence Agency 2007). 
The difference in life expectancy can be partly explained 
by the fact that men tend to hold the most hazardous jobs 
in society. The practice of men marrying women younger 
than themselves, combined with differences in life expec-
tancy, means that women who marry can expect to live a 
signifi cant portion of their lives as widows. 

Social Emotions and Feeling Rules

 Gender-polarized ideas strongly infl uence not only sexual 
attraction between men and women but also the expres-
sion of emotions toward persons of the same sex. In Chap-
ter 3 we learned that social emotions are internal bodily 
sensations  we experience in relationships with other peo-
ple and that feeling rules are norms specifying appropriate 
ways to express those sensations. These other people may 
be boyfriends, spouses, parents, same-sex friends, teach-
ers, and so on. Sometimes the rules are conveyed infor-
mally, as when a father tells his three-year-old son not to 
hold hands with another three-year-old boy; other times 
the rules are conveyed more formally. Such is the case in 
American Samoa, where feeling rules are formalized for 
young men who choose to get “tattooed from above the 
waist, to all the way around the back, sides and front, 
down the knees, and around the legs.” 

The entire community is involved when a boy receives his tat-

too. While he is getting his tattoo, or cycling into manhood, 

other men from the village surround him. They put their hands 

on his body and hold him steady while the artist tattoos. The 

men already have their tattoos and understand how it feels. 

They talk to him and sing songs to him. . . . The boy will have 

one partner, sometimes a brother or close friend, who will 

stay with him for about two weeks after the tattooing and help 

him bathe and make sure he does not get an infection. That 

relationship is very important, and helps build a sense of com-

munity. (Channell 2002, p. 18)

Compliance and Resistance to Gender Ideals

If we simply think about the men and women we encoun-
ter every day, we quickly realize that most people fall short 
of society’s gender ideals. This fact does not stop most 
people from using these ideals to evaluate their own and 

Many women buy shoes that are too narrow and wear high heels in 
spite of foot, back, neck, and even jaw pain. 
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ships with other people.



others’ behavior and appearance. For more than 10 years, 
the author has collected response papers from students at 
Northern Kentucky University in which they explain how 
gender ideals shape their lives. A reading of hundreds, 
even thousands, of such responses has shown that most of 
the students struggle with gender ideals. While many try 
to conform to these ideals, they do so reluctantly, or they 
resist them or even outright challenge them. A sample of 
individual responses illustrates fi ve broad responses: 

 1. Learning about and Coming to Accept Gender Ideals. In 
high school I began to realize how important my appear-
ance and behavior were to being accepted. In the bath-
rooms, the juniors and seniors showed freshmen how to 
throw up after lunch in order to stay thin. Anorexia and 
bulimia were widespread, and we were very ruthless and 
materialistic in our criticism of others. I began to prac-
tice walking with a sway in my hips and to fl irt with my 
eyes lowered and head tilted. I started to wear makeup to 

INTERSECTION OF  BIOGRAPHY AND SOCIETY

erly bond. I have never, ever told her of these feelings 
because it would just come out so homosexual and it’s 
nothing like that at all.

Why, do you think, does our society offer no vocabu-
lary to describe strong same-sex friendships separate from 
the vocabulary we use to describe romantic relationships? 
Why have these students feared that their feelings might 
be interpreted as sexual? What does that fear suggest about 
American culture? Why have the students dismissed their 
affection for same-sex friends by suggesting that they do 
not want to be thought of as a “fag” or “so homosexual”? 

Social Emotions and Feeling Rules

MOST OF THE author’s students have acknowledged 
knowing a same-sex person for whom they felt strong 
affection and who made them feel “alive.” They have also 
said, however, that it is important that their feelings not be 
interpreted as sexual:

• I have a set of friends that I absolutely love hanging out 
with, but I have one friend in particular that, when I’m 
around him, I feel really great. If I told him that I liked 
his company that much, he would most likely call me 
a “fag.” When I read the question “Do you feel guilty 
[for your feelings]?” at fi rst I thought that I did not. 
However, as I am getting further into writing this, I am 
beginning to feel weird. I have never said anything to 
him about how I feel, I guess because I’m a guy and 
guys just don’t do that, generally speaking. What would 
I say, anyway? “Hey there buddy, I was just thinking 
about you and I realized that I really love your com-
pany. What do you say we have a couple beers tonight?” 
I doubt it.

• I do know a same-sex friend with whom I have such 
an intense relationship, and until today I thought I was 
just weird. I have had a very close friendship with this 
girl for about seven years, and I’ve always felt this way 
about her. Whenever we’re together, I feel so energized 
and so “healthy.” I feel an almost uncomfortable close-
ness to her sometimes. For example, the other day we 
were watching TV and for some reason I just felt the 
urge to curl up next to her and snuggle. There was no 
feeling of sexual arousal in any way at all; it was just 
a type of closeness. It’s almost like the same closeness 
I feel when I snuggle up to my mom, almost a moth-

The man is hugging his so-called best buddy, but would he feel 
comfortable hugging a same-sex friend in this fashion if he were a real 
person? That would depend on the context. Certainly, if this man lived 
in the United States, he might be reluctant to do so. 
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accentuate my feminine features. I began to giggle, some-
thing I never really did growing up. Gender ideals have 
had their effects upon me. I work as an amateur model and 
actress, banking on the male-female distinction.

2. Attempting to Change the Behaviors That Deviate from 
Gender Ideals. There is something that drove me crazy. 
The feeling I experienced and the warmth I felt toward 
this woman were extraordinary, but so wrong. I didn’t 
have anywhere to turn and no one to talk to. I did not 
want to tell anyone who or what I had done. Society said 
it was wrong to feel and act this way, but why did I feel so 
good and think about her so much? I nearly drove myself 
crazy and ran as far as I could. I joined the Army to punish 
myself. Every day I hated what I had done and I wanted to 
hurt myself to make it go away. I hoped that by surround-
ing myself with men, I would forget what I had done and 
fi nd some man that would help make me into a “normal” 
heterosexual woman. 

3. Giving in to Gender Ideals, with Regrets about Their 
Superfi ciality. I distinctly remember when I fi rst felt 
freakish about my facial hair. I was a sophomore in high 
school. I had a huge crush on the star of our basketball 
team. Because I was painfully shy, I could never talk to 
him. My friends sensed my crush and decided to tell him. 
One day a friend told me that she had asked him whether 
he might be interested in me, and he said, “No way,” and 
called me “Blackbeard.” She asked me what he could be 
talking about. At fi rst, I didn’t have a clue. I had never 
paid attention to the new, dark hair growing on my face. 
It fi nally dawned on me that he was talking about the 
hair on my face. I was so embarrassed and ashamed that I 
didn’t think I could ever face anyone again. Since that day, 
I have bleached the hair on my face. I am sad that our cul-
ture defi nes something natural as unnatural. I’m a slave 
to creme bleach every month, and for what? Acceptance 
from men? No one has ever commented about my facial 
hair since then, because I have conformed to the societal 
standards.

4. Challenging Those Who Do Not Conform to Gender 
Ideals/5. Refusing to Conform to Gender Ideals. I went 
on a blind date and met a girl who seemed too good to 
be true. Everything went well for the next three weeks. 
We hadn’t been very intimate, so when she asked me to 
come over to her house and stay with her, I jumped at the 
opportunity. I entered her house to fi nd candles lit and 
soft music playing. We began to kiss, and I noticed that she 
hadn’t shaved her legs in a while. Disgusting, but under 
the circumstances I tried to block it out. As we got more 
involved I was surprised to fi nd a lot of hair under her 
arms. I quickly pulled away. She asked what was wrong, 
and after I told her she laughed. Needless to say I felt like 
I was going to throw up. I put my clothes on and quickly 
left. On the way home I kept thinking how sick it made 

me that she didn’t shave. I decided that I would never talk 
to her again. Sometime later she called me to explain. She 
told me that she didn’t think women should have to shave 
and that she hadn’t shaved for at least a year. She believed I 
should respect and even like her more for making a stand. 
Making a stand toward what, I thought? Anyway, I told 
her that I thought it was disgusting and I told her I didn’t 
want to see her again.

These accounts of resistance, compliance, and the accom-
panying inner confl icts and social strains speak to the 
importance of gender ideals in shaping our lives. To this 
point, we have shown that not everyone fi ts easily into 
two biological categories, that gender is a social construc-
tion, and that gender ideals are impossible to realize and 
maintain. So, it should not surprise us to learn that not 
every society divides people into so-called opposite sexes 
and genders. People in American Samoa and other Pacifi c 
island areas accept a third gender: fa’afafi ne.

A Third Option

■ CORE CONCEPT 4: While all societies distinguish between 

male and female, some also recognize a third category. Jean-
nette Mageo (1992) begins her article “Male Transvesti-
tism and Cultural Change in Samoa” by describing the 
guests attending a wedding shower in Samoa. Of approxi-
mately 40 “women,” 6 were fa’afafine—people who are 
not biologically female but who have taken on the “way 
of women” in dress, mannerism, appearance, and role. 
Fa’afafine means “in the way of the woman.” The closest 
word we have to express this idea in American society is 
transvestite. Those who study fa’afafine maintain that to 
understand this third gender, we must set aside any cul-
tural preconceptions we have about being male, female, 
gay, or transvestite (Fraser 2002).

During that wedding shower, the fa’afafi ne staged a 
beauty contest in which each sang and danced a love song. 
Such beauty contests are well known in Samoa, and the 
winner “is sometimes the ‘girl’ who gives the most stun-
ningly accurate imitation of real girls, such that even 
Samoans would be at a loss to tell the difference; some-
times the winner is the most brilliant comic” (Mageo 
1998, p. 213). Often the fa’afafi ne imitate popular for-
eign female vocalists, such as Whitney Houston, Britney 
Spears, Madonna, or Kelly Clarkson. For the past 23 years, 
the American Samoan Island Association has crowned a 
fa’afafi ne Miss Island Queen. In 2006 the winner was a 
second-grade school teacher. The judges were high-profi le 
men and women outside the fa’afafi ne community, includ-
ing a U.S. military offi cer, a writer, Miss American Samoa, 
and a musician (Matàafa 2006). 

Mageo believes that “transvestitism” was not common 
in pre-Christian Samoa (before 1830). If it had been, early 
Christian missionaries to Samoa would have mentioned 



it in their written accounts of Samoan society, because 
they were preoccupied with documenting the sexual 
habits of the Samoans; they would most certainly have 
mentioned the fa’afafi ne. How, then, did “transvestitism” 
become commonplace among males, especially in urban 
areas? Mageo (1992, 1998) argues that fa’afafi ne could 
not have become commonplace unless something about 
Samoan society supported gender blurring. She notes that 
“on a personal level Samoans do not distinguish sharply 
between men and women, boys and girls.” For example, 
“boys and girls take equal pride in their skills in fi ghts; 
pre-Christian personal names are often not marked for 
gender, and outside school little boys and girls still wear 
much the same clothing” (1998, p. 451).

Another practice that encourages gender blurring 
relates to the separation of boys and girls and to norms 
that do not simply channel affection toward so-called 
opposite-sex persons. Once Samoan boys reach the age 
of fi ve or six, they begin spending the majority of their 
time in the company of other boys; at this point, they 
are prohibited from fl irting with girls. At the same time, 
“close and physically affectionate relations with same-sex 
people are established practices. In Samoa, as in much of 
the Pacifi c, boys may walk about hand-in-hand or with 
an arm draped around their comrade, and so may girls” 
(Mageo 1992, p. 452). 

Samoans also make a clear distinction between situa-
tions in which they must show respect and those in which 
they may engage in highly sexualized entertainment, 
including joking, jesting, and imitating. At one time, 
such entertainment was institutionalized, in the form of 
ceremonies involving young girls who were part of a vil-
lage. The Christian missionaries pressured the Samoans 
to change this practice and, as a result, girls abandoned 
this entertaining role. Mageo makes the case that fa’afafi ne 
became both “stand-ins for them and reminders of how 
girls are not to behave” (1998, p. 454).

Another factor that may account for the widespread 
emergence of the fa’afafi ne relates to changes in the posi-
tions of and opportunities open to men in Samoa. Spe-
cifi cally, these changes are connected to the gradual and 
ongoing decline of the augama, an organization of younger 
and older men without titles. At one time, the augama 
was considered the “strength of the village” (Mead 1928, 
p.34), serving “as a village police force or an army reserve” 
(Mageo 1992, p. 444). It took responsibility for the heavy 
work, whether that be “on the plantation, or fi shing, [or] 
cooking for the chiefs” (Mead 1928, p. 34). 

The system of mass education introduced by the mis-
sionaries, the shift away from an agriculture-based econ-
omy to a wage-based economy, and the introduction of 
new technology eventually transformed the augama. In 
the process, this transformation removed an important 
source of status for Samoan males. This loss of status has 
been compounded by an unemployment rate of 12 percent 
in American Samoa. Moreover, when we consider that the 
total number of paid employees there is 11,618 and that the 
two largest employers are the tuna canneries (employing 

A fa’afafi ne candidate for Miss Island Queen impersonates Tina Turner. 
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Economic opportunities are limited in American Samoa. Consequently, 
some men look to the U.S. military; others, to football. Here American 
Samoan Army Reserve soldiers demonstrate a traditional war dance 
while a visiting offi cer (with neck ornaments) looks on. 
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4,282) and the Samoan government (employing 4,000), 
we can see the problems of status that many males might 
experience (Infonautics Corporation 1998; U.S. Depart-
ment of the Interior 1998; U.S. Census Bureau 2005; see 
Table 10.1). This economic situation has left the average 
man without a clear sense of status in Samoan society. For 
some men, becoming a fa’afafi ne offers them an oppor-
tunity to step out of their lowered status and assume the 
status of well-known female impersonators. Other options 
for men include joining the military or becoming football 
players for the U.S., Canadian, or European league. 

Mechanisms That Perpetuate 
 Gender Ideals

We have learned that people vary in how much they con-
form to their society’s gender expectations. This fact, how-
ever, does not prevent us from using gender expectations 
to evaluate our own and other people’s behavior. For many 
people, nonconformity (whether deliberate or reluctant) 
serves as a source of intense confusion, pain, and pleasure. 

Sociologists are therefore interested in identifying the 
mechanisms by which individuals learn and perpetuate 
a society’s gender expectations. To address this issue, we 
examine four important factors: socialization, situational 
constraints, the commercialization of gender ideals, and 
ideologies.

Socialization

■ CORE CONCEPT 5: Gender expectations are learned and 

culturally imposed through a variety of social mechanisms, 

including socialization, situational constraints, and commer-

cialization of gender ideals. In Chapter 4, we learned that 
socialization is a life-long learning process by which people 
develop a sense of self and learn the ways of the society in 
which they live. The socialization process may be direct or 
indirect. It is indirect when children learn gender expec-
tations by observing others’ behavior, such as the jokes, 
comments, and stories they hear about men and women 
or portrayals of men and women in magazines, books, and 
television (Raag and Rackliff 1998). Socialization is direct 
when significant others intentionally convey the societal 
expectations to children.

Socialization theorists argue that an undetermined yet 
signifi cant portion of male-female differences are prod-
ucts of the ways in which males and females are socialized. 
Child development specialist Beverly Fagot and her col-
leagues observed how toddlers in a play group interacted 
and communicated with one another and how teachers 
responded to the children’s attempts to communicate 
with them at ages 12 months and 24 months (Fagot et al. 
1985). Fagot found no real sex differences in the interac-
tion styles of 12-month-old boys and girls: All of the chil-
dren communicated by gestures, gentle touches, whining, 
crying, and screaming.

The teachers, however, interacted with the toddlers in 
gender-polarized ways. They were more likely to respond 
to girls when the girls communicated in gentle, “femi-
nine” ways and to boys when the boys communicated in 
assertive, “masculine” ways. That is, the teachers tended 
to ignore assertive acts by girls and to respond to asser-
tive acts by boys. Thus, by the time these toddlers reached 
two years of age, their communication styles showed quite 
dramatic differences.

Fagot’s research was conducted more than 20 years ago. 
A more recent study found that early childhood teachers 
are more accepting of girls’ cross-gender behaviors and 
explorations than they are of such behaviors from boys. 
Apparently, teachers believe that boys who behave like 
“sissies” are at greater risk of growing up to be homosexual 
and psychologically ill-adjusted than are girls who behave 
like “tomboys.” This fi nding suggests that while American 
society has expanded the range of behaviors and appear-
ances deemed acceptable for girls, it has not extended the 
range for boys in the same way (Cahill and Adams 1997).

Table 10.1 Occupational Categories in Which Samoan 

 Men and Women Were Overrepresented

In American Samoa, women make up 41.2 percent of the labor 
force and men make up 58.7 percent. If occupations were fi lled 
without regard for gender, 41.2 percent of the people in each cat-
egory would be female and 58.7 percent would be male.

Top Five Categories in Which Samoan Women 

Were Overrepresented

Occupation Female 

 Workers (%)

Secretaries, stenographers, and typists 94

Health service occupations (excluding home care) 90

Personal service occupations 72

Finance, insurance, and real estate 71 

Machine operators, assemblers, and inspectors 65

Top Five Categories in Which Samoan Men 

Were Overrepresented

Occupation Male 

 Workers (%)

Construction trades 99

Mechanics and repairers 98

Forestry and fi sheries 98

Transportation and material moving 98

Precision production, craft, and repair 90

Source: U.S. Department of the Interior (1992).



This four-year old boy has rolled his 
hair in curlers. Should someone tell 
him that curlers are only for girls, 
or should he be allowed to play? The 
same boy (with scrapes and bruises) 
is shown in a second photo. Doesn’t he 
look more masculine? 
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This girl is interested in dance. She is also working with her dad on construction sites. Should someone 
encourage her to give up construction work for dance?
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Children’s toys and celebrated images of males and 
females fi gure prominently in the socialization process, 
along with the ways in which adults treat children. Barbie 
dolls, for example, have been marketed for more than 40 
years and currently are available in 67 countries. Execu-
tives at Mattel present Barbie as an aspirational doll or as 
a role model to the child. An estimated 95 percent of girls 
between ages 3 and 11 in the United States have Barbie 
dolls, which come in several different skin colors and 45 
nationalities (including African Barbie and Egyptian Bar-
bie) (Mattel 2005). In fact, most American women have 
felt Barbie’s presence in their life (Lee 2004). Market ana-
lysts attribute Mattel’s success to the fact that the company 
has “correctly assessed what it means to a little girl to be 
grown-up” (Morgenson 1991, p. 66). 

For boys, G.I. Joe became the fi rst “action fi gure” toy on 
the market, being launched in 1964. It thrived until 1976, 
when the line was canceled. G.I. Joe was reintroduced in 
1978 (Hasbro Toys 1998). Keep in mind that this toy is 
merely one in a long line of action fi gures, including Trans-
formers, Micronauts, Star Wars, Power Rangers, X-Men, 
Street Fighter, Bronze Bombers, and Mortal Kombat. The 
popularity of G.I. Joe has generated several lines of comic 
books, 750 different action fi gures and vehicles, a motion 
picture, and cartoons. The G.I. Joe logo also appears on 
school supplies, video games, card games, lunch boxes, 
posters, and party supplies (Son 1998).

We might conclude that if we change socialization 
experiences, behavior will change accordingly. The Chris-
tian missionaries assigned to Samoa must have recog-
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nized this principle, as they sought to “destroy most of the 
social institutions that guided young Samoans through 
childhood to adulthood” (Cote 1997, p. 7). Among other 
things, these missionaries attempted to end the practice 
of tattooing, and they targeted the aualuma, a group of 
unmarried adolescent girls who “lived together,”  “sup-
ported one another emotionally” and carried out village 
work projects. As part of the missionaries’ efforts, unmar-
ried girls, instead of going to live with the aualuma, were 
brought to live with the pastors and their wives (Cote 1997, 
p. 8). By introducing mass education, the missionaries 
also changed the role of the augama (the organization of 
younger and older men without titles). Instead of learning 
skills as members of the augama boys studied inside the 
classroom, which prepared them to work for wages instead 
of for the village as a whole.

Male-Female Body Language

Socialization theory helps to explain the differing norms 
governing body language for males and females. Accord-
ing to women’s studies professor Janet Lee Mills, norms 
governing male body language suggest power, dominance, 
and high status (see “Language of Body Language”), 
whereas norms governing female body language sug-
gest submissiveness, subordination, vulnerability, and 
low status. Mills argues that these norms are learned 
and that people give them little thought until someone 
breaks them, at which point everyone focuses on the rule 
breaker. Such norms can prevent women from conveying 
a sense of security and control when they are in positions 
that demand these qualities, such as a lawyer, politician, 
or physician. Mills suggests that women face a dilemma: 
“To be successful in terms of femininity, a woman needs 
to be passive, accommodating, affi liative, subordinate, 
submissive, and vulnerable. To be successful in terms of 
the managerial or professional role, she needs to be active, 
dominant, aggressive, confi dent, competent, and tough” 
(Mills 1985, p. 9).

Socialization of Samoan Boys 

There are about 4,600 high school students (grades 9–12) 
in American Samoa. Of this number, about 400 males 
graduate from high school each year. Each year about 46 
graduates leave the Pacifi c island to play football in the 
United States at the collegiate level (Syken 2003). That fi g-
ure translates into about 1 in every 9 high school gradu-

ates. What socialization mechanisms encourage young 
Samoan males’ interest in this sport, which may take them 
4,150 miles or more from home?

First, for young Samoan boys to play football, the sport 
must be available in their society. Football was introduced 
to the island in 1969, after a U.S. government offi cial 
decided that the public schools should fi eld football teams. 
Second, the celebrity status of successful Samoan football 
players highlights for young Samoan males the rewards of 
pursuing a football career. For example, 120 football play-
ers of Samoan descent played at the University of Hawaii 
and Arizona State between 1997 and 2000 under Coach 
Dick Tomey. Today 200 players of Samoan descent play on 
Division I college teams and a few play in the NFL—most 
notably Lofa Tatupu. Others play in the Canadian Foot-
ball League and NFL Europe (U.S. House of Representa-
tives 2004; Ferguson 2005). Samoan youth hear and read 
praise from college and NFL coaches about Samoan play-
ers, which fuels their interest in the game and channels 
their choices toward football and not some other sport, 
such as golf or tennis:

• They’re so physical. Even in scrimmages they go all out. 
(Busch 2003)

• There are no athletes that are, in my estimation, more 
competitive, more athletic, or more family-oriented, or 
who fi t into a team concept as well as Samoan athletes. 
The more we could get on our team, the better I felt. 
(Tomey 2003) 

• Why not use what God gave you? You wouldn’t mind 
putting a golf club in their hands, but you have to be 
realistic. I don’t see a [Samoan] Tiger Woods out there. 
We’re going to use what we know. (Malauulu 2003)

Third, high school football is very popular in American 
Samoa. The six high school football teams use the same 
10,000-seat stadium to host all of their games—fi ve games 
per weekend. The schools play each other twice each sea-
son and meet again for playoffs. In addition to the fans 
who attend games, other fans listen to the games on the 
radio or watch them on TV (Syken 2004; Ferguson 2005).

Finally, American Samoan males have relatively few 
career opportunities. Consider that one in every 50 per-
sons moves away each year. Surely this high rate is tied 
in part to the limited opportunities. As a case in point, 
consider that one-third of all Samoan jobs are connected 
to tuna fi shing and processing. The importance of this 
industry to the economy is such that tuna represents 93 
percent of American Samoa’s total exports (U.S. Central 
Intelligence Agency 2004).

Commercialization of Gender Ideals

In Chapter 6 we described strategies capitalists use to 
generate profi ts. Three of the six measures apply to the 
commercialization of gender ideals—the process of 

commercialization of gender ideals The process of introducing 
products to the market by using advertising and sales campaigns that 
draw on socially constructed standards of masculinity and femininity.



introducing products into the market by using advertis-
ing and sales campaigns that promise consumers they will 
achieve masculine and feminine ideals if they buy and use 
the products. Those measures are creating new products 
that consumers “need” to buy, improving existing prod-
ucts, and creating new markets. Keep in mind that sales 
depend on buyers. One way to convince people to buy 
products is to play on their insecurities over whether they 
meet or maintain (as they age) appearances that conform 
to gender ideals. Of course, meeting gender ideals requires 
a great deal of effort. 

Creating New and Improving Existing Products That Con-
sumers “Need” to Buy. The list of “new” products is end-
less, especially for women. From hair dye to toenail polish, 
products are available to improve almost every female body 
part or body function (from the top of the head to the tip 
of the toe). Other such products include four-times-a-year 
menstrual period–control pills, vaginal moisturizers, chin 
gyms (a mouthpiece that includes a miniature weightlift-
ing system to help those who use it avoid or lose a double 
chin), botox, wrinkle creams, hair removers, and artifi cial 
fi ngernails. Relatively new products on the market for men 
include the erectile dysfunction drugs Viagra, Levitra, and 
Cialis, which are being advertised even to men who do not 
have the medical condition for which these drugs should 
be prescribed. Millions of men have tried these drugs to 
date, and the manufacturers hope to attract millions more 
“by suggesting that if men cannot have an erection ‘on 
demand,’ if they ‘fail’ even once, they are candidates for 
these drugs” (Tuller 2004).

Virtually every product listed above will eventually be 
improved and then billed as a “new and improved” version 
of its original. When “old” products are thus made obso-
lete, their manufacturers encourage users to abandon or 
throw them away in favor of the new—thereby generating 
further profi ts for the manufacturers.

Creating New Markets. The female market is saturated 
with products. From a marketing perspective, the amount 
of money that female consumers have to spend on cos-
metic products may have reached its limit. Thus, market-
ers must search for a new market—and that new market 
appears to be males. The problem for marketers is how 
to sell men products that have traditionally been viewed 
as “feminine.” One strategy is to “masculinize” feminine 
products:

• A body wash ad tells men that this is a “body wash that’s 
not for sissies.” It’s what “guys want. For less.” 

• An ad for a hair removal product offers men “fi ve rea-
sons to cut a rug,” including “[Your] Willy will look 
more like a William.” 

• An ad for a revitalizing face cream maintains that the 
product is “more evolved,” playing on a hierarchy that 
puts men at the top of the evolutionary chain.

Structural Constraints

Structural constraints are the established and custom-
ary rules, policies, and day-to-day practices that affect a 
person’s life chances. One example is the structural con-

The celebrity status of Samoan NFL football players helps to chan-
nel the energies of American Samoan males in that sport’s direction. 
Approximately one in every eight American Samoan males goes on to 
play football in the United States at the collegiate level. 
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Creating new markets is one way capitalists increase profi ts. In the 
area of cosmetics and toiletries, manufacturers are seeking to expand 
the market beyond females to males by “masculinizing” their products. 
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structural constraints The established and customary rules, poli-
cies, and day-to-day practices that affect a person’s life chances.
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The Language of Body Language

“Could you say no to this woman?” In it she 
violates many traditional female behaviors 
with relaxed posture: arms, legs positioned 
away from body; direct, confrontational eye 
contact; no affi liative smile.
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Mills demonstrates the “power spread,” 
another typical high-status male pose, with 
hands behind head, elbows thrust out, legs 
in a “brokenfour” position, and an unaffi li-
ative facial expression. Women dressed for 
success appear shocking in this pose.
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Mills recruited Richard Friedman, assistant to 
the president at the University of Cincinnati, 
to model for these photographs. Friedman 
does not appear shocking in the same pose, 
because many male executives conduct busi-
ness from a similar position.
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Ah, but doesn’t Mills look feminine in this 
typically feminine pose—with canted head, 
affi liative smile, ankles crossed, and hands 
folded demurely?
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And doesn’t Friedman look ridiculous in the 
same pose?
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Power is often wielded in postural align-
ment, gesture, and use of objects. Mills holds 
power, along with papers on which attention 
is focused; Friedman signals deference with 
lowered gaze and constricted body.
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Now Friedman holds power, along with 
papers, with lower limbs spread away from 
his body; Mills signals deference with an 
attentive pose, submissively bowed head, 
and a hand-to-mouth gesture of uncertainty.
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In this typical offi ce scene, Friedman holds 
power with an authoritative stance—one 
hand in pocket and the other at mid-chest, 
straight posture, and head high; Mills is 
submissive with canted head, smile, arms 
and hands close to her body. Note Friedman’s 
wide, stable stance and Mills’s unstable 
stance. Many women tend to slip into a 
posture similar to that of Mills when talking 
to a shorter male authority fi gure.
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Now the tables are turned: Friedman defers 
to authority by assuming a feminine, subordi-
nate posture—with scrunched-up spine, con-
stricted placement of arms and legs, canted 
head, and smiling attentiveness.
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straints that push men and women into jobs that cor-
respond with society’s ideals for sex-appropriate work. 
Women are pushed into work roles that emphasize per-
sonal relationships and nurturing skills or that pertain 
to family-oriented and “feminine” products and services. 
Men are pushed into jobs that emphasize decision mak-
ing and control and that pertain to machines and “mascu-
line” products and services. The job descriptions demand 
that occupants behave in sex-appropriate ways. Table 10.2 
shows the top 20 occupations for women who work full-
time. Since 43.6 percent of all full-time jobs are fi lled by 
women, we can see that they are most overrepresented in 
the secretaries/administrative assistants category. Notice 
that 2.6 million women in the United States work as sec-
retaries or administrative assistants and that 96.7 percent 
of such positions are fi lled by women. Other occupational 
categories in which women make up 90 percent or more of 
the workforce include registered nurses, home health aides, 
receptionists, bookkeepers, teacher assistants, preschool 
and kindergarten teachers, and childcare workers.

 In Table 10.3, notice that 2.7 million men in the United 
States work as truck drivers and that 96 percent of such 
positions are fi lled by men. Other occupational categories 
dominated by men include construction laborers, car-
penters, grounds maintenance workers, and electricians. 
Sociologist Renee R. Anspach’s (1987) research observ-
ing nurses and physicians working in neonatal care units 
illustrates vividly how one’s position in a social structure 
can channel behavior in stereotypically male or female 
directions.

The Case of Physicians and Nurses

Anspach spent 16 months observing and holding inter-
views in two neonatal intensive care units (NICUs). 
Among other things, she found that nurses (almost all of 

whom were female) and physicians (most of whom, at the 
time of her research in the mid-1980s, were male) used 
different criteria to answer the question, “How can you 
tell if an infant is doing well or poorly?” Physicians tended 
to draw on so-called objective (technical or measurable) 
information and immediate perceptual cues (skin color, 
activity level) noted during routine examination:

Well, we have our numbers. If the electrolyte balance is OK and 

if the baby is able to move one respirator setting a day, then you 

can say he’s probably doing well. If the baby looks gray and isn’t 

gaining weight and isn’t moving, then you can say he probably 

isn’t doing well. (Anspach 1987, pp. 219–220)

Although technical and measurable signs were likewise 
important to the nurses, Anspach found that the nurses 
also considered interactional clues, such as the baby’s level 
of alertness, ability to make eye contact, and responsive-
ness to touch:

Basically emotionally if you pick them up, the baby should 

cuddle to you rather than being stiff and withdrawing. Do 

they quiet when held or do they continue to cry when you hold 

them? Do they lay in bed or cry continuously or do they quiet 

after they’ve been picked up and held and fed? . . . Do they have 

a normal sleep pattern? Do they just lay awake all the time 

really interacting with nothing or do they interact with toys 

you put out, the mobile or things like that, do they interact 

with the voice when you speak? (p. 222)

Anspach concluded that the differences between 
nurses’ and physicians’ responses to the question, “How 
can you tell if an infant is doing well or poorly?” could 
be traced to their daily work experiences. In the division 
of hospital labor, nurses interact more with patients than 
do physicians. Also, doctors and nurses have access to dif-
ferent types of knowledge about infants’ condition—types 
of knowledge that correspond to our stereotypes of how 

In the United States 90 percent of registered nurses, including those who serve in the military, are female; 
99 percent of electricians are men. Sociologists argue that one’s position in the social structure can channel 
behavior in stereotypically male or female directions. 
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Table 10.2 20 Leading Occupations of Full-Time Female Workers, 2006

 Total Women  % Workers Who Women’s Median Men’s Median

Occupations (in 1,000s) Are Women Weekly Income Weekly Income

All 46,269  43.6 $600  $743 
Secretaries/administrative assistants 2,595 96.7 $584 $559
Elementary and middle school teachers 1,916 82.2 $824 $920
Registered nurses 1,713 90.3 $971 $1,074
Nursing, psychiatric, and home health aides 1,238 88.1 $395 $471
Customer service representatives 1,110 70 $533 $615
Cashiers 1,044 73.6 $327 $387
First-line supervisors/offi ce managers  980 70.1 $658 $812
Bookkeeping, accounting, and auditing clerks 898 88.6 $582 $607
Accountants and auditors 886 61.2 $844 $1,160
Receptionists and information clerks 882 92.9 $467 $562
First-line supervisors/managers of retail sales workers 872 42.3 $526 $732
Retail salespersons 867 43 $405 $471
Maids and housekeepers 773 88 $348 $404
Preschool and kindergarten teachers 702 97.6 $520 —
Offi ce clerks (general) 583 88.6 $534 $564
Waiters 580 68.8 $348 $407
Secondary school teachers 535 54.2 $890 $950
Teacher assistants 517 92 $405 —
Social workers 500 69.4 $728 $749
Child-care workers 425 95.3 $345 —

Source: U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics 2007.

Table 10.3 20 Leading Occupations of Full-Time Male Workers, 2006 

 Total Men  % Workers Who Men Median Women’s Median

Occupations (in 1,000s) Are Men Weekly Income Weekly Income

All 59,747 56.3 $734 $600 
Driver/sales workers and truck drivers 2,708 96 $651  $436 
First-line supervisors or managers of retail sales workers 1,321 58 $732 $536 
Construction laborers 1,292 96.5 $513  —
Laborers and freight, stock, and material movers (hand) 1,210 85.8 $484  $412 
Carpenters 1,169 98 $598  —
Janitors and building cleaners 1,076 72.1 $447  $375 
Sales representatives (wholesale and manufacturing) 905 75.1 $997  $739 
Grounds maintenance workers 832 95.2 $403  —
Chief executive offi cers 782 75.1 $1,907  $1,422 
Electricians 769 99 $754  —
Food preparation workers 738 60.0 $377  $340 
Automotive service technicians and mechanics 687 98.7 $635  —
General and operations managers 655 72 $1,256  $957 
First-line supervisors or production and operating workers 650 93 $832  $587 
Store clerks and order fi llers 642 61 $457  $425 
First-line supervisors of construction trades and 
extraction workers 634 98.4 $866  —
Computer software engineers 623 80 $1,410  $1,272 
Police and sheriff’s patrol offi cers 568 88 $884  $758 
Accountants and auditors 562 39.9 $1,160  $844 
Security guards and gaming surveillance offi cers 531 76.1 $498  $416 
Industrial truck and tractor operators 517 94.1 $514  —

Source: U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics 2007.
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females and males manage and view the world. Because 
physicians have only limited amounts of daily interaction 
and contact with infants, they tend to rely on perceptual 
and technological (measurable) cues. By comparison, 
nurses remain in close contact with infants throughout 
the day; consequently, they are more likely to consider 
interactional cues as well as perceptual and technological 
ones. Anspach suggests that a person’s position in the divi-
sion of labor “serves as a sort of interpretive lens through 
which its members perceive their patients and predict 
their futures” (p. 217). 

Sexism 

■ CORE CONCEPT 6: The belief that one sex—and by exten-

sion, one gender—is superior to another, and that this superior-

ity justifies inequalities between sexes, is sexism. Sexism is 
the belief that one sex—and by extension, one gender—is 
innately superior to another, justifying unequal treatment 
of the sexes. Sexism revolves around three notions: 

1. People can be placed into two categories: male and 
female.

2. A close correspondence exists between a person’s pri-
mary sex characteristics and characteristics such as 
emotional activity, body language, personality, intel-
ligence, the expression of sexual desire, and athletic 
capability.

3. Primary sex characteristics are so signifi cant that they 
explain and determine behavior and the social, eco-
nomic, and political inequalities that exist between the 
sexes.

One example of sexism is the belief that men are 
prisoners of their hormones, making them powerless in 
the face of female nudity or sexually suggestive dress or 
behavior. Still another sexist ideology claims that men 
are not capable of forming relationships with other men 
that are as meaningful as those formed between women. 
While hundreds of books have been written by men to 
refute these stereotypes, they persist in popular culture 
(Shweder 1994).

We might also add a fourth notion underlying sexism: 
People who behave in ways that depart from ideals of mas-
culinity or femininity are considered deviant, in need of 
fi xing, and subject to negative sanctions ranging from rid-
icule to physical violence. This ideology is refl ected in U.S. 
military policy toward gay men and lesbians, for example. 
According to a U.S. Department of Defense (1990) direc-
tive formulated in 1982, 

Homosexuality is incompatible with military service. The pres-

ence of such members adversely affects the ability of the Armed 

Forces to maintain discipline, good order, and morale; to foster 

mutual trust and confi dence among the members; to ensure 

the integrity of the system of rank and command; to facili-

tate assignment and worldwide deployment of members who 

frequently must live and work under close conditions affording 

minimal privacy; to recruit and retain members of the military 

services; to maintain the public acceptability of military 

services; and, in certain circumstances, to prevent breaches 

of security. (p. 25)

Whether taking part in training exercises or relaxing afterward, 
soldiers often make physical contact with other soldiers. Would the 
presence of gay men and lesbians in the military disrupt these activi-
ties? Might the presence of two men or a man and a woman who share 
a strong friendship or attraction also be disruptive? 
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sexism The belief that one sex—and by extension, one gender—is 
innately superior to another, justifying unequal treatment of the sexes.



GLOBAL COMPARISONS

Countries That Allow Gay Men and Lesbians to Serve in the Military 

Openly and Countries That Ban Them from Military Service

BETWEEN 1998 AND 2007, the Department of 
Defense discharged 11,000 servicemen and servicewomen 
for homosexuality under the “don’t ask, don’t tell” policy 
(Frank 2004). This number is signifi cant in light of the 
fact that U.S. military forces are currently stretched to the 
limit. Gay men and lesbians in 161 different occupations, 
including foreign-language specialists and infantrymen, 
have been discharged (Online Newshour 2007). Yet little 
if any scientifi c evidence supports this directive. In fact, 
whenever Pentagon researchers (with no links to the gay 
and lesbian communities and with no ax to grind) have 
found evidence that runs contrary to this directive, high-
ranking military offi cials have generally refused to release 
or directed researchers to rewrite their reports. A 2007 
Zogby poll found that 75 percent of U.S. soldiers return-
ing from Iraq and Afghanistan indicated that they were 
comfortable interacting with gay colleagues; only 5 per-
cent indicated that they were extremely uncomfortable 
(Shalikashville 2007). 

People who oppose the presence of gay men and les-
bians in the military stereotype them as sexual predators 
just waiting to pounce on heterosexuals while they shower, 
undress, or sleep. Opponents seem to believe that any 

▲ Figure 10.1
Source: Wikipedia 2009.

same-sex person is attractive to a gay man or lesbian. But 
as one gay ex-midshipman noted, “Heterosexual men have 
an annoying habit of overestimating their own attractive-
ness” (Schmalz 1993, p. B1). Supporters of gay men and 
lesbians in the military point out that almost 75 percent of 
troops say that they usually shower alone; only 8% say they 
usually take showers where others can see them (Zogby 
2007). Apparently openly gay soldiers serve in the British 
military without any major problems; the British military 
even recruits soldiers at gay pride events (Lyall 2007)

Countries that allow openly gay men and lesbians 
in the military: Argentina, Australia, Austria, Bahamas, 
Belgium, Bulgaria, Canada, Colombia, Croatia, Czech 
Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, 
Hungary, Ireland, Israel, Italy, Lithuania, Luxembourg, 
Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Peru, Poland, Por-
tugal, Romania, Slovenia, South Africa, Spain, Sweden, 
Switzerland, Taiwan, Thailand, United Kingdom

Countries that ban openly gay men and lesbians from 
the military: Brazil, Cuba, Egypt, Iran, North Korea, the 
Philippines, Saudi Arabia, Syria, United States, Venezuela, 
Yemen

Countries that allow gay men 
and lesbians in the military

Countries that ban gay men 
and lesbians in the military
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Gender Inequality

■ CORE CONCEPT 7: When sociologists study inequality 

between males and females, they seek to identify the social 

factors that put one sex at a disadvantage relative to the 

other. Social inequality exists between men and women 
when one category relative to the other (1) faces greater 
risks to physical and emotional well-being, (2) possesses 
a disproportionate share of income and other valued 
resources, and/or (3) is accorded more opportunities to 
succeed. There are many areas in which men are disadvan-
taged relative to women. One example is life expectancy. 
The average life expectancy for males living in American 
Samoa is 72. That is eight years less than the life expec-
tancy of females living there (World Health Organization 
2007). The average man in the United States can expect 
to live 5.4 fewer years than the average woman. In this 
regard, some groups of men are more disadvantaged than 
others and some groups of females are more advantaged. 
For example, females classified as Asian can expect to live 
16.9 years longer than males classified as black.  

There are also many areas in which women are disad-
vantaged relative to men. Notably, women tend to earn less 
money than men. Table 10.4 shows a $10,850-per-year dif-
ference between the median incomes of males and females 
age 25 and older. It also shows that regardless of the level of 
education, men earned more money than women. Income 
differences varied according to age, with the greatest 
inequality between men and women at ages 45–55 and the 
least inequality between men and women at ages 16–24. 
Note that in 2005, women ages 16–24 earned 93.2 cents 
for every dollar men earned and that women ages 45–54 
earned 75.4 cents for every dollar (see Figure 10.2). 

Likewise, male-female income differences vary by 
occupation. Tables 10.2 and 10.3 show the top 20 male- 
and female-dominated occupations and the percentage of 
males and females in each occupation. Notice that for the 
20 occupations in which women dominated, their median 
weekly earnings ranged from a low of $327 (for cashiers) 
to a high of $971 (for registered nurses). Likewise, in the 
top 20 male-dominated occupations, men’s median weekly 
earnings ranged from a low of $377 (for food preparation 
workers) to a high of $1,907 (for chief executive offi cers). 
Note that in all male-dominated occupational categories 
for which data is available, men earned more than their 
female counterparts.

There are many possible explanations for this income 
difference. They include the following: 

• Women are disproportionately employed in lower-
paying, lower-status occupations.

• Women choose or are forced into lower-paying posi-
tions that are considered sex-appropriate, such as 
teacher, secretary, and caregiver. 

• Women choose or are forced into positions that 
offer fewer, more-fl exible hours to meet caregiving 
responsibilities.

• Women choose or are forced into lower-paying subspe-
cialties within high-paying professions (for example, 
women tend to be divorce lawyers rather than corporate 
lawyers, and pediatricians rather than heart surgeons).

• Employers underinvest in the careers of childbearing-
age women because they assume the women will even-
tually leave to raise children.

• Women leave the labor market to take care of children 
and elderly parents, and then they re-enter it.

• Women choose or are forced into occupations that 
will not require them to relocate, work in unpleasant 
environments (such as mines), or take on hazardous 
assignments—three activities associated with higher 
pay (Sahadi 2006). 

• Employers view women’s salary needs as less important 
than men’s and pay women accordingly. Unfortunately, 
women’s earnings are often considered supplemental 
to men’s—earnings that can be used to buy “extras”—
when in reality many women are heads of households.

• Female-dominated occupations (such as child-care 
workers and nursing aides) are valued less and thus 
rewarded less than male-dominated occupations (such 
as auto mechanics and construction laborers).

• When negotiating for salaries, women underestimate 
their worth to employers and ask for less than their 
male counterparts.

• Some employers steer males and females into different 
gender-appropriate assignments and offer them differ-
ent training opportunities and chances to move into 
better-paying jobs. Lawyers representing 1.5 million 
current and former female Wal-Mart employees fi led a 

One reason that life expectancy is shorter for males than for females is 
that males are assigned the most hazardous jobs in society. 
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class-action suit against that company, claiming that it 
pushed women into positions (such as sales clerk in the 
baby clothes department rather than in the hardware 
department) that were less likely to help them advance 
to the ranks of management (Love 2007). Wal-Mart, 
the world’s largest retail company and employer of 1.2 
million people at 3,500 stores, countered with the claim 
that women are not interested in managerial positions 
(O’Conner 2007; Greenhouse 2003, 2004).

Feminism

■ CORE CONCEPT 8: In its most basic sense, the feminist per-

spective advocates equality between men and women. When 

women living in the United States are asked, “Do you 
consider yourself a feminist or not?” only one in four or 
25 percent of respondents answers yes. When asked the 
same question accompanied by a defi nition of feminist (“A 
feminist is someone who believes in social, political, and 
economic equality of the sexes. Do you think of yourself 
as a feminist or not?”), 65 percent of women answer yes. 
One possible explanation for the difference is that only 12 
percent of women and 10 percent of men consider the label 
of “feminist” to be a compliment (CBS News Polls 2005). 
People correctly or incorrectly associate feminists with 
many mainstream and controversial positions, including 
support for equal rights, equal pay, affordable daycare, 
abortion rights, opposition to sexual harassment, a lack 
of respect for “stay-at-home” moms, and a dislike or even 

Table 10.4 Median Income of Males and Females Age 25 and Older Working Year Round and Full-time, by Education Level

  Overall Less Than  High School 4-Year  Graduate/

  High School Graduate Degree Professional Degree

Male, age 25+ $32,850 $22,138 $31,683 $53,693 $71,918

Female, age 25+ $22,000 $13,076 $20,179 $36,250 $47,319

Difference $10,850 $ 9,062 $11,504 $17,443 $24,599

Source: U.S. Census Bureau (2006).
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▲ Figure 10.2
This graph shows year-by-year variations in money women earned relative to men. If we take a longer 
view—total earnings over a 15-year period—we fi nd that the average woman earned about 38 percent of what 
the average man did (Madrick 2004). Economists Stephen J. Rose and Heidi Hartman (2004) compared men’s 
and women’s total earnings between 1983 and 1998 and found that the average woman earned $273,592 while 
the average man earned $722,693. 
Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2006). 
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hatred of men (Time.com 2007). It appears that respon-
dents see themselves as feminist on some positions and 
not others.

A basic sociological defi nition of feminism is “a 
perspective that advocates equality between men and 
women.” Questions about what that equality looks like 
and how equality should be achieved distinguish femi-
nist camps from one another. Some feminist men, for 
example, believe that the dominant model of manhood or 
masculinity oppresses both women and men. Other femi-
nists take a separatist position. For example, Mary Daly, a 

Boston College professor, refused to allow male students 
to attend her women’s studies classes, arguing that class 
discussion was inhibited and “dumbed-down” by their 
presence. She did agree to meet individually with her male 
students. In an out-of-court settlement with the college, 
Daly agreed to retire (Daly 2006). Many feminists believe 
that any inequality between males and females, including 
that which gives females an advantage over males, needs to 
be addressed (see Working For Change: “Historic Events 
That Opened Opportunities for Women”). The following 
quotations from well-known feminists demonstrate the 
range of concerns and positions feminists hold:

It’s important to remember that feminism is no longer a group 

of organizations or leaders. It’s the expectations that parents 

have for their daughters, and their sons, too. It’s the way we talk 

about and treat one another. Anna Quindlen

If divorce has increased by one thousand percent, don’t blame 

the women’s movement. Blame the obsolete sex roles on which 

our marriages were based. Betty Friedan

Women do not have to sacrifi ce personhood if they are moth-

ers. They do not have to sacrifi ce motherhood in order to be 

persons. Liberation was meant to expand women’s opportuni-

ties, not to limit them. The self-esteem that has been found in 

new pursuits can also be found in mothering. Elaine Heffner

Remember, Ginger Rogers did everything Fred Astaire did, but 

she did it backwards and in high heels. Faith Whittlesey 

Women are systematically degraded by receiving the trivial 

attentions which men think it manly to pay to the sex, when, 

in fact, men are insultingly supporting their own superiority. 

Mary Wollstonecraft 

No one sex can govern alone. I believe that one of the reasons 

why civilization has failed so lamentably is that it had one-sided 

government. Nancy Astor 

I myself have never been able to fi nd out precisely what femi-

nism is: I only know that people call me a feminist whenever I 

express sentiments that differentiate me from a doormat, or a 

prostitute. Rebecca West 

Sociologists take a feminist perspective when they 
emphasize in their teaching and research the following 
kinds of themes: the right to bodily integrity and autonomy, 
access to safe contraceptives, the right to choose the terms of 
pregnancy, access to quality prenatal care, protection from 
violence inside and outside the home, freedom from sexual 
harassment, equal pay for equal work, workplace rights to 
maternity and other caregiving leaves, and the inescapable 
interconnections between sex, gender, social class, race, 
culture, and religion. Important feminist concepts include 
those covered in this chapter—such as sex, gender, and 
sexism—and others not covered here—including patriar-
chy, sexual objectifi cation, and oppression.

Feminists believe that both men and women should be free to make 
choices that defy gender expectations. They would support the 98,000 
“stay-at-home” dads, who have remained out of the labor force for at 
least one year to care for children while their wives worked outside the 
home. 
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feminism In its most basic sense, a perspective that advocates 
 equality between men and women.



 WORKING FOR CHANGE

Historic Events That Opened Opportunities for Women

1848 A group of women and 
men assembled in Seneca Falls, 
New York, to discuss the status 
of women in American society. 
During this event, regarded as 
the beginning of the women’s 
rights movement in the United 
States, Elizabeth Cady Stanton 
delivered the “Declaration of 
Rights and Sentiments” (a state-
ment calling for women’s rights, 
patterned after the Declaration of 
Independence).

1872 Susan B. Anthony and 15 
other women were arrested and 
indicted for “knowingly, wrong-
fully, and unlawfully voting 
for a representative to the Con-
gress of the United States.” She 
appealed her conviction to the 
U.S. Supreme Court, but her con-
viction was upheld.

1920 The Nineteenth Amend-
ment to the U.S. Constitution 
became law, guaranteeing women 
the right to vote.

1921 The American Birth Control League (which later 
became the Planned Parenthood Federation of America) 
was founded by Margaret Sanger and Mary Ware Dennett.

1938 Congress passed the Fair Labor Standards Act, pro-
hibiting child labor in factories and mines. The law also 
established a minimum wage, a maximum work week, and 
overtime pay, which benefi ted many working women.

1943 As more and more men enlisted during World War 
II, more and more women entered the civilian work-
force. Over 6 million women held factory jobs as welders, 
machinists, and mechanics. About 310,000 women worked 
in the U.S. aircraft industry alone. 

1963 The Equal Pay Act, signed by President Kennedy, 
prohibited the practice of paying women less money than 
men for the same job. 

1964 President Lyndon B. Johnson signed the Civil Rights 
Act, outlawing discrimination in unions, public schools, 
and the workplace on the basis of race, creed, national ori-
gin, or sex.

1965 Under Title VII of the Civil Rights 
Act of 1964, the Equal Employment 
Opportunity Commission was estab-
lished. Its function has been to enforce 
federal law prohibiting discrimination 
in the workplace on the basis of sex, reli-
gion, race, color, national origin, age, or 
disability. 

1966 The National Organization for 
Women (NOW) was founded by Betty 
Friedan. It has challenged sex discrimi-
nation in the workplace through public 
demonstrations, lobbying, and litigation. 

1972 The U.S. Senate approved the Equal 
Rights Amendment—49 years after it 
was fi rst introduced in Congress. It was 
then sent to the state legislatures for rati-
fi cation.

Title IX of the Education Amend-
ments of 1972 made sex discrimination 
in schools that receive federal funding 
illegal. Title IX also requires that schools 
that receive federal funds give women 
and girls an equal opportunity to partici-
pate in sports and to receive millions of 
dollars in athletic scholarships.

1973 The U.S. Supreme Court ruled (7–2) that, according 
to a woman’s right to privacy guaranteed in the Fourteenth 
Amendment, the Texas law restricting abortion in the fi rst 
trimester was unconstitutional. As a result, anti-abortion 
laws in nearly two-thirds of the states were declared uncon-
stitutional, legalizing abortion nationwide.

1975 President Gerald Ford signed a defense appropria-
tions bill to allow women to be admitted into U.S. military 
academies. 

1978 The Women’s Army Corps (WAC) as a separate mili-
tary entity was dismantled, and women began integrating 
into the U.S. Army.

1993 President Bill Clinton signed the Family Medical 
Leave Act. It allows eligible employees to take up to 12 
weeks of leave for reasons of illness, maternity, adoption, 
or a child’s serious health condition.

Source: Adapted from Barbara Boxer, U.S. senator from California, Historical 
Timeline for Women’s History (2007), http://boxer.senate.gov/whm/time.cfm

During World War II, over 6 million women 
held factory jobs as welders, machinists, and 
mechanics; 310,000 women were employed in 
the U.S. aircraft industry alone. When women 
demonstrated their ability to do jobs previ-
ously held by males it shattered stereotypes.
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Gender, Ethnicity, Race, 
and the State

■ CORE CONCEPT 9: Sex and gender are complicated by racial 

classification and legal relationship to a state or country. Eth-
gender refers to people who share (or are believed by them-
selves or others to share) the same sex, race, and ethnicity. 
This concept acknowledges the combined (but not addi-
tive) effects of gender, race, and ethnicity on life chances. 
Ethgender merges them into a single social category. 
In other words, a person is not just a resident of Samoa, 
but an ethnic Samoan or a white Samoan (Geschwender 
1992). In addition to their sex and ethnic or racial clas-
sification, people have a legal relationship with a country 
or state, which puts them in such categories as citizen, 
refugee, temporary worker, or illegal migrant. In a legal 
sense, people born in American Samoa are classified as 
U.S. nationals, not citizens.

We use the term country or state here to mean a gov-
erning body organized to manage and control specifi ed 
activities of people living in a given territory. The govern-
ing body is almost always male dominated. For example, 
in the 50-year history of the American Samoan legislature, 
only 5 women have been elected to offi ce. In the Novem-
ber 1998 election, only 5 of 50 candidates competing to 
fi ll 20 seats in the Samoan House of Representatives were 
women (Samoa Daily News 1998c). The U.S. Congress is 
similarly male dominated. Of the 435 members that make 
up the U.S. House of Representatives, only 74 (17 percent) 
are women. Of the 100 voting members of the U.S. Senate, 
16 (16 percent) are women (U.S. Senate 2007). 

Sociologists Floya Anthias and Nira Yuval-Davis 
(1989) give special attention to women, their ethnicity, 
and the state. They argue that “women’s link to the state 
is complex” and that while men are subject to state con-
trol, women “are a special focus of state control because 
of their role in human reproduction—women carry and 
give birth to children who become the state’s citizens and 
future labor force.” Anthias and Yuval-Davis identify fi ve 
areas over which the state may choose to exercise control. 

1. Women as Biological Reproducers of Babies of a Par-
ticular Ethnicity or Race. As factors that can underlie 
a state’s population control policies, Anthias and Yuval-
Davis (1989) name “fear of being ‘swamped’ by differ-
ent racial and ethnic groups” or fear of a “demographic 

holocaust”—that is, fear that a particular racial or ethnic 
group will die out or become too small to hold its own 
against other ethnic groups (p. 7). Such policies can range 
from physically limiting numbers of a particular racial or 
ethnic group deemed undesirable to actively encouraging 
the “right kind” of women to produce more children. Poli-
cies that limit numbers include immigration control (lim-
iting or excluding members of certain ethnic groups from 
entering a country and subsequently producing children), 
extermination, forced sterilization, and massive birth 
control or family planning campaigns.

2. Women as Reproducers of the Boundaries of Ethnic or 
National Groups. In addition to implementing policies 
affecting the numbers and kinds of babies born, states 
may institute policies that defi ne who the parents should 
be. Examples of such policies include laws prohibiting 
sexual relationships between men and women of different 

ethgender A social category that combines sex, gender, race, and 
ethnicity.

Being classifi ed as male or female affects life chances. But so do other 
factors, such as race and citizenship. In other words, a person is not 
just a male or a female, but an American Samoan female or male classi-
fi ed as “Native Hawaiian or other Pacifi c Islander.”   
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races or ethnicities, laws specifying marriage for a couple 
if their child is to be recognized as legitimate, and laws 
connecting a child’s race to the mother’s or father’s race 
(see Chapter 9).

3. Women as Transmitters of Social Values and Culture. The 
state can institute policies that either encourage women to 
be the main socializers of their offspring or leave social-
ization in the hands of others or the state. For example, it 
may tie welfare payments to nonemployment (or, under 
welfare reform, to employment) so that mothers are forced 
to stay home with their children or to enter the workforce. 
Some countries have generous maternity leave policies 
(see Global Comparisons: “Countries with Paid Maternity 
Leave”); others have no policies at all. Sometimes state 
leaders become concerned that children of particular eth-
nic or racial groups are not learning the cultural values or 
language that they need to succeed in the dominant cul-
ture. This concern may motivate them to fund programs 
such as preschools that expose particular kinds of chil-
dren to the personal, social, and learning skills deemed 
necessary.

4. Women as Symbols of Urgent Issues. Political leaders 
often use images of women and men to symbolize what the 
leaders believe are the most urgent issues a country faces. 

In wartime, for example, the country may be represented 
as “a loved woman in danger or as a mother who lost her 
sons in battle” (Anthias and Yuval-Davis 1989, pp. 9–10). 
Men are called to battle to protect the women and chil-
dren. Often the leaders present the image of a woman who 
meets the culture’s ideal of femininity and who belongs 
to the dominant ethnic group. Sometimes political leaders 
evoke images of women of a certain ethnic or racial group 
as the source of a country’s problems, such as Hispanic 
women who produce many children, or African American 
“welfare mothers” with no economic incentives to practice 
birth control. Checking the facts often reveals that such 
images are unfounded. For instance, in “Fertility among 
Women on Welfare: Incidence and Determinants,” sociol-
ogist Mark R. Rank (1989) maintains that “it is impossible 
to calculate with any precision the fertility rate of women 
on public assistance,” (p. 296) because the data available 
have serious fl aws. For one thing, women move in and out 
of welfare, and we simply do not keep track of their fer-
tility during these periods. “There is no way of judging 
whether the fertility rate of women on welfare is high or 
low” (p. 296) relative to the fertility rate of other women.

5. Women as Participants in National, Economic, and Mili-
tary Struggles. States may implement policies governing 
the roles that women and men can assume in crises, nota-

GLOBAL COMPARISONS

Countries with Paid Maternity Leave

▲ Figure 10.3
Source: Wikipedia (2007)

Countries with paid maternity leave
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bly in war. Historically, women have played supportive 
and nurturing roles, even in situations in which they have 
been exposed to great risks. In most countries, women are 
not drafted; they volunteer to serve. If they are drafted, 
the state defi nes acceptable military roles for them. If 
women fi ght, they often do so as part of special units or in 
an unoffi cial capacity. In the United States, two milestone 
events affected women’s military roles. In 1973 the draft 
came to an end and a volunteer military was instituted. 
Recruiters focused on women to fi ll the ranks. In 1994 the 
United States ended the risk rule, thereby giving women 
access to 90 percent of positions in the military, includ-
ing positions that support male soldiers fi ghting in hostile 
zones (Wilgoren 2003).

Through its military institutions, the state even estab-
lishes policies that govern male soldiers’ sexual access 
to women outside military bases, both in general and in 
times of war. In Let the Good Times Roll: Prostitution and 
the U.S. Military in Asia Saundra Pollock Sturdevant and 
Brenda Stoltzfus (1992) examine “the sale of women’s sex-
ual labor outside U.S. military bases” (p. vii). They present 
evidence that the U.S. military helps regulate prostitution; 

that retired military offi cers own some of the clubs, mas-
sage parlors, brothels, discotheques, and hotels; and that 
the military provides the women with medical care to pre-
vent the spread of sexually transmitted diseases between 
the soldiers and the women. 

As an example of the complex relationship between 
military men and local women, consider that thousands 
of Filipino women who live near the Subic Bay Naval Base 
fi led a class-action suit against the United States in 1993, 
arguing that the United States has moral and legal respon-
sibilities to support the estimated 8,600 children fathered 
by U.S. servicemen stationed at Subic Bay. In the 1940s, 
some 14,371 U.S. Marines were stationed in American 
Samoa at the Tutuila naval station alone; another 25,000 
to 30,000 troops were stationed in Western Samoa. In 
some locations, the servicemen outnumbered the Samoan 
population. A great deal of sexual interaction took place 
between Samoan women and U.S. troops. Although we 
will never know exactly how many illegitimate babies 
were fathered by U.S. soldiers, the numbers are signifi -
cant. “One mission society reported that in Upolu alone 
there were 1,200 known instances of illegitimate children 
by American soldiers” (Stanner 1953, p. 327).

In evaluating the role of the military in the women’s 
lives, we must consider that many poor women who live 
near the bases see a relationship with a U.S. recruit as their 
only way out of poverty and a desperate situation. The 
Subic Bay situation is therefore more complicated than the 
story presented by the media. To clarify this point, we will 
use an example from a student at Northern Kentucky Uni-
versity. A young male student, perhaps 23 or 24 years old, 
stopped the author after a class in which we had discussed 
the Subic Bay base closing. He explained that when he was 
in the navy and his ship was docked at Subic Bay, it seemed 
as if the entire town turned out to welcome the ship. Local 
women were everywhere. Whereas many recruits visited 
prostitutes for one-night stands, others fell in love with 
local women. Usually the commanding offi cers attempted 
to discourage permanent relationships. Although some 
might criticize the offi cers’ actions, they might have been 
anticipating the diffi culties ahead for a recruit who took 
a local woman as his wife and then continued life at sea, 
leaving her alone. Unfortunately, the complexity of the 
relationship between the military and local populations is 
often overlooked.

This photo shows children who live at St. Vincent’s Home for Amerasian 
Children in South Korea. Amerasian is the name given to the offspring 
of U.S. servicemen and servicewomen from countries classifi ed as 
Asian. 
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■ CORE CONCEPT 1: Sex is a biological distinction deter-
mined by the anatomical traits essential to reproduction. 
Most cultures place people in two categories—male and 
female—based largely on what are considered to be clear 
anatomical distinctions. Biological sex is not a clear-cut 
category, however, if only because some babies are born 
intersexed. In addition, a person’s primary sex charac-
teristics may not match his or her sex chromosomes. The 
existence of transsexuals also challenges the practice of 
separating everyone into the two biological categories male 
and female.

■ CORE CONCEPT 2: Gender is the socially created and 
learned distinctions that specify the ideal physical, behavioral, 
and mental and emotional traits characteristic of males and 
females. 
Gender is a social distinction based on culturally conceived 
and learned ideals about appropriate appearance, behavior, and 
mental and emotional characteristics for males and females. 
Masculinity and femininity signify the ideal physical, behav-
ioral, and mental and emotional traits believed to be charac-
teristic of males and females, respectively. Gender ideals are 
socially constructed standards against which real cases can be 
compared. Few people can realize such ideals; in fact, the ideals may not exist in reality, yet they are 
still regarded as the standard. Often we attribute differences between males and females to biology; in 
fact, they are more likely to be socially created. 

■ CORE CONCEPT 3: Gender ideals shape practically every aspect 
of life—influencing, among other things, how people dress, how they 
express emotions, and what occupations they choose.
Gender polarization is the organizing of social life around male-
female ideals, so that people’s sex infl uences every aspect of their life, 
including how they dress, the way they pose for photographs, the time 
they wake up in the morning, what they do before they go to bed at 
night, the social roles they take on, the things they worry about, and 
even ways of expressing emotion and experiencing sexual attraction. 
Decisions and viewpoints about any aspect of life are considered 
gender-schematic if they are infl uenced by a society’s polarized defi ni-
tions of masculinity and femininity rather than by criteria such as 
self-fulfi llment, interest, ability, or personal comfort. 

■ CORE CONCEPT 4: While all societies distinguish between male and female, some 
also recognize a third gender. 
The existence of fa’afafi ne—people who are not biologically female but who take on 
the “way of women” in dress, mannerism, appearance, and role in American Samoa 
and other Pacifi c island areas—challenges the two-gender classifi cation scheme. 
Jeannette Mageo argues that fa’afafi ne could not have become commonplace unless 
something about Samoan society had supported gender blurring

De
pa

rt
m

en
t o

f D
ef

en
se

 p
ho

to
 b

y 
Pe

tt
y 

O
ffi 

ce
r 

1s
t C

la
ss

 B
ob

by
 R

. M
cR

ill
, U

.S
. N

av
y 

Do
D 

ph
ot

o 
by

 S
gt

. A
dr

ia
n 

R.
 P

as
cu

al
, U

SM
C

©
 Im

ag
eD

J/
Ju

pi
te

r I
m

ag
es

Do
D 

ph
ot

o 
by

 P
au

l A
da

m
s,

 U
SA

Jo
ey

 C
um

m
in

gs
 K

KH
J-

FM
 / 

W
VU

V-
AM



■ CORE CONCEPT 5: Gender expectations are learned and culturally 
imposed through a variety of social mechanisms, including socialization, 
situational constraints, and commercialization of gender ideals. 
Socialization theorists argue that an undetermined yet signifi cant portion of 
male-female differences are products of the ways in which males and females 
are socialized. Another powerful mechanism for conveying gender expecta-
tions is the commercialization of gender ideals—the process of introduc-
ing products into the market by using advertising and sales campaigns that 
promise consumers they will achieve masculine and feminine ideals if they 
buy and use the products. Finally, structural constraints—the established 
and customary rules, policies, and day-to-day practices that affect a person’s 
life chances—channel people’s behavior in desired directions. Structural con-
straints push men and women into jobs that correspond with society’s ideals 
for sex-appropriate work. 

■ CORE CONCEPT 6: The belief that one sex—and by extension, one gender—
is superior to another, and that this superiority justifies inequalities between 
sexes, is sexism.
Sexism revolves around four notions: (1) people can be placed into two cat-
egories: male and female; (2) a close correspondence exists between a person’s 
primary sex characteristics and characteristics such as emotional activity, body 
language, personality, intelligence, the expression of sexual desire, and athletic 
capability; (3) primary sex characteristics are so signifi cant that they explain 
and determine behavior and the social, economic, and political inequalities 
that exist between the sexes; and (4) people who behave in ways that depart 
from ideals of masculinity or femininity are considered deviant, in need of 
fi xing, and subject to negative sanctions ranging from ridicule to physical violence. This early 20th 
century political cartoon shows “sexist” women inspecting what appears to be a “bug” but is someone 
of the male species.

■ CORE CONCEPT 7: When sociologists study inequality between males 
and females, they seek to identify the social factors that put one sex at 
a disadvantage relative to the other. 
Social inequality exists between men and women when one category 
relative to the other (1) faces greater risks to physical and emotional well-
being, (2) possesses a disproportionate share of income and other valued 
resources, and/or (3) is accorded more opportunities to succeed. There 
are many areas in which men are disadvantaged relative to women. For 
example, life expectancy is shorter for men than for women. There are 
also many areas in which women are disadvantaged relative to men. For 
example, women tend to earn less money than men. Sociologists seek to 
identify the social factors that explain such differences. 

■ CORE CONCEPT 8: In its most basic sense, the feminist perspective 
 advocates equality between men and women.
A basic sociological defi nition of feminism is “a perspective that advocates 
equality between men and women.” Questions about what that equality looks 
like and how equality should be achieved distinguish feminist camps from 
one another. Sociologists take a feminist perspective when they emphasize in 
their teaching and research the following kinds of themes: the right to bodily 
integrity and autonomy, access to safe contraceptives, the right to choose the 
terms of pregnancy, access to quality prenatal care, protection from violence 
inside and outside the home, freedom from sexual harassment, equal pay 
for equal work, workplace rights to maternity and other caregiving leaves, 
and the inescapable interconnections between sex, gender, social class, race, 
culture, and religion.
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■ CORE CONCEPT 9: Sex and gender are complicated by racial 
 classification and legal relationship to a state or country. 
In addition to their sex and ethnic or racial classifi cation, people have 
a legal relationship with a country or state, which puts them in such 
categories as citizen, refugee, temporary worker, or illegal migrant. 
Both men and women are subject to state control, but women are a 
special focus of such control because of their role in human repro-
duction. The state may regulate the number and kind of babies born; 
prohibit sexual relationships between certain men and women and 
between same-sex partners; institute policies that either encour-
age or discourage caregiving (such as maternity leave policies); or 
use images of certain kinds of women and men to symbolize what 
political leaders believe are the most urgent issues a country faces. States may also implement policies 
governing the roles that women and men can assume in crises such as war.

Resources on the Internet
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When sociologists study economic institutions, they seek to understand 
how societies produce, distribute, and consume goods and services. When 
they study political institutions, they focus on the way power is distributed 
within and across societies.

With Emphasis on Iraq

Economics and Politics

CHAPTER OUTLINE
The Economy

The Post-industrial Society 
and the Information 
Revolution

Major Economic Systems

The United States: A Core 
Economy

Political Systems and 
Authority

Forms of Government

Power-Sharing Models

■ VISUAL SUMMARY OF 
CORE CONCEPTS
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▲ These Iraqi boys were born after the U.S. military entered Iraq in March 2003. This American 

soldier, on patrol in their neighborhood, stops to talk. While the boys know life only after the 

fall of Saddam Hussein, they are still part of a country with an economy that revolves around oil 

exports. The soldier is from a country that depends on oil imports. Whether they are aware of it 

or not, they share a dependence on oil to sustain their ways of life.
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Iraq?
IN THIS CHAPTER, we emphasize Iraq for several reasons. 
First, in 2003, then President George W. Bush made it clear 
to the world that he intended to change the political system 
in Iraq from a dictatorship to a democracy. The United States 
also committed itself to changing Iraq’s economic system from 
a centrally planned (socialist) one to a free-market (capitalist) 
one. After the U.S.-led invasion and occupation of Iraq, U.S. 
offi cials abolished Iraqi laws that had restricted foreign owner-
ship and investment in the country, began selling at least 150 
of Iraq’s 200 state-owned enterprises (Eckholm 2004). One 
benchmark of success involves transforming Iraq’s oil industry 
from a nationalized one (like that of its neighbors Iran, Kuwait, 
and Saudi Arabia) to a commercial one that is open to interna-
tional oil companies (Juhasz 2007). In 2009 Iraq opened up six 
oil fi elds, which hold one-third of the country’s oil reserves, and 
invited 32 of the world’s biggest energy companies to submit 
bids to service them for the next 20 years. To date, BP and 
China's CNPC have been awarded contracts.

Shortly after President Barack Obama (2009) took offi ce, he 
stated in a speech he made to an audience of U.S. soldiers that:

We sent our troops to Iraq to do away with Saddam Hus-
sein’s regime—and you got the job done. We kept our 

troops in Iraq to help establish a sovereign government—
and you got the job done. And we will leave the Iraqi people 
with a hard-earned opportunity to live a better life—that is 
your achievement; that is the prospect that you have made 
possible.

For better or worse, the Iraqi people’s chances for a better 
life revolve around oil. Iraq lies in a region that possesses two-
thirds of the world’s known oil reserves. After Saudi Arabia, 
Iraq holds the largest proven oil reserves in the world. Iraq’s 
economy is dominated by the oil sector, which provides 95 
percent of its foreign exchange earnings. Oil accounts for 85 
percent of all Iraq’s total exports. Iraq’s number one trading 
partner is the United States. The United States, a country with 
4.6 percent of the world’s population, consumes 25 percent 
of the world’s annual oil production. This evolving partnership 
between Iraq and the United States is a story of two coun-
tries—one that is heavily dependent on oil imports; the other, 
highly dependent on oil revenue (U.S. Central Intelligence 
Agency 2009; U.S. Department of Energy 2009).  

FACTS TO CONSIDER

WHY FOCUS ON

● Since the 1930s, Iraq’s primary 
export has been oil. Oil accounts 
for 85 percent of that country’s total 
exports and 95 percent of the 

government’s revenue. Iraq’s econ-
omy is oil.

● The United States uses 21 million 
barrels of oil per day, 60 percent 

of which comes from outside the 
United States. Oil is the engine of 
the U.S. economy.
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The Economy

■ CORE CONCEPT 1: The ongoing agricultural, industrial, and 

information revolutions have profoundly shaped the world’s 

economic systems. A society’s economic system is the 
social institution that coordinates human activity to pro-
duce, distribute, and consume goods and services. Goods 
include any product that is extracted from the earth, man-
ufactured, or grown—such as food, clothing, petroleum, 
natural gas, automobiles, coal, and computers. Services 
include activities performed for others that result in no 
tangible product, such as entertainment, transportation, 
financial advice, medical care, spiritual counseling, and 
education. Three major, ongoing revolutions have shaped 
the world’s economic systems: agricultural, industrial, 
and information revolutions.

Agricultural Revolutions

Many agricultural revolutions have taken place over the 
course of human history. The fi rst important agricultural 
revolution occurred approximately 10,000 years ago, when 
humans domesticated plants and animals. Domestica-
tion is the process of bringing plants and animals under 
human control. Instead of hunting for and gathering wild 
grains and whatever other edible vegetation was available, 
people planned when they would plant and harvest crops. 
This planning allowed for a more predictable food source 
and made it possible to produce more grain than people 
needed just to survive. The availability of excess grain sup-
ported the domestication of cattle, oxen, and other ani-
mals, because enough food became available for animals 
as well as people. Domestication reduced the need to hunt 
for animals, and domesticated animals offered people a 
source of power in addition to human muscle to transport 
heavy loads, guard sheep, and so on.

Another major agricultural revolution occurred around 
5000 BC with the invention of the scratch plow, “with a 
forward-curving wooden blade for cutting the soil, and a 
backward-curving pair of handles” by which farmers could 

Cutting hair is a service because it is something performed for others 
but results in no tangible product.
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economic system A socially created institution that coordinates 
human activity in the effort to produce, distribute, and consume goods 
and services.

goods Any products manufactured, grown, or extracted from the 
earth, such as food, clothing, housing, automobiles, coal, computers, 
and so on.

services Activities performed for others that result in no tangible 
product, such as entertainment, transportation, fi nancial advice, medi-
cal care, spiritual counseling, and education.

domestication The process by which plants and animals were 
brought under human control.

Oil is classifi ed as goods because it is a product extracted from the 
earth. Half the oil imported by the United States each year—about 3 
billion gallons—arrives by supertanker (Intertanko 2007). 
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direct oxen (Burke 1978, p. 9). The plow helped to create 
food surpluses, which enabled a society to support non-
food occupations, such as potters, weavers, bakers, musi-
cians, and craftsmen (Burke 1978). Figure 11.1 shows how 
food surpluses triggered a chain of events that changed 
society in fundamental ways. Other innovations—such 
as irrigation systems, the windmill, the tractor, pesticides, 
and genetic engineering—also triggered “agricultural rev-
olutions,” in that they dramatically increased crop yields, 
decreased the number of people needed to produce food, 
and further ensured predictable food supplies.

The rise of one of the earliest civilizations, Sumer, in 
the valley of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers (in what is 



now Iraq), showed the power of agricultural revolutions to 
shape and organize human life. For at least 90,000 years, 
hunters and gatherers from the surrounding mountains 
and foothills were drawn to that valley because it was a 
source of fresh water, fi sh, and vegetation. The rivers were 
unpredictable, so the hunters and gatherers did not settle 
permanently next to them, but moved to avoid devastating 
fl oods and droughts. Archaeological evidence shows that 
by around 10,000 BC small stone hoes, millstones, and 
other agricultural implements were in use in the area. 

The volatility of the rivers—attested to by ancient Mid-
eastern fl ood stories, such as the biblical account of Noah, 
which scholars and scientists have linked to an actual fl ood 
in the region—necessitated the development of fl ood con-
trol and irrigation systems around 4800 BC (Roux 1965). 
Once the rivers were harnessed, the ability to grow surplus 
food followed. Consequently, people did not have to follow 
nomadic lives, wandering about in search of food or to escape 
fl oods and droughts. Soon urban centers emerged, support-
ing occupations other than agriculturally based ones. Many 
of the great legacies of this region—the invention of writing, 
irrigation, the wheel, and literature—“can be seen as adap-
tive responses to the great rivers” (Roux 1965). 

As part of a humanitarian relief effort, a U.S. soldier offl oads a sheep 
(a domesticated animal) near Baghdad, Iraq.
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Once people gained control over the Tigris and Euphrates rivers more 
than 5,000 years ago, other developments, such as the Sumerian writ-
ing system, followed. 

The Industrial Revolution

As we learned in Chapter 1, a fundamental feature of the 
Industrial Revolution was mechanization, the addition of 
external sources of power, such as oil or coal, to hand tools 
and modes of transportation. The new forms of energy 
supported machines, factories, and mass production—
thereby reducing the physical requirements for producing 
goods. As a result industrialization transformed individual 
workshops into factories, craftspeople into machine opera-
tors, and manual production into machine production. 

The Industrial Revolution cannot be separated from 
colonization, a form of domination in which one country 
imposes its political, economic, social, and cultural insti-
tutions on an indigenous population and the land it occu-
pies (see Chapters 1 and 8). The Industrial Revolution and 
colonization drew people from even the most remote parts 
of the world into a production process that manufactured 
unprecedented quantities of material goods, primarily for 

mechanization The addition of external sources of power, such as oil 
or steam, to hand tools and modes of transportation.

colonization A form of domination in which one country imposes its 
political, economic, social, and cultural institutions on an indigenous 
population and the land it occupies.
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the benefi t of the colonizing countries. Consider as one 
measure of the extent of colonization that during the twen-
tieth century 130 countries gained independence from their 
“mother countries.” In light of this history, it should come 
as no surprise that 10 of the 11 members of the Organiza-
tion of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) were once 
colonies of a European power (see Figure 11.2). 

It should also come as no surprise that when European 
infl uence in the Middle East declined after World War II, 
the United States worked to exert more infl uence over the 
region. Consequently, “today virtually every regime in the 

region owes its survival to some combination of U.S. mili-
tary and economic assistance” (Elamine 2004). Consider 
as one indicator of U.S. dependence on oil that the coun-
try possesses less than 3 percent of the world’s proven oil 
reserves within its borders, and yet it consumes 25 percent 
of the world’s annual oil production (U.S. Energy Infor-
mation Administration 2007).

The Post-industrial Society and 
the Information Revolution

Sociologist Daniel Bell, who has been writing about 
the coming of a post-industrial society since the 1950s, 
describes the essential changes that are accompany-
ing the emergence of a post-industrial society, one that 

The Domestication Revolution

For the first time in human history, the availability
of a dependable food supply unleashed a chain
of events that changed society forever.

For the first time in human history,
food surpluses became common.

The more dependable food
supply made it possible to
support larger societies.

Food surpluses freed
some workers to do other

forms of work, such as crafts.

Surplus food and crafts
were traded with others.

Durable goods could now
be saved and some people

accumulated more than others.

People now had possessions
worth fighting over.

The Agricultural Revolution

The  invention of the plow drawn by animals made
agricultural production vastly more efficient than before,
permitting far more land to be farmed by fewer people.

Far more people were free
to do other types of work.

Efficient agricultural
production resulted in an

even greater food surplus.

Plow pulled
by animals

Even larger
food surplus

Even greater
division of labor

Captives from battles
were forced to do
less appealing work.

Some people accumulated
much over time, while
others accumulated little.

The wealthy wanted
to pass their benefits
on to their children.

Wealth and power
became concentrated in
the hands of a few.

Accumulation of
valued goods

Division of labor

Trade

Larger societiesFood surplus

More dependable
food supply

Power became concentrated
and chiefs, kings, and

feudal society emerged

Wealth became
hereditary

Feuds and wars
over possessions

Slavery

Inequality
increased

▲ Figure 11.1 Plant and Animal Domestication and the Plow: Effects on Civilization

Source: From Sociology Timeline. Copyright © 1995, IdeaWorks, Inc.™ Portions copyright © 1995, Board of Cura-
tors, University of Missouri.

post-industrial society A society that is dominated by intellectual 
technologies of telecommunications and computers, not just “large 
computers but computers on a chip.” These intellectual technologies 
have had a revolutionary effect on virtually every aspect of social life. 
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relies on intellectual technologies of telecommunications 
and computers, not just “large computers but computers 
on a chip” (Bell 1999, p. xxxvii). According to Bell, this 
intellectual technology encompasses four interdependent 
revolutionary innovations: (1) electronics that allow for 
incredible speed of data transmission and calculations 
in the realm of nanoseconds or one billionth of a second 
or one trillionth of a second; (2) miniaturization, or the 
drastic reduction in the size of electronic devices, so that 
things like computers, cell phones, and iPods have become 
sleeker and smaller thanks to the development of the sili-
con chip, which can hold hundreds of millions of transis-
tors connected by wires smaller in diameter than a 500th 
of a human hair; (3) digitalization that permits voice, text, 
images, and data to be carried with the same effi ciency 
and also integrated with other technology; and (4) soft-
ware, the programs that enable computers to operate, to 
perform a variety of tasks, and to generate a variety of 
simulated experiences.

In addition to the associated technology, post-industrial 
societies are distinguished by

• a substantial proportion of the working population 
employed in service, sales, and administrative support 
occupations (from 29 percent in 1950 to 41 percent in 
2010 in the U.S.)

• an extraordinary rise in the percentage of workers in 
management, professional, and related occupations 
(from 18 percent in 1950 to 36 percent in 2010 in the 
U.S.)

• an increased emphasis on education as the avenue of 
social mobility, such that 6.2 percent of the U.S. popu-
lation had at least a four-year college degree in 1950 and 
28.7 percent in 2010. U.S. Census Bureau data (2009) 
shows that workers 18 and over with a bachelor’s degree 
earn an average of $68,167 a year, while those with a 
high-school diploma earn $39,038. Workers with a doc-
toral degree make an average of $106,000, and those 
without a high school diploma average $18,734.

• recognition that capital is not only fi nancial (cash and 
property) but also social, as measured by people’s access 
to social networks that serve as sources of information 
and opportunity

• the dominance of intellectual technology (as opposed 
to machine technology) based on mathematics and 
linguistics in the form of algorithms (decision rules), 
programs (software), models, and simulations

• the creation of an electronically mediated global com-
munication infrastructure, which includes broadband, 
cable, digital TV, optical fi ber networks, fax, e-mail, 
and ISDN (integrated system digital networks)

• an economy defi ned not simply by the production of 
goods and labor-saving devices (automation and out-
sourcing), but by applied knowledge as the source of 
invention and innovation and by the manipulation of 

numbers, words, images, and other symbols. The jobs 
associated with this knowledge-driven, information-
based economy include computer programmers, tech-
nical writers, fi nancial analysts, market analysts, and 
customer-service representatives.

The challenge of post-industrial society is interpersonal, 
as the “basic experience of each person’s life is his relation-
ship between himself and others.” The communication 

These two photographs taken in the early 20th century show that Indus-
trial Revolution and colonization were inseparable events. Photograph 
A shows Dodge trucks being assembled at a Chrysler factory. Of course 
trucks need tires which are made of rubber. Photo B shows rubber 
gatherers of French Equatorial Africa (now Gabon, the Republic of the 
Congo, the Central African Republic, and Chad) bringing rubber to a 
trading-weighing station.
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infrastructure and the nature of work multiply the inter-
actions (however superfi cial and fl eeting) between people, 
making interpersonal relationships a primary focus of one’s 
thoughts and actions. That focus is complicated by the fact 
that we leave records of most transactions, whether it be 
related to banking transactions or to the time a text mes-
sage was sent. The great difference in the post-industrial 
society is “the enlargement of an individual’s world” or the 
“tremendous change of scale” in the number of people one 
knows or can know (Bell 1976, p. 48).

In an environment that emphasizes knowledge and 
interpersonal relationships, the institutions of science 
and education take center stage. Education becomes key 
to negotiating an information society and is viewed as 
something that takes place across the lifespan, not con-
fi ned to a specifi c time or place. As a result, we can think 
of learning not just in classrooms of brick and mortar, but 
in other forms such as home schooling, adult education, 
continuing education, professional development, on-the-
job training, and self-directed learning.

Former Colony of Year Independence
Gained

Country

Algeria

Indonesia

Iraq

Kuwait

Libya

Nigeria

Qatar

Saudi
Arabia

United Arab
Emirates

Venezuela

Iran

1962

1949

1932

1961

1651

1960

1971

1960

1971

1811

1979

France

Netherlands

United
Kingdom

United
Kingdom

Italy

United
Kingdom

United
Kingdom

United
Kingdom

United
Kingdom

Spain

Iran was not a colony. Iran gained its
independence during the Islamic
Revolution, when the Shah Mohammad
Reza Pahlavi was overthrown and exiled.

▲ Figure 11.2 Members of OPEC That Were Once Colonies of a European Power

Eleven countries belong to the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC). Ten 
of them are former colonies of a European power. Iran is the only member of OPEC that 
was not a colony. Keep in mind that industrialization has depended on petroleum products 
beyond just gasoline and heating oil. Nonfuel uses for petroleum include solvents (used 
in paints, lacquers, and printing ink), petroleum wax (used in candy making, packaging, 
candles, matches, and polishes), asphalt (used to pave roads and make roofi ng materials), 
and petroleum feed stocks (used to produce plastics, synthetic fi bers, detergents, and 
even drugs) (U.S. Department of Energy 2003).



With regard to science, Bell described the rise and 
importance of science-based industries, which involve 
applications of theoretical knowledge. These industries 
are fundamentally different from the industries of the 
Industrial Revolution, such as steel, automobile, and tele-
phone. For the most part, these industries were “founded 
or created by talented tinkers” who were not connected to 
the scientifi c establishment. As examples, Thomas Edison, 
who was “a great genius” credited with “creating the elec-
tric light, the motion picture and the gramophone, was 
literally mathematically illiterate; Alexander Graham Bell 
was an elocutionist who invented the telephone largely to 
amplify sound so that deaf people could hear, and he knew 
nothing of the work of James Maxwell on electromagne-
tism” (p. 46). Post-industrial industries, on the other hand, 
“derive directly from the investigations of scientists into 
the basic phenomena of nature and the applications of this 
research to technological problems” (p. 46). For example, 
“William B. Shockley’s research on transistors is respon-
sible for a huge transformation in modern electronics and 
the work of Felix Bloch on solid-state physics is the basis 
for much of computer technology” (p. 46).

Major Economic Systems

■ CORE CONCEPT 2: The world’s economic systems fall along 

a continuum whose endpoints are ideal forms of capitalism and 

socialism. No economy fully realizes capitalist or socialist 
principles. The capitalist and socialist principles described 

here represent economic ideals, the standards against 
which real economic systems can be compared.

Capitalism

Capitalism is an economic system in which the raw materi-
als and the means of producing and distributing goods and 
services remain privately owned. This economic system is 
profi t driven and free of government interference. Private 
ownership means that individuals (rather than workers, 
the government, or communal groups) own the raw mate-
rials, machines, tools, labor, trucks, buildings, and other 
inputs needed to produce and distribute goods and services. 
“Profi t-driven” is the most important characteristic of cap-
italist systems. In such systems, the owners of the means 
of production and distribution are driven to continually 
increase and maximize profi ts. Profi t motivates owners, in 
their quest to maximize the return on their investment, to 
make the most effi cient use of labor and resources. Theo-
retically, production and distribution are consumer-driven, 
because businesses depend on consumers “choosing” their 
products and services over a competitor’s.

Capitalist systems are governed by the laws of sup-
ply and demand; that is, as the demand for a product or 
service increases, its price rises. Manufacturers and ser-
vice providers respond to increased consumer demand by 
increasing production, which in turn “increases competi-
tion and drives the price down” (Hirsch, Kett, and Trefi l 
1993, p. 455). Although most economic systems in the 
world are classifi ed as capitalist, in reality no system fully 
realizes capitalist principles. Simply consider that the U.S. 
and other governments ignored capitalist ideals when they 
intervened in 2008 and 2009 to bail out the auto industry, 
banks, and other fi nancial institutions. In the case of banks, 
the government provided direct infusions of cash to banks. 
In addition, it insured deposits up to $250,000 (to encour-
age consumers to leave money in banks and prevent a run) 
and allowed banks to issue debt (bonds) backed by the 
FDIC to raise much-needed capital. So Citigroup received 
$50 billion in bailout money but was able to issue $27.6 bil-
lion in FDIC-insured bonds, thus effectively adding $77.6 
billion in capital. The value of the assistance to the fi nan-
cial institutions is beyond calculation (Story 2009).

Karl Marx, who was considered a student of capitalism, 
believed that it was the fi rst economic system that could 
maximize the immense productive potential of human 
labor and ingenuity. He also felt, however, that capitalism 
ignored too many human needs and was driven by greed. 
As one example of a way in which capitalism ignores human 

capitalism An economic system in which the raw materials and 
the means of producing and distributing goods and services remain 
privately owned.

The New York Stock Exchange building is a symbol of capitalism, 
because the building is a place set aside for brokers to buy and sell 
stocks on behalf of private investors. Selling stock is one method 
corporations use to raise capital.
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need, consider that when the price of oil exceeded $80 to 
$100 per barrel, American farmers were motivated to grow 
corn for the corn-based fuel known as ethanol. This use of 
corn for fuel drove up prices not only of corn, but also of 
wheat, rice, and soy, because farmers were growing less of 
these crops. This shift in production affected food prices 
on a global scale and especially harmed the poorest peo-
ples, who could not afford staple foods such as tortillas, 
which are made from corn.

As a second example, the largely unregulated pursuit 
of profi t fueled a housing mortgage crisis that reached a 
tipping point in 2008. At that time about 1 in every 50 
mortgage holders was late with house payments, and fore-
closure proceedings were initiated on more than 1.5 mil-
lion homes. The fi nancial meltdown came about in part 
because so many, at all levels of the home-buying and lend-
ing process, made decisions based on profi t and personal 
gain. What is the connection between the pursuit of profi t 
and the housing crisis? The Japan Times (2008) described 
the connection in this way: “Banks gave mortgages to 
unworthy borrowers and failed to explain the terms of 
loans. Borrowers took loans that they knew they could not 
repay. Financial companies repackaged those loans and 

sold them, knowing that their value was uncertain at best. 
Companies bought those securities, not understanding 
their value. And regulators adopted a hands-off approach 
that facilitated the spread of toxic debt.”

Socialism

The term socialism was fi rst used in the early 19th cen-
tury in response to excesses of poverty and inequality that 
accompanied the capitalist-driven Industrial Revolution, 
and by extension, colonization (see Chapter 1). In contrast 
to capitalism, socialism is an economic system in which 
raw materials and the means of producing and distribut-
ing goods and services are collectively owned. That is, 
public ownership—rather than private ownership—is an 
essential characteristic of this system. Socialists reject the 
idea that what is good for the individual and for privately 
owned businesses is good for society. Instead, they believe 
the government or some worker- or community-oriented 
organization should play the central role in regulating eco-
nomic activity on behalf of the people as a whole. Social-
ists maintain that things like water, oil, banks, medical 

This sculpture, a symbol of socialist ideals, celebrates the common 
worker who ideally labors for the good of society. The following principle 
dominates: “From each according to his ability, to each according to 
his needs.” That is, each person shall produce to the best of his or her 
ability and shall take in accordance with his or her needs. Guided by such 
principles, there will not be the wide disparities in income and wealth that 
separate, even divide, people in the professional and working classes.
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Since the 1930s, Iraq’s main export has been oil. Oil accounts for 85 
percent of the country’s total exports and 95 percent of the govern-
ment’s revenue. Iraq’s and the world’s extreme dependence on this one 
commodity explains why insurgents target oil pipelines.
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socialism An economic system in which raw materials and the means 
of producing and distributing goods and services are collectively 
owned.



care, transportation, and the media should be state owned. 
In socialism’s most extreme form, the pursuit of personal 
profi t is forbidden. In less extreme forms, profi t-making 
activities are permitted as long as they do not interfere with 
larger collective goals. As with capitalism, no economic sys-
tem fully realizes socialist principles. The People’s Republic 
of China, Cuba, North Korea, and Vietnam are all offi cially 
classifi ed as socialist economies, but they permit varying 
degrees of personal wealth-generating activities.

Americans often hear the word socialist in reference 
to government-run universal health care coverage. Crit-
ics claim that socialized medicine will lower the quality 
of health care and point out that Canada’s socialist health 
care system is not able to meet demand. These critics fail 
to consider that the capitalist-driven health care system 
in the United States leaves the uninsured and those with 
preexisting conditions without health care. The charge of 
“socialism” was most recently leveled at government inter-
vention in the economic crisis. U.S. and other governments 
intervened because the “free enterprise” system had failed. 
Critics of intervention argue that we will never know if the 
system would have failed without such intervention because 
the bailout disrupted a critical check and balance—that 
check and balance was risk. If people who made high-risk 
investments and who gave and took risky loans were allowed 
to fail, the checks would have triggered, people would have 
acted to change their fi nancial situation, and the losses 
would have acted as a deterrent against future risk-taking. 
Instead, the bailouts actually encouraged risk-taking.

In reality, no economic system is purely capitalist or 
purely socialist. The welfare state is a term that applies 
to an economic system that is a hybrid of capitalism 
and socialism. In this economic model, the government 
(through taxes) assumes a key role in providing social and 
economic benefi ts to some or all of its citizens, includ-
ing unemployment benefi ts, supplemental income, child 
care, social security, basic medical care, transportation, 
education (including college), and/or housing. Under the 
welfare state model followed by the United States (with 
the exception of Social Security and Medicare, to which 
everyone over 65 is entitled), such benefi ts are provided 
to those who fall below a set minimum standard such as 
a poverty line or a certain income level. Under a second 
model, the benefi ts are awarded in a more comprehensive 
way to everyone in the population (e.g., all families with 
children; all college-age students; universal health care). 
Most European countries follow the second model, as do 
oil-revenue-rich countries such as Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, 
Qatar, Bahrain, Oman, and the United Arab Emirates.

Iraq under Socialism

Under Saddam Hussein, Iraq followed a socialist model. 
After Saddam Hussein came to power in Iraq in 1979, his 
government pursued the socialist economic policies of 

regimes that had been in power since 1958 (the year Iraq 
gained independence from British control). On the sur-
face, Iraq’s centrally planned economy seemed to work 
well, because the country had one of the most advanced 
economies among the Arab nations. Iraq boasted a large 
middle class, a well-developed transportation and health 
care system, and one of the best educational systems in 
the Arab world. Critics of Iraq’s economy maintain that it 
depended heavily on oil revenues, so large that they allowed 
the Iraqi government to support social welfare and other 
subsidization programs. For example, Iraqi law guaran-
teed every adult lifetime employment. In return, Iraqi 
workers could not change jobs or careers. Under this sys-
tem, labor costs accounted for 20 to 40 percent of output, 
far above the 10 percent costs found in most nonsocialist 
economies. By some estimates, half of all individuals who 
worked in Iraq’s state-run enterprises were nonproductive 
administrative staff. Despite such ineffi ciencies, the coun-
try ran a budget surplus because of its large oil revenues. 
The Iran-Iraq War, an eight-year confl ict that resulted in 
more than 1 million casualties between 1980 and 1988, left 
the Iraqi government $50 billion in debt. This debt forced 
the government to implement economic reforms, which 
included relaxing state control over the economy. These 
reforms ended with the Gulf War (1991), which was fol-
lowed by 13 years of sanctions and the implementation 
of the Uncontrolled Oil-for-Food Program (OFFP), and 
then the Iraq War (Metz 1988; Sanford 2003). Prior to the 
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welfare state A term that applies to an economic system that is a 
hybrid of capitalism and socialism.

In light of Iraq’s extreme dependence on oil revenue, one should not 
be surprised that insurgent groups target its oil industry, including 
its pipelines, oil facilities, and transportation routes. The U.S. military 
trains to handle such fi res.
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OFFP, virtually all oil-related transactions in Iraq were 
conducted through government contracts (Sanford 2003, 
p. 34). After OFFP was implemented in 1997, the United 
Nations functioned as a watchdog, reviewing all oil trans-
actions. Then when the United States took control of the 
country with military force in March 2003, it abolished 
laws that had nationalized the oil industry.

World System Theory

■ CORE CONCEPT 3: Capitalists’ responses to economic down-

turns and stagnation have driven a 500-year-plus economic 

expansion, which has facilitated interconnections between 

regional and national economies. World system theory 
focuses on the forces underlying the development of eco-
nomic transactions that transcend national boundar-
ies (see Chapter 8). In particular, world system theorists 
identify profit-generating strategies that have caused 
capitalism to dominate and facilitate a global network of 
economic relationships. These strategies, which have 
come in response to economic downturns and stagnation, 
include (1) finding ways to lower labor-associated produc-
tion costs (moving production facilities out of high-wage 
zones and into lower-wage zones inside or outside a coun-
try); (2) securing at the lowest possible price the raw mate-
rials needed to make products; (3) creating new products 
that consumers “need” to buy; (4) improving existing 
products and thus making previous versions obsolete; and 
(5) “redistributing” wealth to enable more people to pur-
chase products and services. Because of these strategies, 
capitalism has spread steadily throughout the globe. In 
addition, every country has come to play one of three 
different and unequal roles in the global economy: core, 
peripheral, or semiperipheral. 

Peripheral economies rely on a few commodities or even 
a single commodity, such as coffee, peanuts, or tobacco, or 
on a natural resource, such as oil, tin, copper, or zinc (Van 
Evera 1990). Core economies include the wealthiest, most 
highly diversifi ed economies with strong, stable govern-
ments. When economic activity weakens in core econo-
mies, the economies of other countries suffer, because 
exports to core economies decline and price levels fall. 
Semiperipheral economies are characterized by moderate 
wealth (but extreme inequality) and moderately diverse 
economies. Semiperipheral economies exploit peripheral 
economies and are in turn exploited by core economies. 
Iraq is classifi ed as a peripheral economy, because of its 
extreme dependence on oil revenue. 

Iraq: A Peripheral or One-Commodity 
Economy

■ CORE CONCEPT 4: Peripheral economies are built upon a few 

commodities or a single commodity; thus, they are extremely 

vulnerable to fluctuations in price and demand. Peripheral 

economies have a dependent relationship with core econo-
mies that traces its roots to colonialism. Peripheral econo-
mies operate on the so-called fringes of the world economy. 
Most of the jobs that connect their workers to the world 
economy pay little and require few skills. Amid widespread 
and chronic poverty islands of greater economic activity 
may exist, including manufacturing zones and tourist 
attractions. 

Iraq lies in a region that holds two-thirds of the world’s 
known oil reserves. In addition, about half of the world’s 
total demand for oil is met by a handful of countries in the 
Middle East. After Saudi Arabia, Iraq possesses the largest 
amount of oil reserves in that region. Since the 1930s, its 
main export has been oil. In 1979 (the year Saddam Hus-
sein came to power) oil trade accounted for 83 percent of 
the country’s exports.

Of course, extreme dependence on one commodity 
causes many problems. First, fl uctuations in the price of 
that commodity can leave a government fl ush with money 
when prices rise and poor when prices fall, leading to cycles 
of wild government spending followed by drastic spend-
ing cuts. Second, strong oil revenues (which are collected 
in U.S. dollars) increase the value of a country’s currency, 
making it diffi cult for domestic manufacturers to produce 
goods at competitive prices for the world market. Conse-
quently, the country has relatively few manufacturing jobs 
and “the whole country suffers, since it loses the benefi ts—
such as technological innovation and good management—
that a strong domestic manufacturing sector can provide” 
(Birdsall and Subramanian 2004, p. 81). Third, corruption 
and political rivalries inevitably arise when a government or 
a few powerful people control a country’s natural resources, 
the distribution of those resources, and the revenues from 
them. Finally, governments presiding over economies that 
depend on one commodity do not have to tax their people 
to generate operating funds. While such a scenario might 
seem ideal to people who must pay taxes, it leaves citizens 
with “no effective mechanism by which to hold government 
accountable” (Birdsall and Subramanian 2004, p. 81).

Iraq’s experience with oil illustrates the problems that 
come with extreme dependence on a single commodity. 
Iraq suffered a severe blow when the international com-
munity denied it access to worldwide oil markets in 1990, 
after Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait. In August of that 
year, the UN Security Council issued Resolution 661, ask-
ing member and nonmember states not to import oil, 
other commodities, and products from Iraq and not to 
export any commodities and products to Iraq except for 
medical supplies and foodstuffs (Resolution 661, 1990). In 
1991 the UN assessed the situation in Iraq and reported 
that the Iraqi people faced imminent catastrophe, includ-
ing epidemic and famine, unless massive amounts of life-
supporting aid were delivered to them (United Nations 
2004). In response, the UN proposed the Oil-for-Food 
Program (OFFP). Not until December 1996 did the Iraqi 



government sign a memorandum of understanding, agree-
ing that the UN would oversee the program. At fi rst, Iraq 
was permitted to sell $4 billion worth of oil per year. This 
amount then increased to $10.5 billion per year, and even-
tually the cap was lifted altogether.

The Iraq Survey Group, a U.S.-led fact-fi nding mission, 
issued a 1,000-page report revealing a global-scale col-
lusion in which the Iraqi regime, UN offi cials, and con-
tractors in 40 countries sought to circumvent the OFFP. 
Apparently, Iraqi offi cials asked suppliers of supposedly 
essential goods and services to infl ate their bills by at least 
10 percent; then, upon being paid, the suppliers deposited 
the excess amount in a bank account accessible to Saddam 
Hussein. One estimate put the amount  of money siphoned 
from the OFFP at $10 billion (Raghavan 2004).

The United States: 
A Core Economy

■ CORE CONCEPT 5: Core economies are wealthy societies 

with highly diversified economies and secure, stable govern-

ments. According to the World Factbook (U.S. Central 
Intelligence Agency 2009), “the U.S. has the largest and 
most technologically powerful economy in the world.” 
The World Factbook (2009) also claims that “U.S. firms 
are at or near the forefront in technological advances, 
especially in computers and in medical, aerospace, and 
military equipment.” Since early 2008, the U.S. economy 
has been in a recession—a recession triggered by a variety 
of factors including the sub-prime mortgage crisis; invest-
ment, bank, and other financial services failures; falling 
home prices; and tight credit (see Chapter 1).

The United States is a consumption-oriented society. 
It represents 4.6 percent of the world’s population, yet it 
consumes 25 percent of oil and 40 percent of pharmaceu-
ticals. Per capita personal consumption (broadly defi ned 
as money spent on goods and services intended for indi-
vidual/household consumption or use) exceeds that of the 
European Union countries and Japan (see Table 11.1).

While it is diffi cult to give an exhaustive analysis of 
the largest economy in the world, we can highlight a few 
notable characteristics.

The Size of the U.S. Economy and Debt

As measured by GDP, the United States has the largest 
economy in the world at $14 trillion (U.S. Central Intelli-
gence Agency 2009). In per capita terms, the United States 
has the tenth highest per capita (per person) gross domes-
tic product in the world—$47,000—after Liechtenstein 
($118,000), Qatar ($103,500), Luxembourg ($81,100), Ber-
muda ($69,900), Kuwait ($57,400), Jersey ($57,000), Nor-
way ($55,200), Brunei ($52,000), and Singapore ($52,000) 
(U.S. Central Intelligence Agency 2009).

The U.S. national debt is $11.6 trillion, which is 81 per-
cent of the country’s GDP. The debt is climbing at a rate 
of $3.9 billion per day. If we consider the national debt 
in relation to the annual federal budget, which is about 
$3.1 trillion a year, the national debt is almost four times 
that. About $4.3 trillion of the $11.3 trillion in debt is held 
by other U.S. government entities, including the Social 
Security Trust Fund. Foreign investors and governments 
hold an estimated $4 trillion of the debt (see Figure 11.3). 
Other holders of national debt include U.S. state and local 
governments ($467 billion), individual investors ($423 
billion), and public and private pension funds ($319 bil-
lion) (MSNBC 2007; U.S. Department of Treasury 2009).

In addition to the national debt, total U.S. consumer 
debt (not counting mortgage debt) stands at $2.41 trillion, 
with $800 billion in credit card debt (Wyman 2009). If 
mortgage debt were counted, total consumer debt would 
be $9.3 trillion (U.S. Federal Reserve 2007). Each month, 
1 in every 15 credit card holders (6.5 percent) misses a 
credit card payment (Streitfeld 2009). Consumer credit 
card debt was such in 2008 that Bank of America waived 
late fees, lowered interest charges, and/or even reduced 
loan balances of more than 700,000 credit card holders. 
Other credit card companies offered similar incentives to 
encourage debt repayment (Dash 2009).

The large consumer debt has been building since the 
mid-1980s and indicates that U.S. consumption fueled 
by debt has played a key role in driving the domestic and 
global economy. As American spending has slowed due 
to the economic crisis, many foreign economies have 
been affected, especially in countries whose economies 
have been built around exports and savings, most nota-
bly Asian economies. In fact, the International Monetary 
Fund estimated the losses of the global economic crisis to 
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Table 11.1  Total Consumption and Per Capita Consumption 

      by United States Relative to the European 

      Union, Japan, China, and India

U.S. personal consumption far exceeds that of any other economy. 
Note that per capita personal consumption averages $31,596 for 
every man, woman, and child in the country. Per capita personal 
consumption in the United States is much greater than that of the 
European Union and Japan and far exceeds that of China and India.

 Total  Per Capita

 Personal  Personal

Country Consumption Consumption

United States $9.7 trillion $31,596

European Union $8.9 trillion $18,126

Japan $2.5 trillion $19,685

China $1.2 trillion $923

India $0.6 trillion $521

Sources: New York Times (2008); U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis (2009)
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as a house, that is associated with the debt. Stupid debt
results from using credit cards to fi nance spending sprees 
and impulse buying. Survival debt is debt acquired from 
using credit cards to pay living expenses associated with 
food, rent, and transportation (Hunt 2004). Although we 
cannot be sure how much of the total consumer debt can 
be classifi ed as stupid or survival, we can hypothesize that 
it is a signifi cant share.

The Trade Defi cit and Dependence on 
Oil and Mineral Imports

The overall U.S. trade defi cit—the difference between 
the dollar value of goods and services imported and 
exported—was $700.3 billion in 2008. That is, the United 
States imported $700 billion more than it exported. Figure 
11.4 in No Borders, No Boundaries shows the U.S. trade 
balance with individual countries.

If we break the trade defi cit into two parts—goods and 
services—we fi nd that the United States runs a surplus 
(+$119.1 billion) in services and a defi cit in goods (–$819.4 
billion). Petroleum imports accounted for 33 percent of the 
overall trade defi cit. The fact that 33 percent of the U.S. trade 
defi cit is related to oil imports points to a major weakness 
or vulnerability—the U.S. dependence on foreign sources 
for raw materials. According to the U.S. Department of 
Energy (2009), the United States produces approximately 
2.1 billion barrels of crude oil each year. This amount meets 
approximately 40 percent of the country’s crude oil needs. 
The United States must import the remaining 60 percent—
about 3.5 billion barrels (see Figure 11.5).

The extent of U.S. dependence on foreign oil becomes 
evident when we consider that the country has an esti-
mated 20.2 billion barrels of proven oil reserves—less than 
3 percent of the world’s total proven reserves (see Figure 
11.6). At the current rate of domestic production (40 per-
cent of need per year), these reserves will last about nine 

Each month in the United States, 1 in every 15 credit card holders (6.5 
percent) misses a payment.
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safe debt Debt secured through collateral, such as a house.

stupid debt Debt from using credit cards to fi nance spending sprees 
and impulse buying.

survival debt Debt from using credit cards to pay living expenses 
associated with food, rent, and transportation.
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▲ Figure 11.3 The Top Five Foreign Holders of the U.S. National Debt (in billions, October 2008)

The top foreign holder of the U.S. national debt is China. After China, Japan holds the second largest share of 
the national debt, followed by Britain and various Caribbean banking centers and oil-exporting countries.
Sources: U.S. Department of Treasury (2009); Washington Post (2009)

be $4.05 trillion. About 65 percent of that debt originates 
in the United States (Landler 2009).

After losing weight, Americans name managing debt 
and saving money as their top New Year’s resolutions (USA
.gov 2009). There are three different types of consumer 
debt—safe debt, stupid debt, and survival debt. Safe debt is 
secured debt; that is, debt secured through collateral, such 



years. If the United States could produce and refi ne 100 
percent of its crude oil needs, it would deplete the reserves 
in less than four years.

While most Americans are likely to know of their 
dependence on oil, they are not likely to know of the 
country’s dependence on imported minerals. The United 
States depends on foreign sources for 21 of the 24 major 
nonfuel minerals/metals; its reliance is 100 percent for the 
minerals/metals listed in Table 11.2. Notice that many of 
the minerals/metals listed relate to electronic equipments 
such as computers and cell phones.

One might speculate that worldwide demand for oil 
and minerals/metals will continue to increase, if only 
because China and India, home to 2.5 billion people, have 
experienced dramatic economic growth. This growth has 
increased their demand for these commodities. As the 
world’s demand for energy increases, the United States 
must address a critical question: How can a country with 
4.6 percent of the world’s population continue to consume 
40 percent of the world’s energy resources?
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U.S. Trade Defi cits and Surpluses with 

Countries of the World, 2008

Trade Balance

Trade Deficit

Trade Surplus

▲ Figure 11.4
Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Foreign Trade Division (2009)

United States has a trade defi cit. Its largest trade defi cit is 
with China (–$256 billion) and its smallest is with Bosnia 
and Herzegovina (–$4.7 million). The total trade defi cit 
represents 6.5 percent of U.S. GDP (total value of eco-
nomic activity) (Lynch 2008).

THE COUNTRIES SHOWN in dark blue represent those 
with which the United States has a trade surplus. Its larg-
est surplus is with the Netherlands (+$14.7 billion) and 
its smallest surplus is with Western Sahara (+$297 thou-
sand). The countries in light blue are those with which the 

Table 11.2  Strategic and Critical Materials for Which the 

       United States is 100 Percent Dependent on 

       Foreign Sources

U.S. dependence on oil makes the headlines, but the United 
States also relies on other nonfuel mineral materials. This chart 
shows some of the critical materials for which the United States 
relies completely on foreign sources. The chart also shows uses 
of those materials.

Material/Metal Uses

Arsenic Semiconductors, pyrotechnics, 
   insecticides

Columbium Specialty steels

Indium Semiconductors, metal organics, 
   light-emitting diodes

Manganese Specialty steels

Quartz crystals  Electronic and photonic devices
  (high purity) 

Scandium Refractory ceramics, aluminum alloys

Strontium Medium- or high-temperature fuel cells
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▲ Figure 11.5 Top 15 Countries from Which the United States Imports Petroleum, 2008

Source: U.S. Department of Energy (2009)

Decline in Union Membership

Of all workers in the United States, 12 percent (or 15.4 mil-
lion) are union members. Union affi liation varies by state. 
In four states, 20 percent or more of the workers belong 
to unions: Hawaii (24.7 percent), New York (24.4 percent), 
Alaska (22.2 percent), and New Jersey (20.1 percent). Five 
states report union affi liation of less than 5 percent of the 
workforce: North Carolina (3.3 percent), South Carolina 
(3.3 percent), Virginia (4.0 percent), Georgia (4.4 percent), 
and Texas (4.9 percent) (U.S. Department of Labor 2007c). 
Unions, or organized labor, seek to maintain and some-
times improve workers’ pay, benefi ts, and working condi-
tions. Ideally, they also strive to ensure that the workplace 
remains secure for future generations of workers.

Union membership in the United States has declined 
from a high of 35 percent of the workforce in the 1950s to 
12 percent in 2006 (U.S. Department of Labor 2007c). The 
steady drop in union membership over the past 30 years has 
been connected to many factors, including the following:

• The declining signifi cance of the manufacturing sec-
tor (the traditional base of union membership) in the 
overall economy.

• Increasing percentages of females in the workforce 
(who have tended to work in nonunion positions).

• Increasing global competition (which has added pressure 
to keep wages down and minimize union infl uence).

As part of the 2008–2009 $17.4 billion federal bail-
out of the automobile industry, the United Automobile 
Workers (UAW) was forced to take a 20 percent cut in 
hourly wages. The rationale behind such a cut was that 
the higher wages and costly benefi t packages, includ-
ing health insurance and retirement benefi ts, were key 
factors in American automakers’ inability to compete 
against foreign counterparts. Union leaders counter that 
unions are a necessary force against corporate desire to 
lower wages and reduce or eliminate benefi ts. Unions (as a 
group) are visible supporters of Democratic candidates—
as evidenced by the $50 million they contributed during 



The tertiary sector encompasses economic activities 
related to delivering services such as health care or enter-
tainment and those activities related to creating and dis-
tributing information. One way to identify the relative 
importance of each sector of an economy is by determining 
how much it contributes to the gross domestic product 
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▲ Figure 11.6 Amount of Proven Reserves of Crude Oil (in millions of barrels)

The map shows that there are 4.2 million barrels of known crude oil in the state of Alaska. Texas has 5.1 billion barrels within its bor-
ders. How do we assess the amount of oil in Alaska? One way is to place this fi gure in the context of annual consumption. The United 
States consumes 20 million barrels of oil per day; that translates into 7.3 billion barrels per year. Alaska, with 4.2 billion barrels, con-
tains enough oil to satisfy six months of oil demand. The Arctic National Wildlife Refuge (ANWR) is believed to contain about 1.9 billion 
barrels of known oil, the equivalent of about three months of oil consumption. Some government geologists believe that there could be 
an additional 10 billion barrels of oil waiting to be discovered, an amount equivalent to 1.5 years of consumption.
Source: United States Energy Information Agency (2008)

primary sector Economic activities that generate or extract raw 
materials from the natural environment.

secondary sector Economic activities that transform raw materials 
from the primary sector into manufactured goods.

tertiary sector Economic activities related to delivering services 
such as health care or entertainment and those activities related to 
creating and distributing information.

gross domestic product (GDP) The monetary value of the goods 
and services that a nation’s workforce produces in a year or some 
other time period.

the 2008 election cycle, an amount greater than any other 
category of contributors (Center for Responsive Politics 
2009). Unions pushed for the passage of the Employee 
Free Choice Act, which would signifi cantly change the 
six-decade-old labor laws, making it easier for workers 
who want unions to form them and to negotiate contracts 
with employers (Library of Congress 2009).

A Tertiary Sector That Dominates 
the Economy

We can think of an economy as being comprised of three 
sectors: primary, secondary, and tertiary. The primary sec-
tor includes economic activities that generate or extract 
raw materials from the natural environment. Mining, fi sh-
ing, growing crops, raising livestock, drilling for oil, and 
planting and harvesting forest products are examples. The 
secondary sector consists of economic activities that trans-
form raw materials from the primary sector into manufac-
tured goods.
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(GDP), the monetary value of the goods and services that 
a nation’s workforce produces in a year or some other time 
period (see Chart 11.1). Agriculture accounts for less than 
1 percent of the United States GDP, and the manufactur-
ing sector accounts for 20.9 percent. The tertiary sector 
accounts for 78.5 percent of the GDP (U.S. Central Intel-
ligence Agency 2008).

A Sustained Period in Which Job Losses
Outpaced Job Creation

Since the economic crisis began in December 2007, 6.5 mil-
lion net jobs were lost in 16 months’ time. The extent of 
the economic crisis cannot be measured only by job loss. 
By April 2009, 24 million Americans—16 percent of the 
workforce—were looking for work, working fewer hours 
than they would like, or so discouraged that they gave up 
looking for work. Putting this many people back to work 
will take years, even in the event of a recovery (Uchitelle 
2009). The unemployment statistics offer some insights 
about occupational categories that have been most and least 
affected. According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 
(2009), the fi ve occupational categories most affected by job 
loss as measured by percentage of people unemployed are:

• Construction and extraction occupations 19.7

• Farming, fi shing, forestry 15.2

• Production (manufacturing) 14.7

• Cleaning and maintenance 12.0

• Food preparation and serving-related occupations 9.6

The occupations least affected by job loss as measured 
by percentage of people unemployed are:

• Health care practitioner and 

 technical occupations 1.8

• Education, training, and library 2.6

• Legal occupations 3.1

• Life, physical, and social services 2.4

• Community and social services 3.9

In assessing the least and most affected occupations, 
think about where those once employed in each of the fi ve 
job categories with highest unemployment will fi nd work. 
One answer is to look for occupations in which unemploy-
ment rates are low. How easy do you think it is for those 
in construction or food preparation to make a transition 
to an occupation in health care, law, or education? Some 
groups have been more affected by the economy than oth-
ers. Table 11.3 shows that 1 in 10 males was unemployed in 
2009 and that young males were especially vulnerable to 
job loss. Of course, these rates vary by race and ethnicity 

Strontium, an essential metal used to make fuel cells that power 
alternative fuel vehicles, cannot be obtained in the United States. China 
is the top producer of strontium; it is believed to have 66 percent of the 
world’s strontium within its borders. Spain and Mexico also have signifi -
cant amount within their borders (British Geological Survey 2008).
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Chart 11.1 Gross Domestic Product by Industry in Current 

       Dollars as a Percentage of Gross Domestic 

       Product, 2007

In 2007, the GDP of the United States was $13.9 trillion. Which 
industry contributed the most to the GDP? Which contributed the 
least? Why do you think agriculture and mining are so low? Notice 
that fi nance, insurance, and real estate account for almost 18 per-
cent of GDP. Services, government, education, and transportation 
are part of the tertiary sector.
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as well, with overall black unemployment standing at 15 
percent and black teen unemployment at 34.7 percent.

Political Systems and Authority

A society’s political system is the institution that regu-
lates the use of and access to the power that is essential 
to articulating and realizing individual, local, regional, 
national, international, or global interests and agendas. 
Power is the probability that an individual can achieve his 
or her will, even against another individual’s opposition 
(Weber 1947). That probability increases if the individual 
can force people to obey his or her commands or if the 
individual has authority over others.

■ CORE CONCEPT 6: When people believe that power differ-

ences are legitimate, those with power possess authority, 

which may be classified as charismatic, traditional, or legal-

rational. Authority is legitimate power—power that people 
believe is just and proper. A leader has authority to the extent 
that people view him or her as being entitled to give orders. 
Max Weber identified three types of authority: traditional, 
charismatic, and legal-rational. Traditional authority relies 
on the sanctity of time-honored norms that govern the 
selection of someone to a powerful position (such as chief, 
king, or queen) and that specify responsibilities and con-
duct appropriate for the individual selected. People comply 
with a leader because they believe they are accountable to 
the past and have an obligation to perpetuate it. (Their rea-

soning is apt to be, “It has always been like that.”) To give up 
past ways of doing things is to renounce a heritage and an 
identity (Boudon and Bourricaud 1989). 

Charismatic authority derives from the exceptional 
and exemplary qualities of the person who issues com-
mands. That is, charismatic leaders are obeyed, because 
their followers believe in and are attracted irresistibly to 
the leaders’ vision. These leaders, by virtue of their spe-
cial qualities, can unleash revolutionary changes; they 
can persuade their followers to behave in ways that depart 
from rules and traditions.

Charismatic leaders often emerge during times of pro-
found crisis (such as economic depressions and wars), 
because in these situations, people are most likely to be 
drawn to someone with exceptional personal qualities who 
offers them a vision of a new order. A charismatic leader 
is more than popular, attractive, likable, or pleasant. A 
merely popular person, “even one who is continually in 
our thoughts” (Boudon and Bourricaud 1989, p. 70), is not 
someone for whom we would break all previous ties and 
give up our possessions. Charismatic leaders successfully 
persuade their followers to make extraordinary personal 
sacrifi ces, cut themselves off from ordinary worldly con-
nections, or devote their lives to achieving a vision that the 
leaders have outlined.

The source of a charismatic leader’s authority, however, 
does not rest with the ethical quality of the command or 
vision. Adolf Hitler, Franklin D. Roosevelt, Mao Zedong, 
and Winston Churchill were all charismatic leaders. Each 
assumed leadership of a country during turbulent times. 
Likewise, each conveyed a powerful vision (right or wrong) 
of his country’s destiny.

Charismatic authority results from the intense rela-
tionships between leaders and followers. From a relational 
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Table 11.3  Unemployment Rates by Age and Sex,  

       April 2009

Which age-sex category has the highest unemployment rate? 
Which has the lowest? Why do you think this is the case? Keep 
in mind that the unemployment rate considers job loss among 
those actively looking for work; it does not consider discouraged 
workers.

 Unemployment Rate

 Males Females

16 years and over 10.0 7.6

16 to 17 years 26.3 19.9

18 to 19 years 25.3 17.1

20 years and over 9.4 7.1

20 to 24 years 17.5 11.5

25 to 54 years 8.8 6.7

25 to 34 years 11.1 7.9

35 to 44 years 8.2 6.7

45 to 54 years 7.1 5.7

55 years and over 6.7 No data

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2009)

political system A socially created institution that regulates the 
use of and access to power that is essential to articulating and 
realizing individual, local, regional, national, international, or global 
interests and agendas.

power The probability that an individual can achieve his or her will 
even against another individual’s opposition.

authority Legitimate power in which people believe that the differ-
ences in power are just and proper—that is, people view a leader as 
being entitled to give orders.

traditional authority A type of authority that relies on the sanctity 
of time-honored norms that govern the selection of someone to a 
powerful position (chief, king, queen) and that specify responsibili-
ties and appropriate conduct for the individual selected.

charismatic authority A type of authority that derives from the 
exceptional and exemplary qualities of the person who issues the 
commands.
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point of view, then, charisma is a highly unequal “power-
relationship between an inspired guide and a cohort of 
followers” who believe wholeheartedly in the guide’s prom-
ises and visions (Boudon and Bourricaud 1989, p. 70).

Over time, charismatic leaders and their followers 
come to constitute an “emotional community” devoted to 
achieving a goal and sustained by a belief in the leaders’ 
special qualities. Weber argues, however, that eventually 
the followers must be able to return to a normal life and 
to develop relationships with one another based on some-
thing other than their connections to the leader. Attraction 
and devotion cannot sustain a community indefi nitely, if 
only because the object of these emotions—the charis-
matic leader—is mortal. 

Legal-rational authority derives from a system of 
impersonal rules that formally specify the qualifi ca-

tions for occupying a powerful position. These rules also 
specify the scope of that power and appropriate conduct. 
In cases of legal-rational authority, people comply with 
commands, decisions, and directives because the power 
belongs to the position, and by extension, to the person 
occupying the position.

Forms of Government

■ CORE CONCEPT 7: Government is an organizational struc-

ture that directs and coordinates people acting in the name 

of a country or some other political entity. That structure may 

be democratic, authoritarian, totalitarian, or theocratic. Gov-
ernment is the organizational structure that directs and 
coordinates people’s involvement in the political and eco-
nomic activities of a country or some other territory, such 
as a city, county, or state. In this chapter, we consider four 
forms of government: democracy, totalitarianism, author-
itarianism, and theocracy.

Democracy

Sir Winston Churchill, the prime minister of the United 
Kingdom during World War II, once said that “democracy 
is the worst form of government except for all others that 
have been tried” (wordiq.com 2004a). Democracy is a sys-
tem of government in which power is vested in the citizens 

From the U.S. government’s point of view, one measure of success in Iraq has been the holding of elections. Here Iraqi soldiers line up to vote 
(left) and an Iraqi voter pulls out a fi nger soaked in indelible ink to show a vote was cast.
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legal-rational authority A type of authority that rests on a system 
of impersonal rules that formally specifi es the qualifi cations for 
occupying a powerful position.

government The organizational structure that directs and coordi-
nates people’s involvement in the political activities of a country or 
other territory (city, county, state) within that country.

democracy A system of government in which power is vested in the 
citizen body, and in which members of that citizen body participate 
directly or indirectly in the decision-making process.



or “the people” and in which the citizenry participates 
directly or indirectly in making decisions. Usually, the size 
of the citizen population makes direct participation impos-
sible. Therefore, decision making usually takes place indi-
rectly, through elected representatives; this indirect form of 
governance is known as representative democracy. Repre-
sentative democracies hold free elections and, theoretically, 
give every citizen the right to vote. In a democracy, political 
candidates and parties can campaign in opposition to the 
party holding power, and the choice of candidates is not 
limited to a single party. In addition, when a majority of 
citizens votes to change the party in power, an orderly and 
peaceful transition in government occurs. In democracies, 
elected representatives legislate; vote on taxes; control the 
budget; and debate, support, question, discuss, criticize, 
and oppose government policies.

Democratic forms of government extend basic rights 
to all of their citizens (and legal residents). These rights 
include freedom of speech, movement, religion, press, and 
assembly (that is, the right to form and belong to parties 
and other associations) as well as freedom from “arbitrary 
arrest and imprisonment” (Bullock 1977, pp. 210–211). 
Other characteristics of democracies include free and fair 
elections, a constitution that sets limits on executive and 
other powers, access to alternative information sources 
(free press), and an educated or informed citizenry.

Today Iraq is classifi ed as a representative democracy 
(parliamentary in form). In June 2005, elections were 
held for a 275-member national Council of Representa-
tives. The council elected Jalal Talabani as president of the 
Republic of Iraq. 

Although the United States, a world superpower, is also 
classifi ed as a representative democracy, not everyone who 
is eligible to vote does vote. In the 2008 presidential elec-
tion, 64.9 percent of those eligible to vote actually voted. 
Barack Obama received 52.9 percent of all votes actually 
cast but only 33.4 percent of all votes Americans were eli-
gible to cast. The percentages of voting-age Americans who 
reported being registered to vote varied dramatically by age 
and racial or ethnic classifi cation. It is striking that only 
54.9 percent of people classifi ed as Hispanic or Latino and 
58.5 percent of those aged 18–24 reported being registered. 
In contrast, 72.0 percent of voting-age people classifi ed as 
white and 78.1 percent of those aged 65 and older reported 
being registered (U.S. Census Bureau 2009).

In light of these statistics, we might question whether 
elected offi cials represent everyone or just those groups 
who are likely to vote. We might also question whether 
elected offi cials represent all voters or whether they simply 
serve the powerful constituents who donate generously to 
their campaigns.

In assessing whether a form of government is a true 
democracy, it is important to consider who has the right to 
vote. At one time or another, many governments classifi ed 

as democratic have—on the basis of race, sex, income, prop-
erty, criminal status, mental health, religion, age, or other 
characteristics—excluded portions of their populations 
from decision making (Creighton 1992, pp. 430–431).

Totalitarianism

Totalitarianism is a system of government characterized 
by (1) a single ruling party led by a dictator, (2) an unchal-
lenged offi cial ideology that defi nes a vision of the “perfect” 
society and the means to achieve that vision, (3) a system 
of social control that suppresses dissent, and (4) cen-
tralized control over the media and the economy. Ideo-
logical goals vary but may include overthrowing capitalist 
and foreign infl uences (as in China under Mao Zedong), 
creating the perfect race (as in Germany under Hitler), 
or meeting certain economic and development goals (as 
during China’s Great Leap Forward). Whatever the gov-
ernment’s goals, the political leaders, the military, and the 
secret police intimidate and mobilize the masses to help 
the state meet the goals (see Chapter 7 for an example—
China’s Cultural Revolution).

Totalitarian governments are products of the 20th 
century, because by that time technologies existed that 
allowed a few people in power to control the behavior of 
the masses and the information the masses could hear. 
Many of the governments labeled as totalitarian have fol-
lowed Communist principles. Traditionally, Communist 
governments instituted polices that outlawed private own-
ership of property, supported the equal distribution of 
wealth, and offered status and power to the working class 
(proletariat). Communist leaders mobilized the masses 
to help them realize Communist principles and to bring 
about economic changes that benefi ted everyone, not just 
the upper and middle classes.

The Soviet Union under the leadership of Joseph Stalin 
provides one example of how Communist ideals were put 
into practice and helps to explain why most Communist 
governments eventually collapsed. Stalin believed that if 
the Soviet Union did not become industrialized, it could 
not compete with European nations that were expanding 
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representative democracy A system of government in which 
decision making takes place indirectly through elected 
representatives.

totalitarianism A system of government characterized by (1) a 
single ruling party led by a dictator, (2) an unchallenged offi cial 
ideology that defi nes a vision of the “perfect” society and the means 
to achieve that vision, (3) a system of social control that suppresses 
dissent and opposition, and (4) centralized control over the media 
and the economy.
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their territories and fi ghting to gain infl uence. He main-
tained that the Soviet Union was 50 years behind these 
countries and that the gap must be closed within 10 years. 
To accomplish this goal, Stalin conducted a reign of ter-
ror. He forced millions of peasants to work in factories, 
seized millions of private land holdings, and created mas-
sive state-owned agricultural collectives. In addition, he 
controlled a brutal system of repression (characterized 
by secret police, forced labor camps, mass deportations, 
and purges) as means of controlling or eliminating any-
one who opposed him, or was even suspected of opposing 
him. This system was so relentless and brutal that it caused 
the death of more than 20 million people. Because Stalin 
controlled and censored all mass media, Soviet people 
learned only about his vision of socialism and heard only 

good things about his policies. In addition, Stalin strength-
ened the government’s control over the economy so that 
state bureaucrats decided what should be produced, how 
much should be produced, how much the products should 
cost, and where they should be distributed.

Authoritarianism

Under authoritarian government, no separation of pow-
ers exists; a single person (a dictator), a group (a family, the 
military, a single party), or a social class holds all power. 
No offi cial ideology projects a vision of the “perfect” soci-
ety or guides the government’s political or economic poli-
cies. Indeed, authoritarian leaders do not seek to mobilize 
the masses to help realize a vision or meet ideological 
goals. Instead, the government functions to serve those 
in power, who may or may not be interested in the gen-
eral welfare of the people. Common to all authoritarian 
systems is the “leader’s freedom to exercise power without 
restraint, unencumbered by a commitment to law, ideol-
ogy, or values” (Chehabi and Linz 1998).

How does a single person, a group, or a social class gain 
control of an entire country? The political culture must 
be amenable to personal leadership. Authoritarian leaders 
typically receive support from a foreign government that 
expects to benefi t from their leadership (Buckley 1998). 
During the Cold War, for example, the United States sup-
ported anti-Communist dictators and the Soviet Union 
supported anti-capitalist dictators. Between 1945 and 1989, 
the foreign and domestic policies of the United States and 
the Soviet Union were shaped largely by Cold War dynam-
ics. Virtually every U.S. policy—from the 1949 Marshall 
Plan to the covert aid given to the Contra guerrillas dur-
ing the Reagan administration—was shaped in some way 
by America’s professed desire to protect the world from 
Soviet infl uence and the spread of Communism, even to 
the point of supporting antidemocratic, brutally repres-
sive authoritarian regimes (McNamara 1989).

Making a clear-cut distinction between totalitarian and 
authoritarian governments is diffi cult. In the early 1980s, 
the U.S. Ambassador to the United Nations, Jeanne Kirkpat-
rick, distinguished between totalitarian and authoritarian 
governments by using a “lesser of two evils” principle. That 
principle holds that authoritarian dictatorships are likely 
to be anti-Communist and not “ideology” driven, whereas 
Communist dictatorships are likely to be totalitarian. Both 
control  and punish those who oppose them, but totalitar-
ian dictatorships go even further, in that they seek to con-
trol thoughts and beliefs.  Both use propaganda as a method 
of social control, totalitarian regimes use propaganda and 
brainwashing. Kirkpatrick maintained that authoritarian 
regimes are the lesser of two evils, because they are not ideo-
logically driven and because they do not engage in thought 
control. Kirkpatrick also argued that, in its effort to defeat 
Communism, the United States could support authoritarian 

After Saddam Hussein took control of Iraq in 1979, the United States 
both supported and opposed him. Here Hussein is shown addressing 
the Iraqi Special Tribunal at his trial for crimes against humanity. The 
tribunal sentenced him to death by hanging, and the sentence was car-
ried out on December 30, 2006.
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authoritarian government A system of government in which there 
is no separation of power and a single person (dictator), group (family, 
military, single party), or social class holds all power.



regimes because they posed less of a danger to the American 
way of life and were more capable of reform.

Saddam Hussein is one example of an authoritarian 
leader whom the U.S. government both supported and 
opposed. The U.S. government supported Hussein during 
the Iran-Iraq War—even though he invaded Iran, abused 
the human rights of Iraqi citizens, used chemical weap-
ons on Iranians and his own people, and clearly hoped to 
produce nuclear weapons. Of course, the U.S. government 
opposed Hussein during and after the 1991 Gulf War. In 
2003 it invaded Iraq and deposed Hussein—primarily, it 
claimed, because the dictator had been secretly develop-
ing and building “weapons of mass destruction.” When 
no evidence of such weapons turned up, the U.S. govern-
ment justifi ed the invasion on the grounds that Hussein 
had abused the human rights of Iraqi citizens and used 
chemical weapons against his own people.

Theocracy

Theocracy, which means “rule of the deity,” is a form of 
government in which political authority rests in the hands 
of religious leaders or a theologically trained elite group. 
The primary purpose of a theocracy is to uphold divine 
laws in its policies and practices. Thus, it recognizes no 
legal separation of church and state.

Government policies and laws correspond to religious 
principles and laws. Contemporary examples of theocra-
cies include the Vatican under the pope, Afghanistan under 
the Taliban, and Iran under Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. In 
other forms of theocracy, power is shared by a secular ruler 
(such as a king) and a religious leader (such as a pope or 
an ayatollah), or by secular government leaders who are 
devoted to the principles of the dominant religion. At one 
time, England was dominated by the Anglican Church, 
France by the Roman Catholic Church, and Sweden by 
the Lutheran Church. Today Saudi Arabia is a monarchy 
whose head of state and government is a king, not a reli-
giously trained leader; its constitution and legal system, 
however, are grounded in Islamic laws and principles.

Since the removal of Saddam Hussein from power in 
March 2003, “the scare word in American debates about 
Iraq is ‘theocracy’—as in ‘If we don’t stay the course the 
result could be a theocracy’ like that of Iran, Afghanistan, 
or Saudi Arabia” (Bulliet 2004). In assessing this claim, it is 
important to remember that many of Iraq’s most prominent 
religious leaders reject the Iranian model of theocracy. 

Power-Sharing Models

There are two models of power sharing: the power elite 
and pluralistic models. The two models help us to evaluate 
whether an elite few hold the power in society or whether 
power is dispersed among competing interest groups. In 

addition to elite and pluralist models, which help us to 
understand how power is distributed within societies, we 
will consider concepts such as imperialism and hegemony, 
which focus our attention on unequal power relations 
between countries. 

The Power Elite

■ CORE CONCEPT 8: The power elite consists of people whose 

positions in the military, the government, and the largest cor-

porations are so high that their decisions affect the lives of mil-

lions, even billions, of people. Sociologist C. Wright Mills 
wrote about the connection between government, indus-
try, and the military in The Power Elite (1956). The power 
elite are those few people who occupy such lofty positions 
in the social structure of leading institutions that their 
decisions affect millions, even billions, of people world-
wide. For the most part, the source of this power is legal-
rational—residing not in the personal qualities of those in 
power, but rather in the positions that the power elite have 
come to occupy. “Were the person occupying the position 
the most important factor, the stock market would pay 
close attention to retirements, deaths, and replacements in 
the executive ranks” (Galbraith 1958, p. 146).

The power elite use their positions, and the tools of their 
positions, to rule, control, and infl uence others. These 
tools might include weapons, surveillance equipment, and 
specialized modes of communication. According to C. 
Wright Mills, since World War II, rapid advances in tech-
nology have allowed power to become concentrated in the 
hands of a few; those with access to such power exercise 
an extraordinary infl uence over not only their immedi-
ate environment, but also millions of people, tens of thou-
sands of communities, entire countries, and the globe.

In writing about the power elite, Mills does not focus 
on any single individual, but rather on those who occupy 
the highest positions in the leading U.S. institutions. 
According to Mills, these leading institutions are the 
military, corporations (especially the 200 or so largest), 
and the government. “The power to make decisions of 
national and international consequence is now so clearly 
seated in political, military, and economic institutions that 
other areas of society seem off to the side and, on occasion, 
readily subordinated to these” (Mills 1963, p. 27).
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theocracy A form of government in which political authority rests 
in the hands of religious leaders or a theologically trained elite. 
Under this system, there is no separation of church and state. 

power elite Those few people who occupy such lofty positions in 
the social structure of leading institutions that their decisions have 
consequences affecting millions of people worldwide.
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The origins of these institutions’ power can be 
traced to World War II, when the political elite mobilized 
corporations to produce the supplies, weapons, and equip-
ment needed to fi ght the war. U.S. corporations, which were 
left unscathed by the war, were virtually the only institu-
tions in the world that could offer the services and products 
war-torn countries needed for rebuilding. The interests of 
the U.S. government, the military, and corporations became 
further intertwined when the political elite decided that a 
permanent war industry was needed to contain the spread 
of Communism. Thus, over the past 45 to 50 years, these 
three institutions have become deeply and intricately inter-
related in hundreds of ways (see Working for Change).

Consider that each year the U.S. Department of 
Defense (2009) awards more than 60 million contracts to 

more than 2,000 businesses. The value of these contracts 
ranges from less than $25,000 to $21.9 billion. Figure 11.7 
shows the top 10 military contractors for fi scal years 2006 
and 2007. In evaluating this list, think about Lockheed 
Martin’s dependence on the military-industrial complex. 
More than 92 percent of its sales are to the U.S. Depart-
ment of Defense, the Department of Homeland Security, 
and other U.S. government agencies (Lockheed Martin, 
2007b). For fi scal years 2006–2007, the company received 
$74.6 billion in Pentagon contracts, nearly three-quarters 
of which were won through less than full and open compe-
tition (Makinson 2004). Department of Defense and other 
government contracts support 140,000 Lockheed employ-
ees working in 939 facilities in 457 cities in 45 states and 56 
countries and territories (Lockheed Martin 2009). 

 WORKING FOR CHANGE

 President Eisenhower’s Farewell Warning

 We must never let the weight of this combination 
endanger our liberties or democratic processes. We should 
take nothing for granted. Only an alert and knowledgeable 
citizenry can compel the proper meshing of the huge indus-
trial and military machinery of defense with our peaceful 
methods and goals, so that security and liberty may prosper 
together.

Source: Eisenhower (1961). 

The 34th president of the United States, Dwight D. Eisenhower, was also 
a fi ve-star general.  
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WHEN PRESIDENT DWIGHT D. Eisenhower (a former 
fi ve-star general who served in World War II) left offi ce in 
1961 after two terms, he issued a warning and a challenge 
to the American people. The warning concerned the “mili-
tary-industrial complex,” and the challenge was to contain 
it. As you read the following portion of Eisenhower’s fare-
well speech, consider whether we have heeded his warning.

Until the latest of our world confl icts, the United States had 
no armaments industry. American makers of plowshares 
could, with time and as required, make swords as well. 
But now we can no longer risk emergency improvisation 
of national defense; we have been compelled to create a 
permanent armaments industry of vast proportions. Added 
to this, three and a half million men and women are directly 
engaged in the defense establishment. We annually spend 
on military security more than the net income of all United 
States corporations. 
 This conjunction of an immense military establish-
ment and a large arms industry is new in the American 
experience. The total infl uence—economic, political, even 
spiritual—is felt in every city, every state house, every offi ce 
of the Federal government. We recognize the imperative 
need for this development. Yet we must not fail to compre-
hend its grave implications. Our toil, resources and liveli-
hood are all involved; so is the very structure of our society.
 In the councils of government, we must guard against 
the acquisition of unwarranted infl uence, whether sought 
or unsought, by the military-industrial complex. The poten-
tial for the disastrous rise of misplaced power exists and 
will persist. 



Lockheed Martin’s board of directors includes a former 
chairman of the U.S. president’s National Security Telecom-
munication Advisory Committee; a former undersecretary 
of defense; a former Pentagon assistant director of defense 
research and engineering; a former commissioner of the 
Social Security Administration; a former chair and perma-
nent member of the board of directors of the Armed Forces 
Communication and Electronics Association; and a retired 
commander, U.S. European Command, and Supreme Allied 
Commander, Europe, NATO (Lockheed Martin 2007).

Because the military, government, and corporations 
are so interdependent and because decisions made by the 
elite of one sector affect the elite of the other two sectors, 
Mills believes that everyone has a vested interest in coop-
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To get an idea of the extent to which government, military, and corpo-
rate interests became intertwined during World War II, consider these 
two images. The poster, issued by the U.S. Navy, shows the worker and 
the soldier as the combination needed for victory. The photograph 
shows female workers at a Long Beach, California, Douglas Aircraft 
Company plant installing fi xtures and assemblies to a tail fuselage 
section of a B-17 bomber. 
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Company Name Percentage of Revenue Derived from Defense Contracts2007 2006

Awards (Billion $)

0 20 40 60 80 100

92.0
48.0

95.0
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79.0
93.0

21.3
81.0

53.6
16.0

Lockheed Martin Corporation

Boeing Company

BAE Systems

Northrop Grumman Corporation

General Dynamics Corporation

Raytheon Company

EADS

L-3 Communications

Finmeccanica

United Technologies

38.5

32.1

29.8

24.6

21.5

19.8

12.2

11.2

10.6

8.8

36.1

32.4

25.1

23.6

18.8

19.5

13.2

10.0

9.1

7.7

▲ Figure 11.7 Top 10 Military Contractors for Fiscal Years 2006 and 2007

The U.S. Department of Defense awards hundreds of billions of dollars in contracts each year. More than one-third of this amount goes to the 10 com-
panies listed in the table. What companies depend almost exclusively on government contracts?
Source: U.S. Department of Defense (2009)
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eration. Shared interests cause those who occupy the high-
est positions in each sector to interact with one another. 
Out of necessity, then, a triangle of power has emerged. 
We should not assume, however, that the alliance among 
the three sectors is untroubled, that the powerful in each 
realm share the same mindset, that they know the con-
sequences of their decisions, or that they are joined in a 
conspiracy to shape the fate of a country or the globe.

At the same time it is clear that they know what is on each oth-

er’s minds. Whether they come together casually at their clubs 

or hunting lodges, or slightly more formally at the Business 

Advisory Council or the Committee for Economic Develop-

ment or the Foreign Policy Association, they are defi nitely not 

isolated from each other. Informal conversation elicits plans, 

hopes, and expectations. There is a community of interest and 

sentiment among the elite. (Hacker 1971, p. 141)

Mills gives no detailed examples of the actual decision-
making process at the power elite level, nor does he assess 
the players’ motives. Instead, he focuses on understanding 
the consequences of this alliance. Mills acknowledges that 
the power elite are not free agents subject to no controls. A 
chief executive offi cer of a major corporation is answerable 
to unions, the Occupational Safety and Health Adminis-
tration, the Food and Drug Administration, and perhaps 
other regulatory bodies. Pentagon offi cials are subject 
to congressional investigations and budget constraints. 
Defense contractors must be aware of the Federal False 
Claims Act, which gives a share in the settlement to any 
employee who can prove that the contractor has defrauded 
the government (Stevenson 1991). The president of the 
United States is constrained by bureaucratic “red tape” 
and by the judicial and legislative branches. A pluralist 
model of power acknowledges these constraints and offers 
an alternative vision of how power is distributed. 

Pluralist Models

■ CORE CONCEPT 9: Pluralist models view politics as a plurality 

of special-interest groups competing, compromising, forming alli-

ances, and negotiating with each other for power. A pluralist 
model views politics as an arena of compromise, alliances, 
and negotiation among many competing special-interest 
groups, and it views power as something dispersed among 
those groups. Special-interest groups consist of people 
who share an interest in a particular economic, political, or 
social issue and who form an organization or join an existing 
organization to influence public opinion and government 
policy. Some special-interest groups form political action 
committees (PACs), which raise money to be donated to 
the political candidates who seem most likely to support 
their special interests. Examples of the more than 4,500 
registered PACs listed among the top 20 contributors to 
2005–2006 U.S. political campaigns included the National 
Association of Realtors ($4.0 million), International Broth-
erhood of Electrical Workers ($3.3 million), AT&T ($3.1 
million), American Bankers ($2.9 million), National Beer 
Wholesalers ($2.9 million), National Auto Dealers ($2.9 
million), International Association of Firefighters ($2.7 
million) (Center for Responsive Politics, 2009).

 Another kind of special-interest group is the 527 group.  
This is a tax-exempt advocacy organization that seeks to 
infl uence federal elections by running issue-related adver-
tisements criticizing the record of a candidate or by mobi-
lizing voters to register and vote. Prominent 527 groups in 
the 2008 U.S. presidential election included MoveOn.org 
and The Fund for America (Center for Responsive Politics 
2009b). Together these two organizations spent $50 million.

According to the pluralist model, no single special-
interest group dominates the U.S. political system. Rather, 
competing groups thrive and can express their views 
through opinion polls, unions, protests, e-mails, and PACs. 
“If a variety of interest groups are able to exercise power 
and infl uence in the system through a variety of means, 
then the system, with all its fl aws, can be considered dem-
ocratic” (Creighton 1992). One problem with the pluralist 
model is that, even though several thousand PACs operate 
in the U.S. political arena, we cannot conclude that every 
special-interest group has enough resources to organize 
and donate enough money to defend its interests.

The pluralist model helps us to think about the many 
groups in Iraq competing for representation: Shiites, 
Sunni Muslims, Kurds, ethnic Turks, and Assyrian Chris-
tians. While we may think of Iraq as consisting of ethnic 
and religious groups, some scholars maintain that the real 
divisions are tribal. Iraq is home to “100 major tribes, 25 
tribal confederations and several hundred cohesive clans” 
(Sachs 2004). Strong family bonds hold tribes together, 
as evidenced by the fact the 50 percent of Iraqi marriages 
are between fi rst and second cousins and the divorce rate 
among participants in these marriages is less than 2 per-

pluralist model A model that views politics as an arena of com-
promise, alliances, and negotiation among many competing and 
different special-interest groups, and power as something that is 
dispersed among those groups.

special-interest groups Groups composed of people who share an 
interest in a particular economic, political, and social issue and who 
form an organization or join an existing organization with the goal of 
infl uencing public opinion and government policy.

political action committees (PACs) Committees that raise money 
to be donated to the political candidates most likely to support their 
special interests.

527 group A tax-exempt advocacy organization that seeks to 
infl uence federal elections by running issue-related advertisements 
criticizing the record of a candidate or by mobilizing voters to 
register and vote.



cent. These extraordinarily strong family bonds compli-
cate the road to democracy, because in theory, democracies 
depend on individuals who value public good over family 
obligation (Tierney 2003).

Imperialism and Related Concepts 

■ CORE CONCEPT 10: Empire, imperialism, hegemony, and 

militarism are concepts that apply to political entities such as 

governments that can exercise their will over other political enti-

ties. An empire is a group of countries under the direct or 
indirect control of a foreign power or government, which 
shapes their political, economic, and cultural development. 
An imperialistic power exerts control and influence over 
foreign entities either through military force or through 
political policies and economic pressure. Imperialists 
believe that their cultural, political, or economic superiority 
justifies control over other entities, and they maintain that 
such control is for the greater good of all humankind.

Hegemony is a process by which a power maintains its 
dominance over foreign entities. Those in power use insti-
tutions (such as the World Bank and the United Nations) 
to formalize their power; work through bureaucratic 
structures “to make power seem abstract (and therefore, 
not attached to any one individual)”; use advertising, 
education, television, music, movies, and other forms of 
media to infl uence the foreign populace; and mobilize a 
military or police force to intimidate and subdue opposi-
tion forces (Felluga 2002).

A militaristic power believes that military strength, 
and the willingness to use it, is the source of national and 
even global security. Usually a “peace through strength” 
doctrine—peace depends on military strength and force—
is cited to justify military buildups and interventions on 
foreign soil (see “The Personal Cost of War”). 

Is the United States an Imperialistic Power?

Throughout the history of mankind certainly no country has 

existed that so thoroughly dominates the world with its poli-

cies, its tanks, and its products as the United States does today. 

(Der Spiegel 2003)

Talk of “empire” makes Americans distinctly uneasy . . . and yet 

though the rest of the world is under no illusion, in the United 

States today there is a sort of wishful denial. We don’t want an 

empire, we aren’t an empire—or else if we are an empire, then 

it is one of a kind. (Judt 2004, p. 38)

“American empire” and the related phrases “Ameri-
can imperialism,” “American militarism,” and “American 
hegemony” yield more hits on the Google search engine 
than terms for any other empire (including the British and 
Roman). Is the United States an empire, an imperialistic 
power, militaristic, or hegemonic? Our goal in this section is 
not to assess whether the United States is an evil or a benev-

olent empire. Rather, we simply wish to assess the United 
States’ world infl uence and power in light of these concepts.

Because Iraq is the focus of this chapter, we begin by 
noting that the United States intervened in Iraq despite 
having limited international support for this action. Note 
that although 29 countries sent troops to Iraq, the United 
States supplied seven-eighths of the ground troops (more 
than 130,000). After the United States, the largest contrib-
utors at peak were the United Kingdom (45,000 troops), 
followed by Italy (3,200) and South Korea (3,600). Of the 
28 coalition partners, 14 sent 200 or fewer troops, and 3 
(Norway, Moldova, and Kazakhstan) sent 30 or fewer 
(U.S. Department of Defense 2009). As of July 31, 2009, 
the United States remains the only country with combat 
troops in Iraq.

Of course, the ability to exercise power over foreign enti-
ties requires a strong military, the ability to put weapons 
into the hands of allies, and the ability to keep those same 
weapons out of the hands of adversaries (See No Borders, 
No Boundaries: “Countries in Which the United States 
Intervened to Support Regime Change, Support Dicta-
tors, or Oppose Reactionary Movements, 1902–2007”). 
Between 2000 and 2007, the United States delivered $134.8 
billion worth of arms to foreign countries. This fi gure rep-
resents 38.0 percent of all arms delivered, whose value was 
$449 billion. After the United States, the top arms suppli-
ers during that seven-year period were Russia ($65.5 bil-
lion), France ($32.1 billion), the United Kingdom ($26.4 
billion) and China ($12.5 billion). Of all arms delivered, 
66 percent went to developing nations, including India 
($58.4 billion), Saudi Arabia ($49.4 billion), China ($31.4 
billion), United Arab Emirates ($26.9 billion), Pakistan 
($26.9 billion), Egypt ($22.5 billion), and Israel ($17.9 bil-
lion) (Congressional Research Service 2009).

In terms of its ability to invest in its military, the United 
States accounts for almost 57 percent of all military spend-
ing worldwide. In 2008, worldwide military expenditures 
totaled $1.1 trillion. The United States budgeted $657.3 
billion, followed by the People’s Republic of China ($65 
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empire A group of countries under the direct or indirect control 
of a foreign power or government such that the dominant power 
shapes the subordinate entities’ political, economic, and cultural 
development.

imperialistic power A political entity that exerts control and infl u-
ence over foreign entities through conquest or force and/or through 
policies and economic pressures.

hegemony A process by which a power maintains its dominance 
over other entities.

militaristic power One that believes military strength, and the will-
ingness to use it, is the source of national—and even global—security.
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billion), Russia ($50 billion), France ($45 billion), the 
United Kingdom ($42.8 billion), and Japan ($41.7 billion) 
(Global Security.org 2009).

U.S. military strength and power were displayed in the 
fi rst days of the 2003 Iraq War, when U.S. forces engaged 
in a “shock and awe” campaign. Part of this campaign 
involved launching 800 cruise missiles in two days—more 
than two times the number of missiles launched during 
the entire 1991 Gulf War. The purpose of “shock and awe” 

was to “shatter Iraq ‘physically, emotionally, and psycho-
logically’” so that Iraqis would lose their will to fi ght. One 
Pentagon offi cial pointed out in a news briefi ng that “the 
sheer size of this has never been seen before, never been 
contemplated before” (West 2003).

President George W. Bush declared major military 
operations in Iraq to be over on May 2, 2003—43 days 
after they began. Since then, however, the most powerful 
military in the world has been battling Iraqi insurgents, 
groups who participate in armed rebellion against an 
established authority, government, or administration with 
the hope that those in power will retreat or pull out. From 
the occupier’s or liberator’s point of view, insurgents have 
no legitimate cause; from the insurgent’s point of view, the 
authority of the occupier or liberator is illegitimate. Iraqi 

insurgents Groups who participate in armed rebellion against some 
established authority, government, or administration with the hope 
that those in power will retreat.

INTERSECTION OF  BIOGRAPHY AND SOCIETY

appreciative and [offered me] a job. I told them they know 
where I live if they ever need my help.” 

She thought being a translator would be a great way to 
help her country. She took an English test and was accepted 
to become a translator.

Sally’s decision, though, was unpopular with her Iraqi 
neighbors.

“My neighbors found out that I was helping the Ameri-
cans, and they beat my children,” she said. “They threw 
rocks at my daughter and broke both arms on my son. 
They told me to watch out or I will be killed.”

It wasn’t just her neighbors who harbored hatred 
for Sally’s assistance to the coalition. Her family was 
infuriated. . . .

Her husband threatened to tell her family where she 
was, sealing her death sentence.

She escaped only because of her oldest son.
“My older son, who is 13, opened the bathroom door and 

said, ‘Mom you need to run away,’” she recalled. “You can-
not stay here. They will kill you. Mom, they will kill you!”

Sally said she did not want to leave her children behind.
“He pushed me out the door and I ran,” she said. “I 

don’t know where, but I ran.”
She left with nothing but the clothes she was wearing, a 

picture of her kids and a stuffed tiger her son slept with at 
night. It was the last time she saw her children. 

Source: Tuskowski 2004.

The Personal Cost of War

THIS ACCOUNT OF an Iraqi translator is from a news 
article published by the U.S. Department of Defense. It 
can be found in its entirety at www.defenselink.mil/news/
newsarticle.aspx?id=25244. The stated purpose of this 
Web site is “to support the overall mission of the Depart-
ment of Defense.” Keep in mind that the information on 
this webpage, however factual, is to further the war cause. 
On the other hand, the story speaks to a major tension 
between Iraqis who have risked life and limb to help the 
U.S. and the seeming unwillingness of the United States 
to protect them from insurgent forces by allowing them 
(among other things) to immigrate to the United States 
(Guardian Unlimited 2007).   

Sally’s children were taken away from her more than six 
months ago. Her husband beat her. Her brother threat-
ened her life while holding a gun to her head. Her own 
father contracted her death with a $5,000 reward.

Sally, an Iraqi translator working with Multinational 
Force Iraq, lost everything by working to help Americans 
rebuild Iraq. Still, she feels her service with Americans is 
the right thing for her country. . . . 

Early one morning when the war started, she heard yell-
ing outside her home. Americans in a Humvee were talk-
ing to one of her neighbors. “They were speaking English 
and trying to talk to a man,” she said. “They were going 
to arrest him. So I went outside to help him and talked 
to the Americans for the man. The Americans were very 

www.defenselink.mil/news/newsarticle.aspx?id=25244
www.defenselink.mil/news/newsarticle.aspx?id=25244
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resistance to the U.S. military and Iraqi government, and 
to people cooperating with the United States, has been both 
violent and nonviolent. Violent strategies have included the 
use of improvised explosive devices placed in garbage, on 
telephone poles, and hidden beside roads; ambushes; sui-
cide bombings; kidnappings; beheadings; and other attacks 
on military and civilian targets (Wordiq.com 2004c).

By the time this book went to press, more than 1 million 
U.S. troops had served in Iraq; 4,250 had died and 30,182 
had been wounded (U.S. Department of Defense 2009). The 
number of Iraqi civilians reported killed because of U.S.-led 
military actions since January 2003 ranged from 92,871 to 
101,316 (Iraq Body Count Project 2009). These fi gures were 
based on a comprehensive survey of reports from major 
international news agencies. Many other civilian deaths 
have probably gone unreported. The numbers dead do not 
include people who died as an indirect result of the war 
(such as heat exhaustion or heart attacks) which may be as 
high as 600,000. In addition 1.5 million Iraqi refugees still 
remain outside the country (Refugees International 2009). 

Is the United States a liberating or an occupying power in Iraq? How are 
children in Iraq processing the U.S. presence? Consider that 10.1 million 
Iraqis are 14 years of age or younger. Americans must ask, What does 
it mean to occupy or liberate a country where 40 percent of the popula-
tion consists of children? 
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NO BORDERS, NO BOUNDARIES

Countries in Which the United States Intervened to Support 

Regime Change, Support Dictators, or Oppose Reactionary 

Movements, 1902–2007

▲ Figure 11.8
Consider as one indicator of American power the countries (highlighted in yellow) in which the United States 
intervened to support regime change, support dictators, or oppose reactionary movements during the period 
1902–2007. These interventions took a variety of forms: overt force, covert operations, and subverted elections. 
This map is not intended to judge a decision to intervene, as each intervention has a specifi c history. Before 
making such judgments, the reader must study the reasons for and events leading up to each intervention. 
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■ VISUAL SUMMARY OF CORE CONCEPTS

■ CORE CONCEPT 1: The ongoing agricultural, industrial, 
and information revolutions have profoundly shaped the 
world’s economic systems. 
A society’s economic system is the social institution that 
coordinates human activity to produce, distribute, and 
consume goods and services. Three major, ongoing revolu-
tions have shaped the world’s economic systems: agricul-
tural, industrial, and information revolutions.

■ CORE CONCEPT 2: The world’s economic systems fall along a con-
tinuum whose endpoints are ideal forms of capitalism and socialism.
We can classify the economies of the world as falling somewhere along 
a continuum that has ideal forms of capitalism and socialism as its 
extremes. Ideally, capitalism is an economic system in which the means 
of production are privately owned. It is profi t-driven, free of government 
interference, and governed by the laws of supply and demand. Social-
ism is an economic system in which the raw materials and the means of 
producing and distributing goods and services are collectively owned. 
Socialists believe that government or some worker- or community-
oriented organization should play the central role in regulating economic 
activity on behalf of the people as a whole. 

■ CORE CONCEPT 3: Capitalists’ responses to economic 
downturns and stagnation have driven a 500-year-plus 
economic expansion, which has facilitated interconnec-
tions between regional and national economies. 
World system theory focuses on the forces underlying the 
development of economic transactions that transcend 
national boundaries. In particular, world system theo-
rists identify profi t-generating strategies that have caused 
capitalism to dominate and facilitate a global network of 
economic relationships. As a result, capitalism has spread 
steadily throughout the globe. In addition, every country 
of the world has come to play one of three different and 
unequal roles in the global economy: core, peripheral, or 
semiperipheral. 
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■ CORE CONCEPT 4: Peripheral economies are built upon 
on a few commodities or a single commodity; thus, they 
are extremely vulnerable to fluctuations in price and 
demand.
Peripheral economies operate on the so-called fringes of 
the world economy. They are highly vulnerable economies, 
because they build on revenues from a few commodities or 
even a single commodity. These economies have a depen-
dent relationship with core economies that traces its roots 
to colonialism. 

■ CORE CONCEPT 5: Core economies are wealthy socie-
ties with highly diversified economies and secure, stable 
governments. 
Core economies include the wealthiest, most highly 
diversifi ed economies with strong, stable governments. 
When economic activity weakens in core economies, the 
economies of other countries suffer because exports to 
core economies decline and price levels fall. A dispropor-
tionate share of multinational and global corporations are 
headquartered in core economies. Such economies have a 
strong tertiary (service-related) sector, and computer and 
information technologies play important roles in them. 

■ CORE CONCEPT 6: When people believe that power differences are 
legitimate, those with power possess authority, which may be classified 
as charismatic, traditional, or legal-rational. 
Authority is legitimate power—power that people believe is just and 
proper. A leader has authority to the extent that people view him or her 
as being entitled to give orders. Authority can be of three types: (1) tra-
ditional, which relies on the sanctity of time-honored norms that govern 
the selection of someone to a powerful position (such as chief, king, or 
queen) and that specify responsibilities and conduct appropriate for the 
individual selected; (2) charismatic, which derives from the exceptional 
and exemplary qualities of the person who issues the commands; and 
(3) legal-rational, which derives from a system of impersonal rules that 
formally specify the qualifi cations for occupying a powerful position. 
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■ CORE CONCEPT 7: Government is an organizational struc-
ture that directs and coordinates people acting in the name of 
a country or some other political entity. That structure may 
be democratic, authoritarian, totalitarian, or theocratic.
Government is the organizational structure that directs and 
coordinates people’s involvement in the political and economic 
activities of a country or some other territory, such as a city, 
county, or state. Forms of government include democracy, 
totalitarianism, authoritarianism,  and theocracy. One mea-
sure of a democracy is free and fair elections.  In Iraq, voters 
inked their fi ngers to identify them as voters and to prevent 
them from voting more than once.  

■ CORE CONCEPT 8: The power elite consists of people whose posi-
tions in the military, the government, and the largest corporations 
are so high that their decisions affect the lives of millions, even 
billions, of people. 
The power elite are those few people who occupy such lofty positions 
in the social structure of leading institutions that their decisions 
affect millions, even billions, of people worldwide. For the most part, 
the source of this power is legal-rational. In writing about the power 
elite in the United States, sociologist C. Wright Mills focused on those 
who occupy the highest positions in the leading institutions: the mili-
tary, the 200 largest corporations, and the government. 

■ CORE CONCEPT 9: Pluralist models view politics as a 
plurality of special-interest groups competing, compro-
mising, forming alliances, and negotiating with each other 
for power. 
A pluralist model views politics as an arena of compromise, 
alliances, and negotiation among many competing special-
interest groups, and it views power as something dispersed 
among those groups. Special-interest groups consist of 
people who share an interest in a particular economic, 
political, or social issue and who form an organization or 
join an existing organization to infl uence public opinion 
and government policy. 

■ CORE CONCEPT 10: Empire, imperialism, hegemony, and militarism 
are concepts that apply to political entities such as governments 
that can exercise their will over other political entities. 
A government is an empire when it controls the political, economic, 
and cultural development of a group of countries. An imperialistic 
power controls foreign entities through military force or through 
political policies and economic pressure. Imperialists justify their 
control by claiming that they have cultural, political, or economic 
superiority and that they are using it for the greater good of all 
humankind. Hegemony is a process by which a power formalizes 
its dominance over foreign entities—using established institutions, 
bureaucratic structures, the mass media, and military or police force. A militaristic power believes that 
military strength, and the willingness to use it, is the source of national and even global security. 
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527 group 322
authoritarian government 318
authority 315
capitalism 305
charismatic authority 315
colonization 301
democracy 316
domestication 300
economic system 300
empire 323
goods 300
government 316 
gross domestic product (GDP) 313
hegemony 323

imperialistic power 323
insurgents 324
legal-rational authority 316
mechanization 301
militaristic power 323
pluralist model 322 
political action committees 

(PACs) 322
political system 315
post-industrial society 302
power 315
power elite 319
primary sector (of the 

economy) 313

representative democracy 317 
safe debt  310
secondary sector (of the 

economy) 313
services 300
socialism 306
special-interest groups 322
stupid debt 310
survival debt 310
tertiary sector (of the economy) 313 
theocracy 319
totalitarianism 317
traditional authority 315
welfare state 307
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When sociologists study the family, they focus on the many 
factors that affect its structure and composition.

With Emphasis on Japan

Family 

CHAPTER OUTLINE
Defi ning Family

Functionalist View of 
Family Life

Confl ict View of Family Life

Changing Family Structures 
in Two Cultures

A Century of Change

The Caregiver Role in the 
United States and Japan

■ VISUAL SUMMARY OF 
CORE CONCEPTS
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▲ Japan’s couples do not reproduce enough to replace the number of people who die. The low 

total fertility rate is a major national concern, and it has prompted a variety of responses, 

including delivering urgent appeals to couples to have babies and initiating policies that 

 support women who wish to pursue a career and have a family. 
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Japan?
THE FAMILY IS an ever-changing entity. Millions of seemingly 
personal decisions infl uence the variety of family arrangements 
that exist in any country—decisions about (1) whether to have 
children, and if so, how many to have, when to have them, and 
how to space them; (2) whether to marry, and if so, when; (3) 
whether to work for pay; and (4) whether to become a care-
giver to dependent relatives. As we will see, these decisions 
are shaped and constrained by several larger forces, including 
average life expectancy, employment opportunities, and social 
norms.

In this chapter, we compare family life in Japan and in the 
United States. Based on indicators that seem to be associated 
with family well-being and stability, Japan appears to do better 
than the United States. The country has lower infant mortality, 
cohabitation, and divorce rates. Japan has a lower teen birth 
rate (5.6 live births per 1,000 females age 15–19) and a much 
smaller percentage of single-parent households. A relatively 
high percentage of the elderly in Japan live with their children. 
In addition, Japan has much fewer reported cases of domestic 
and child abuse than the United States (see Figure 12.1).

On the other hand, people in the United States seem 
more optimistic about marriage and children than people in 
Japan. The United States has a higher marriage rate, a smaller 
percentage of never married women, a higher teen birth rate 
(41 live births per 1,000 females age 15–19) and a higher total 
fertility rate, the average number of children that a woman 
bears in her lifetime (see Figure 12.1).

Both the United States and Japan have an aging popula-
tion. That is, the percentage of their people that are age 65 

and older is increasing relative to other age groups. Currently, 
12.4 percent of the U.S. population and 21 percent of the 
Japanese population are 65 years old or older. In 2020, almost 
30 percent of Japan’s population will be 65 and older, com-
pared with 16.6 percent of the U.S. population (U.S. Bureau of 
the Census 2007). An aging population is one in which family 
members tend to live longer—and thus have the opportunity to 
be part of family life for a greater number of years—than ever 
before.

Japan’s low total fertility rate, combined with its long life 
expectancy and low immigration rate, means that the country 
has one of the oldest populations in the world. The low total 
fertility rate is a major national concern, and it has prompted 
a variety of responses, including condemning young people 
for being selfi sh, delivering urgent appeals to couples to have 
babies, and initiating policies that make it easier than before 
for women to pursue a career and raise children (Boling 1998; 
Japan Times 2003a). 

In the United States the decline in the number of nuclear 
families—those comprising a husband and wife and their 
children—relative to other family forms has grabbed head-
lines. The high teen birth rate and high percentage of single-
 parent households are considered by many to pose a national 
problem. In this chapter, we examine some of the major social 
forces shaping family life in such different ways in the United 
States and Japan (see Figure 12.1).

FACTS TO CONSIDER

WHY FOCUS ON

● In Japan the average number of 
children that a woman bears in her 
lifetime is 1.2. In the United States 
that number is 2.1.

● In the United States 28 percent 
of households with children are 
headed by a single parent, usually 
the mother. In Japan 1.4 percent 
of children live in a single-parent 
household.

● The teen birth rate in Japan is 5.6 
per 1,000 females age 15–19; in the 
United States the teen birth rate 
is 41 births per 1,000 females age 
15–19. 

● In Japan 21 percent of the popula-
tion is age 65 or older. In the United 
States 12.4 percent of the popula-
tion is 65 or older.

● In the United States 13 percent of 
those 65 and older live with their 
children or some other relative. In 
Japan 50 percent of persons 65 and 
older live with their adult children.*

*References for these statistics can be found 
in Figure 12.1 and Tables 12.5 and 12.6.



 332 Chapter 12 FAMILY

Defi ning Family

■ CORE CONCEPT 1: An amazing variety of family arrange-

ments exists in the world. This variety makes it difficult to 

define family. Family is a social institution that binds peo-
ple together through blood, marriage, law, and/or social 
norms. Family members are generally expected to care 
for and support each other. This definition is very general 
because getting people to agree on a definition is surpris-
ingly difficult. The difficulty is rooted in the fact that, even 
though every person is a member of a family (if only in the 
biological sense), “there is no concrete group which can 
be universally identified as ‘the family’” (Zelditch 1964, 
p. 681). Instead, an amazing variety of family arrangements 
exists worldwide—a variety reflected in the numerous 
norms that specify how two or more people can become 
a family. These norms govern family-related matters such 

as who can marry, the number of spouses people can have, 
the way people connect with spouses, and the ways people 
trace their ancestors and descendants (see Table 12.1). 
In light of this variability, we should not be surprised 
that when people think of family, they often emphasize 
different dimensions, such as kinship, ideal members, or 
legal ties.

Kinship

Defi nitions of family that emphasize kinship view the 
family as comprising members who are linked together 
by blood, marriage, or adoption. Based on this defi nition, 
the size of any given person’s family network is beyond 
comprehension, because one person has an astronomi-
cal number of living and deceased kin. Keep in mind that 
to calculate the number of a person’s relatives, one would 
have to count primary kin (mother, father, sister, brother), 
secondary kin (mother’s mother, mother’s father, sister’s 
son, brother’s daughter), tertiary kin (brother’s daughter’s 
son, mother’s sister’s son), and beyond (brother’s daugh-
ter’s son’s son).

Given that it is virtually impossible to keep track of 
even one’s living relatives, let alone maintain social rela-
tionships with them, every society fi nds ways to exclude 
some kin from their idea of family. For example, some 
societies trace family lineage through the maternal or the 
paternal side only. Selective forgetting and remembering 

United States

Japan

Infant mortality
(per 1,000
live births)

Percentage
of single-parent

households

Teen birth rate
(per 1,000 teens

15–19)

Total fertility rate

Abortion rate (per
1,000 live births)

Percentage of
marriages

beginning as
cohabitation

1.2

2.1

240

54

2–205.6

41

Reported cases of
domestic abuse (per

100,000 population
age 15 and older)

Reported cases of
child abuse (per

100,000 population
age 0–19)

280

2.8

6.4

139

19

1.4

28.0

524

11,901

▲ Figure 12.1 Indicators of Family Structure, Composition, and Well-Being in Japan and the United States

Sources: U.S. Central Intelligence Agency (2007); Statistics Bureau, Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications 
(Japan) (2007); U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (2004, 2006); McCurry (2006); Al-Badr (2006); Scom-
megna (2002); Iwasawa, Raymo, and Bumpass (2005), United Nations Statistics Division (2004)

total fertility rate The average number of children that a woman 
bears in her lifetime.

aging population A population in which the percentage that is age 65 
and older is increasing relative to other age groups.

family A social institution that binds people together through blood, 
marriage, law, and/or social norms. Family members are generally 
expected to care for and support each other. 



is another way of excluding some kin. That is, people make 
conscious or unconscious decisions about which kin they 
will acknowledge as family and which kin they will “for-
get” to mention to their children (Waters 1990).

Membership

Defi nitions of family that emphasize membership char-
acteristics view the family in terms of who should be 
counted as a family member. One of the broadest defi ni-
tions of family is “everyone who lives under one roof and 
expresses love and solidarity” (Aguilar 1999). Organiza-
tions such as the World Congress of Families (2001) argue 
that the ideal family is the voluntary union of a man and a 
woman in a lifelong marriage covenant welcoming of chil-
dren. An ideal is a standard against which real cases can 
be compared. If we simply think about the living and pro-
creation arrangements we observe every day, we quickly 
realize that many of these arrangements do not match 
the World Congress of Families’ ideal. This fact does not 
stop people from using such an ideal to evaluate their own 
and others’ living arrangements, and from labeling family 
arrangements that do not fi t the ideal as nontraditional, 
dysfunctional, immoral or at-risk (Cornell 1990).

Legal Recognition

When legal recognition is the defi ning criterion of a fam-
ily, a family is defi ned as two or more people whose living 
and/or procreation arrangements are recognized under 
the law as constituting a family. U.S. federal law defi nes 
spouse as “a person of the opposite sex who is a husband 
or wife” (Defense of Marriage Act 1996, section 7). Some 
state, county, and city governments within the United 
States formally recognize alternatives to legal marriage, 
such as common-law marriages, domestic partnerships, 
and civil unions.

Legal recognition of family and marriage arrange-
ments means that the benefi ts, responsibilities, and rights 
awarded to those arrangements are enforced by law. In 
the United States, federal law defi nes marriage as “a legal 
union between one man and one woman as husband and 
wife.” But some government entities recognize alterna-
tives to that defi nition, arguing that many people (includ-
ing gay, lesbian, and heterosexual couples) form lasting, 
committed, caring, and faithful relationships—and that 

Table 12.1 Norms Governing Family Structure and Composition

Number of Marriage Partners

Monogamy  One husband, one wife

Serial monogamy  Two or more successive spouses

Polygamy  Multiple spouses at one time

Polygyny  One husband, multiple wives at one time

Polyandry  One wife, multiple husbands at one time

Choice of Spouse

Arranged  Parents select their children’s marriage 
 partners

Romantic    One selects a marriage partner oneself 
based on love

Endogamy  Marriage within one’s social group

Exogamy  Marriage outside one’s social group

Homogamy   Marriage to a person or persons whose 
social characteristics—such as class, 
religion, and level of education—are 
similar to one’s own

Authority

Patriarchal  Male dominated

Matriarchal  Female dominated

Egalitarian  Equal authority between sexes

Descent

Patrilineal  Traced through father’s lineage

Matrilineal  Traced through mother’s lineage

Bilateral   Traced through both mother’s and 
father’s lineage

Family Type

Nuclear   Husband, wife, and their immediate 
children

Extended  Three or more generations

Single-parent  Mother or father living with children

Household  People who share the same residence

Domestic partnership   People committed to each other and 
sharing a domestic life but not joined in 
marriage or civil union

Civil union  A legally recognized partnership 
providing same-sex couples with some 
of the rights, benefi ts, and responsibili-
ties associated with marriage

Family Residence

Patrilocal  Wife living with or near husband’s family

Matrilocal  Husband living with or near wife’s family

Neolocal   Wife and husband live apart from their 
parents

ideal A standard against which real cases can be compared.
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without the legal protections, benefi ts, and responsibilities 
associated with civil marriage, such people might suffer 
numerous obstacles and hardships (Vermont Civil Unions 
Law 2000).

Functionalist View of Family Life

■ CORE CONCEPT 2: Family can be defined in terms of the social 

functions it performs for society. Because of the debate over 
what constitutes membership in a family, some sociolo-
gists argue that family should be defined in terms of social 
functions. Recall from Chapter 2 that a function is a con-
tribution that a part of society makes to order and stability 
in the larger society. In this regard, the family performs 
at least five functions: (1) regulating sexual behavior, 
(2) replacing the members of society who die, (3) socializ-
ing the young, (4) providing care and emotional support, 
and (5) conferring social status.

Regulating Sexual Behavior 

Marriage and family systems specify norms (which can 
take the form of laws) that regulate sexual behavior. These 
norms may prohibit sex outside of marriage, or they may 
specify the characteristics of appropriate sexual and mar-
riage partners. Such norms include laws prohibiting mar-
riage and sexual relationships between specifi c relatives 
(such as fi rst cousins), members of different age groups 
(such as an adult and a minor), and members of different 

The people shown in this photo are related to one another by blood or 
marriage. Yet these members shown represent only a fraction of all the 
people who share the status of relative.
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Families function to replace the members of society who die, by provid-
ing a legally sanctioned arrangement that can bring new members into 
the world.
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racial or ethnic groups. Other norms regulate the number 
of people who may form a marriage (such as monogamy, 
serial monogamy, and polygamy). 

Replacing the Members of Society Who Die

All people eventually die. Thus, for humans to survive as a 
species, we must replace the members of society who die. 
Marriage and family systems provide a socially and legally 
sanctioned environment into which new members can be 
born and nurtured.

Socializing the Young

Recall that socialization is a learning process that begins 
immediately after birth. Through this process, “newcom-
ers” develop their human capacities, acquire unique per-
sonalities and identities, and internalize the norms, values, 
beliefs, and language they need to participate in the larger 
society. The family is the most signifi cant agent of social-
ization, because it gives society’s youngest members their 
earliest exposure to relationships and the rules of life.

Providing Care and Emotional Support

A family is expected to care for the emotional and physical 
needs of its members. As we learned in Chapter 4, no mat-
ter how old they are, all humans require meaningful social 
ties to others. Without such ties, people deteriorate both 
physically and mentally. The human life cycle is such that 
we all experience at least one stage of extreme dependency 
(infancy and childhood). Unless we die suddenly, we are 
also likely to experience in adulthood some level of men-
tal and/or physical deterioration accompanied by varying 
degrees of dependency.

Conferring Social Status

We cannot choose our family, the quality of the relation-
ship between our parents, or the economic conditions 
into which we are born (see No Borders, No Boundar-
ies: “Abandoned Offspring of U.S. Servicemen Stationed 
in Asia”). Among the things we inherit from our parents 
are a genetic endowment and a social status. For example, 
the physical characteristics we inherit affect the racial cat-
egory to which we are assigned. Parents’ occupations and 
incomes are also important predictors of life chances—a 
critical set of potential social advantages, including the 
chance to survive the fi rst year of life, to live indepen-
dently in old age, and everything in between. 

While everyone might agree that families should fulfi ll 
these fi ve functions, we must acknowledge that families 
often fail to achieve one or more of them, as evidenced by 
the following facts:

• Family systems do not always regulate sexual activity 
so that it is confi ned to a husband and wife. Based on 
DNA testing, an estimated 2–10 percent of pregnancies 
produce children who are not the biological offspring 
of the males believed to have fathered them (Lewin 
2001; Seabrook 2001).

• Marriage and family systems do not always succeed in 
replacing the members of society who die. In at least 96 
countries the total fertility rate is below 2.1—the mini-
mum number of live births needed to replace the mem-
bers who die (U.S. Central Intelligence Agency (2007)). 
Why a minimum of 2.1 and not 2? Not all babies sur-
vive to replace their biological parents. Of course, in 
societies that have high childhood mortality the total 
fertility rate must be more than 2.1 (See Global Com-
parisons: “Countries with Highest and Lowest Total 
Fertility Rates”). 

Ideally, families provide their members with the meaningful social ties 
that all humans need to thrive both physically and emotionally.
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life chances A critical set of potential social advantages, including 
the chance to live past the fi rst year of life, to live independently in 
old age, and everything in between.

 FUNCTIONALIST VIEW OF FAMILY LIFE 335



 336 Chapter 12 FAMILY

• Family members do not always care for one another in 
positive ways. Domestic and child abuse is a problem in 
both the United States and Japan. While the number of 
reported cases of such abuse in Japan is very low com-
pared with the number in the United States, many cases 
go unreported. In one survey taken by the Japanese 
Cabinet Offi ce’s Gender Equality Bureau, 33 percent 
of women and 17.4 percent of men reported that their 
partner abused them physically, mentally, or sexually. 
About 10 percent of women and 2.6 percent of men said 
they suffered repeated abuse (Japan Times 2006). 

Confl ict View of Family Life

■ CORE CONCEPT 3: Family life is not always harmonious. Fur-

thermore, the family passes on social privilege and social dis-

advantages to its members, thereby perpetuating the system 

of social inequality. Focusing on the functions of family 
and marriage systems supports a view that family relation-
ships are largely constructive and harmonious. Conflict 
theorists argue that although family members often do 
support one another and have common interests, family 

NO BORDERS, NO BOUNDARIES

Asian Countries (Highlighted in Orange) Where There 

 Are Abandoned Offspring of U.S. Servicemen

Korea–5,000

Estimated Number of Amerasians 
Living in Asian Countries

Vietnam–25,000 have entered US; 
52,000 still in Vietnam

Laos–13,000

Cambodia–12,000

Thailand–5,000

Japan–6,000

Philippine–50,000

▲ Figure 12.2
Source: Amerasian Citizenship Initiative (2007), Karen Downing (2007), Pearl S. Buck International (2007). 



members also have competing interests and some mem-
bers have the power to exercise their will over other mem-
bers. Thus choices that some members make do not always 
benefit everyone in the family or society at large (Cornell 
1990). Furthermore, the family perpetuates inequalities 
by passing on social privilege and social disadvantages to 
its members. Moreover, marriage and family systems are 
structured to value productive work and devalue repro-
ductive work, and to maintain and foster racial divisions 
and boundaries.

Social Inequality

At birth, we inherit a social status that shapes our life 
chances. Families transfer power, wealth, property, and 
privilege from one generation to the next. Obviously, 
parents’ income affects the kinds of investments they 
can make in their children. According to the U.S. Census 
Bureau, 77 percent of children in the United States live in 
a household with secure parental employment. That is, 
they reside with at least one parent or guardian who was 
employed full-time (35 or more hours per week for at least 
50 weeks in the past year). The percentage varies by racial 
classifi cation and living arrangement (see Figure 12.3). 
Note that it drops to 47 percent for children living with 
their mothers only and increases to 88 percent for children 
living with both parents. Children classifi ed as white are 
more likely than others to live in secure parental employ-
ment households, whereas children classifi ed as black are 
least likely to live in such households. As we might expect, 
parents or guardians who are securely employed are less 
likely than others to live in poverty and more likely than 
others to have access to adequate housing and health care 
(ChildStats.gov 2006).

Afghanistan has one of the highest total fertility rates in the world: the 
average Afghan woman bears 6.4 children during her reproductive life. 
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Living with
father only

Living with
mother only

68%

Living with
two parents

All children living
with parents

47%

88%

78%

Asian and
Pacific Islander 75.9%

Hispanic 71%

Black 61%

White,
non-Hispanic 82%

Confl ict theorists emphasize that family relationships are not always 
constructive and harmonious. Consider the case of U.S. servicemen 
stationed in Asian countries such as Japan and South Korea who 
abandon to orphanages children they have fathered with local women. 
These children are known an Amerasians.
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secure parental employment A situation in which at least one par-
ent or guardian is employed full-time (35 or more hours per week for 
at least 50 weeks in the past year).

▲ Figure 12.3 Percentage of U.S. Children with Secure 

Parental Employment by Race/Ethnicity Classifi cation, 1998

Source: Childstats.gov (2006).   
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Percentage of U.S. Children with Secure Parental Employment by 

 Living Arrangement, 2006
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Productive and Reproductive Work

According to Friedrich Engels (1884), the determin-
ing factor in history is the “production and reproduc-
tion of immediate family life”: on one side, productive 
work—“the production of the means of existence, of food, 

clothing, and shelter and the tools necessary for that pro-
duction”; on the other side, reproductive work—“the pro-
duction of human beings themselves, the propagation of 
the species” (pp. 71–72). Reproductive work involves not 
only bearing children, but caregiving, managing house-
holds, and educating children. Both types of activities—
production and reproduction—are work: “Renewing life 
is a form of work, a kind of production, as fundamental 
to the perpetuation of society as the production of things” 
(Laslett and Brenner 1989). While we say that reproduc-
tive work is valued, it is not usually rewarded highly on 
an economic level. In addition, reproductive work is dis-
proportionately performed by women, whether or not pay 
is involved (see Table 12.2). Besides being associated with 
low wages, reproductive labor often involves poor working 

GLOBAL COMPARISONS

Countries with Highest and Lowest Total Fertility Rates

Mali

Five Highest Rates

Niger

Countries with Highest Fertility Rates

Countries with Lowest Fertility Rates

Uganda

Somalia

Afganistan

7.38

7.37

6.84

6.68

6.64

Taiwan

Five Lowest Rates

Lithuania

Czech Republic

Belarus

Japan

1.12

1.21

1.22

1.22

1.23

▲ Figure 12.4 
This map shows the 20 countries and territories with the highest and the lowest total fertility rates. Taiwan 
has the lowest total fertility rate, at 1.12; Mali has the highest total fertility rate, at 7.38. That is, the average 
woman in Taiwan bears 1.12 children in her lifetime, whereas the average woman in Mali bears 7.38 children. 
The total fertility rate in the United States is 2.09. 
Source: U.S. Central Intelligence Agency (2007)

productive work Work that involves “the production of the means of 
existence, of food, clothing, and shelter and the tools necessary for 
that production” (Engels 1884, pp. 71–72).

reproductive work Work that involves bearing children, caregiving, 
managing households, and educating children.



conditions, little or no training, and few benefi ts, such as 
health insurance and retirement packages. 

Although we have no comparable statistics on repro-
ductive occupations in Japan, we do have data on house-
work sharing between husbands and wives. On average, 
Japanese men spend 33 minutes per day doing housekeep-
ing and child-care activities, whereas Japanese women 
spend 3 hours and 45 minutes per day doing such activities. 
Compared with 10 years ago, men contribute an average of 
10 minutes more per day and women contribute 1 minute 
less (Statistics Bureau, Ministry of Internal Affairs and 
Communications [Japan] 2007). Regardless of employ-
ment status, Japanese women contribute more hours than 
their male counterparts to housework and child care (see 
Table 12.3).

It is diffi cult to compare the United States and Japan in 
terms of housework and child-care sharing, if only because 
homes in the United States tend to be larger than those in 
Japan and because the governments of the two countries 
do not use the same method to chart activities. Neverthe-
less, it does seem that men living in the United States are 
more willing to perform domestic activities than men liv-
ing in Japan. On average, American men spend 17.7 hours 
per week (up from 4.83 hours in 1965) doing housework, 
whereas American women spend 29.4 hours (down slightly 
from 30.01 hours in 1965) doing it. Together, American 
men and women spend an average of 47.1 hours per week 
doing housework (up from a combined total of 35 hours 
in 1965) (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 2006, Bianchi et 
al. 2000). 

Several possible explanations for these trends exist. 
First, the number of hours men living in the United States 
spend on household tasks has increased as the number 
of hours women work outside the home has increased. 
This shift in men’s relative contribution has occurred in 
conjunction with new norms regarding who should do 
the housework and new expectations that men should 
increase their share. Second, the number of hours women 
living in the United States can devote to housework has 
decreased as more women have become engaged in paid 
labor. Third, couples have come to rely on service work-
ers to relieve them of some time-consuming tasks, such as 
cooking (they may purchase take-out food), cleaning (they 
may hire a housekeeper), and laundry (they may use dry 
cleaners). Finally, new values and expectations concern-
ing what constitutes necessary housework have emerged 
in the United States; for example, women are not expected 
to iron sheets today (Bianchi et al. 2000).

Of course, the amount of time men and women spend 
on housework and child-care depends on a whole host of 
factors, including the number of hours of paid employ-

Table 12.2 Total Working in Caregiving Occupations, Percentage of Females in Caregiving Occupations, 

and Median Weekly Earnings 

 Total Employed % of Caregivers Median Weekly

Occupation (in thousands) Who Are Women Earnings

Registered nurses 2,529 91.3  $971 

Elementary and middle school teachers 2,701 82.2  $824 

Nursing, psychiatric, and home health aides 1,906 88.9  $395 

Child-care workers 1,401 94.2  $345 

Maids and housekeepers 1,423 90.3  $348 

Teacher assistants 942 92.3  $405 

Preschool and kindergarten teachers 690 97.7  $554 

Source: U.S. Department of Labor (2006).

Reproductive occupations—whether those of teachers, nurses, or 
maids—are disproportionately fi lled by women.
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 340 Chapter 12 FAMILY

ment, marital status, and age. Table 12.4 compares the 
average amounts of time employed American men and 
women with children under age six devote to a range of 
activities, including housework, caregiving, paid employ-
ment, and leisure.

In Having It All Francine M. Deutsch (1999) concludes 
that “men and women can decide to share in reproductive 
work but doing so involves costs for both parties.” Deutsch 
cites the example of a husband, a wife, and their young son 
Ollie traveling together by plane. The husband is holding 
Ollie, who is screaming. A male passenger sitting behind 

them asks, “What’s wrong with the child’s mother? Why 
doesn’t the mother take care of the baby?” The husband 
answers, “Because I’m his father and I am perfectly capa-
ble of taking care of him.” The husband’s decision not to 
hand his son over to his wife and his wife’s decision not 
to grab Ollie away represent this couple’s commitment to 
share in the reproductive work. Such decisions come at a 
price, however. Despite informal and subtle (and prob-
ably even hostile) pressures from passengers for the wife 
to intervene and the husband to hand the child over, the 
couple stood their ground. This scenario illustrates how 

Table 12.3 Average Time Men and Women in Japan Devote to Housework and Child Care (out of 1,440 minutes per day)

   Time Difference  Time Difference

   between Men  between Men

Hours of Paid Men  Women and Women and Women

Employment (minutes per day) (minutes per day) (minutes per day)  (days per year)

Under 15 hours  97 271 174 44.1

15 to 34 hours 103 324 221 56.0

35 to 39 hours 105 280 175 44.4

40 to 48 hours 115 236 121 30.7

49 to 59 hours  96 197 101 25.6

60 hours and over  81 188 107 27.1

Source: Statistics Bureau, Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications [Japan] (2007). 

Table 12.4 Average Time U.S. Workers with Children under Age Six Spend on Various Activities (out of 1,440 minutes per day)

On what activities do employed women with children under six spend less time (in minutes) than their male counterparts? On what activities 
do they spend more time (in minutes) than men? 

   Women’s Time  Women’s Time

 Men  Women Relative to Men’s Relative to Men’s

Activity (minutes per day) (minutes per day) (minutes per day) (days per year)

Housework 14.4 53.4 �39 �9.9 

Food prep/Cleanup 16.2 47.4 �31.2 �7.9

Lawn care 10.8 5.4 �5.4 �1.4

Household management 4.8 7.2 �2.4 �0.6

Consumer goods purchases 40.2 57 �16.8 �4.3

Caring for household member(s) 78.6 130.2 �51.6 �13.1

Caring for nonhousehold member(s) 6.6 6.6 0 0

Paid employment 330.6 243.6 �87 �22.1

Sleeping and personal care  534 562.2 �28.2 �7.1

Eating and drinking 76.8 65.4 �11.4 �2.9

Socializing and communicating 43.8 43.2 �0.6 .2

Watching TV 123 100.2 �22.8 �5.6

Other  161 119 �42 �10.6

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2006).
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even well-intentioned couples committed to equality 
might give in to societal pressures (Gerson 1999).

Racial Divisions and Boundaries

In the United States, we assume that people choose a part-
ner or mate based on love. Upon investigating who mar-
ries, however, we fi nd that people’s choices are guided by 
other considerations as well: a potential partner’s age, 
height, weight, income, education, race, sex, social class, 
and religion, among other things. When the conditions 
are right, we “allow” ourselves to fall in love. All socie-
ties have norms defi ning who may date or marry whom. 
These norms may be formal (enforced by law) or informal 
(enforced by social pressure).

Exogamy refers to norms requiring or encouraging 
people to choose a partner from a social category other 
than their own—for example, a partner outside their 
immediate family and not a partner of the same sex as their 
own. Endogamy refers to norms requiring or encouraging 
people to choose a partner from the same social category 
as their own—for example, a partner of the same race, 
ethnicity, religion, or social class.

In the United States, ethnic, and especially racial, 
categories have persisted, because most people “choose” 
partners whom they believe belong to their own ethnic or 
racial category. At one time, the United States had laws 
forbidding people to choose otherwise. (See Working For 
Change: “Dismantling a Big Lie.”) 

In Japan 95.5 percent of all marriages involve brides 
and grooms both classifi ed as Japanese. Of the 36,263 mar-
riages between a Japanese and a foreign partner that took 
place in one year, approximately 28,000—75 percent—
involved a Japanese groom (French 2002). These statistics 
suggest that most Japanese couples practice endogamy. 
One reason endogamy is so predominant is that Japan’s 
immigration policies have allowed few foreigners into the 
country. Thus, Japan is a homogenous society, described 
by its education minister as “one nation, one civilization, 
one language, one culture and one race” (Burgess 2007). 
In Japan 99 percent of residents are classifi ed as Japanese. 
In the past 10 years, only 50,000 work visas per year have 
been issued to foreigners. This number is low when we 
consider that demographers have stated that Japan needs 
to issue 640,000 visas per year just to prevent its popula-
tion from shrinking (Burgess 2007, Brooke 2004).

Changing Family Structures 
in Two Cultures

■ CORE CONCEPT 4: The structure of the family is affected by 

a society’s history and culture. The struggle over the defi-
nition of family systems and the role they play in society 

is not unique to sociologists, but rather something with 
which educators, policy makers, government leaders, and 
others struggle. One reason behind these conceptual chal-
lenges is that family structures are not static; they adapt to 
economic, cultural, historical, and social factors. To cap-
ture these responses, sociologists track changes in family 
structure over time and seek to explain them. 

This photo of newly released slaves shows that people of different 
“races” (in this case, “black” slaves and “white” masters) have been 
producing offspring together for some time.

Most Japanese practice endogamy; that is, they choose partners in the 
same racial category as their own. Still, about 5 percent break from the 
practice and choose partners in a different racial category.

Ro
b 

W
ill

ia
m

s 
 

exogamy Norms requiring or encouraging people to choose a 
partner from a social category other than their own.

endogamy Norms requiring or encouraging people to choose a 
partner from the same social category as their own.
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 WORKING FOR CHANGE

Dismantling a Big Lie

meeting relatives from both sides of 
his family, he did not believe it could 
happen.

In 1998 a team of geneticists tested 
Y-chromosomal DNA evidence and 
concluded that a male carrying the 
Jefferson Y chromosome fathered 
Eston Hemings—the last child born 
to Sally Hemings, in 1808. Because 
some 25 Jefferson males were liv-
ing in Virginia at that time, the 
DNA evidence alone could not con-
fi rm Thomas Jefferson as the father. 

The Thomas Jefferson Foundation appointed a research 
committee to look into the matter further. It eventually 
concluded that the “DNA study, combined with multiple 
strands of currently available documentary and statistical 
evidence,1 indicates a high probability that Thomas Jeffer-
son fathered Eston Hemings, and that he most likely was 
the father of all six of Sally Hemings’s children” (Thomas 
Jefferson Foundation 2000).

On May 15, 1999, Lanier traveled to the Monticello 
estate in Virginia to meet descendants of both Martha 
Jefferson (Thomas Jefferson’s wife) and Sally Hemings.2 
He also met photographer Jane Feldman, who was there 
to document this historic gathering. Lanier and Feldman 
decided to travel around the country to meet and pho-
tograph probable descendants of the Thomas Jefferson–
Sally Hemings relationship. Young readers who encounter 
this family’s tale will come to learn that the true story of 
race in America is a family story. The persistence of Lanier 
and his family in telling and passing on their family story 
despite resistance teaches us that “the voice of the intellect 
is a soft one but it does not rest until it has gained a hear-
ing” (Freud 1928). 

1. Documentary evidence listed in the Thomas Jefferson Foundation’s report 
includes the following: “Sally Hemings’ birth patterns match Thomas Jefferson’s 
Monticello visitation patterns. . . . Several people close to Jefferson or the Monti-
cello community believed he was the father of Sally Hemings’ children. . . . Sally 
Hemings’ children had unique access to freedom. Jefferson gave freedom to no 
other nuclear slave family. . . . Sally Hemings’ children bore a striking resem-
blance to Thomas Jefferson.” 

2. Sally Hemings was the half-sister of Jefferson’s wife, Martha. In fact, Mar-
tha Jefferson had fi ve other half-siblings, the offspring of sexual relationships 
between her father and enslaved women (Morgan 2002).

WHY DO PEOPLE laugh when 
someone suggests that a black per-
son and a white person are relatives? 
Recently, a black student of mine 
named Mike Morgan was invited to 
the front of the classroom to draw the 
name of a fellow student out of a hat 
full of names. Coincidentally, he drew 
the name of a white female whose last 
name was also Morgan.

After Mike called out the name, 
he said without hesitation, “Perhaps 
we are related.” The class broke into 
laughter, as if it seemed impossible to them that this white 
student and black student could belong to the same fam-
ily. The belief that it is impossible for black individuals 
and white individuals to be brothers, sisters, cousins, 
parent and child, and so on speaks to a great American 
tragedy—the 400-year practice of dividing biologically 
related people (parents and children, grandparents and 
grandchildren, brothers and sisters) into distinct racial 
categories based on physical appearance. In the United 
States, this practice of dividing family members along 
racial lines began with slavery.

The story of race in America may be a family story, but 
it is almost never cast in that light. One person who has 
told the story in that light is Shannon Lanier. When he 
was a 21-year-old student at Kent State, he published (with 
photographer Jane Feldman) Jefferson’s Children: The Story 
of One American Family (2000). The book is marketed to 
young readers. 

Lanier (who appears black) begins the book by announc-
ing that he is a descendant of Thomas Jefferson—the third 
president of the United States—and Sally Hemings—
an enslaved woman. According to Lanier, Jefferson was 
his great-great-great-great-great-great-grandfather. Lanier 
grew up knowing this. His mother told him, and “she had 
learned [it] from her mama as her mama had learned from 
hers, and so on, from lips to ears, down through the gen-
erations” (Lanier and Feldman 2000, p. 11). Lanier recalls 
that as a fi rst grader, he tried to share his family history 
with his classmates on President’s Day but his teacher 
reprimanded him for lying. After all, nowhere in the his-
tory books of the time was Jefferson’s relationship with 
Hemings mentioned. While Lanier dreamed of someday 
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The Changing Family in the United States

Over the span of 100 years, the structure of the American 
family has changed quite dramatically (see Table 12.5). In 
1900, 80 percent of children lived in two-parent families 
in which the mother worked on the family farm or in the 
home. At that time, only 2 percent of children lived in 
homes where both parents worked outside the home and 
fewer than 10 percent lived in one-parent homes. Today, 
about 32 percent of children live in two-parent homes in 
which the father is the breadwinner and the mother is a 
full-time homemaker. Sixty percent of those children who 
live in two-parent homes have parents who both work. 
Twenty-eight percent of all children live with a single par-
ent, who also is likely to work outside the home. Today, 
fewer than 2 percent of children live in farm families 
(down from 43 percent in 1900). Table 12.5 shows that over 
the past century, average life expectancy has increased by 
almost 28 years for men and by more than 30 years for 
women. Infant mortality has dropped from 99.9 deaths to 
6.8 deaths per 1,000 live births.

In “Wives and Work: The Sex Role Revolution and Its 
Consequences,” sociologist Kingsley Davis (1984) identi-
fi es “as clear and defi nite a social change as one can fi nd” 
(p. 401). Between 1900 and 1980 the percentage of women 
in the labor force rose from less than 20 percent to 60 per-
cent, and the percentage of married women in the labor 
force rose from 15.4 percent to 53.1 percent. Davis links 
women’s entry (and especially married women’s entry) 
into the paid labor market to a series of social forces 
including (1) the rise and fall of the breadwinner system, 
(2) declines in total fertility, (3) increased life expectancy, 
(4) higher divorce rates, and (5) increased employment 
opportunities for women.

The Rise of the Breadwinner System

Before industrialization—that is, for most of human his-
tory—the workplace comprised the home and the sur-
rounding land. Under these circumstances, the division 
of labor was based on sex. In nonindustrial societies 
(which include both hunting-and-gathering and agrarian 
societies), men provided raw materials through hunting 
or agriculture, and women processed these materials and 
took care of the young. This division of labor was not 
always clear-cut; women also worked in agriculture and 
provided raw materials by gathering food and hunting 
small animals. 

The Industrial Revolution separated the workplace 
from the home and altered the division of labor between 
men and women. It destroyed the household economy by 
removing economic production from the home and taking 
it out of women’s hands. A man’s work, instead of being 
directly integrated with that of his wife and children in the 
home or on the surrounding land, was integrated with that 

of non-kin in factories, shops, and offi ces. In one sense, 
the man’s economic role became more important to the 
family, for he was now the link between the family and the 
wider market economy, but at the same time, his personal 
participation in the household diminished. His wife, rele-
gated to the home still performed the parental and domes-
tic duties that women had always performed. She bore and 
reared children, cooked meals, washed clothes, and cared 
for her husband’s personal needs, but to an unprecedented 
degree her economic role became restricted. She could not 
produce what the family consumed, because production 
had been removed from the home (Davis 1984, p. 403.)

Davis calls this new economic arrangement the “bread-
winner system.” Historically, this system was not typical. 

Table 12.5 American Families: 100 Years of Change 

Item 1900 1950 2007

Average household size (persons) 4.8 3.4 2.6

Households with 7 or more people 
(percent) 20.4 4.9 1.2

Living arrangements of children by 
family status (percent) 

 Two-parent farm family 41 17 2

 Two-parent nonfarm family 45 79 64

 Father breadwinner, mother 
 homemaker 43 56 32

 Dual-earner 2 13 60

 Single-parent  9 8 28

 Not living with parent 5 6 4

Median age at fi rst marriage*

 Men 25.9 22.8 27.1

 Women 21.9 20.3 25.3

Life expectancy at birth (years)

 Males 46.3 65.6 74.1

 Females 48.3 71.1 79.5

Infant mortality rate (deaths per 
1,000 live births) 99.9 29.2 6.4

Life expectancy at age 65   

 Men 11.7 12.9 16.3

 Women 12.4 15.2 19.2

Percent age 65 and older 4.1 8.1 12.4

Total fertility rate (children born over 
woman’s lifetime) 3.6 3.1 2.1

*These fi gures are estimates. Since 1990 the United States has not col-
lected data on age at fi rst marriage. In addition, the U.S. government col-
lects almost no information on divorce. We do not know how many divorces 
occur each year, because fi ve states (Texas, California, Colorado, Indiana, 
and Louisiana) do not release divorce statistics. Moreover, the federal gov-
ernment does not gather data on circumstances surrounding divorce—the 
number of children affected, length of marriage, and so on (Hacker 2002).

Source: U.S. Central Intelligence Agency (2007), U.S. Census Bureau 
(2005, 2007).
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Rather, it was peculiar to the middle and upper classes 
and was associated with a particular phase of industrial-
ization. In the United States, “the heyday of the breadwin-
ner system was from about 1860 to 1920” (p. 404). This 
system has been in decline ever since. Davis asks, “Why 
did the separation of home and workplace lead to the 
breadwinner system?” The major reason, he believes, is 
that women had too many children to engage in work out-
side the home. This answer is supported by the fact that 
family size, as measured by the number of living mem-
bers, reached its peak in the period from the mid-1800s to 
the early 1900s. During this period, infant and childhood 
mortality declined but the old norms favoring large fami-
lies persisted.

The Decline of the Breadwinner System

The breadwinner system did not last long because, for one 
thing, it placed too much strain on husbands and wives. 
The strains stemmed from several sources. Never before 
had the roles of husband and wife been so distinct. Never 
before had women played less than a direct, important role 
in producing what the family consumed. Never before had 
men been separated from the family for most of their wak-
ing hours. Never before had men been forced to bear the 
sole responsibility of supporting the entire family. Davis 
regards these events as structural weaknesses in the bread-
winner system. Given the presence of these weaknesses, 
the system needed strong normative controls to survive: 
“The husband’s obligation to support his family, even 
after his death, had to be enforced by law and public opin-
ion. Illegitimate sexual relations and reproduction had to 

be condemned; divorce had to be punished, and marriage 
had to be encouraged by making the lot of the ‘spinster’ a 
pitiful one” (p. 406).

Davis maintains that the normative controls collapsed 
not only because of the strains associated with the bread-
winner system, but also because of demographic and 
social changes that accompanied industrialization. These 
changes included decreased total fertility rates, increased 
life expectancy, increased divorce rates, and increased 
opportunities for employment perceived as suitable for 
women.

Declines in Total Fertility

The decline in total fertility (number of children born 
over a woman’s lifetime) began before married women 
entered the labor force in large numbers. Davis attributes 
the decline to two sources: the forces of industrialization, 
which changed children from economic assets to economic 
liabilities, and the “desire to retain or advance one’s own 
and one’s children’s status in a rapidly evolving industrial 
society” (p. 408). Davis concluded that the decline in total 
fertility itself changed women’s lives so that they had the 
time to work outside the home, especially after their chil-
dren entered school. Not only did the number of children 
born in the average family decrease, but the average age at 
which women had their last child decreased (the mother’s 
median age at the time of her last child’s birth was 40 in 
1850; by 1940 it had fallen to 27.3). In addition, the births 
occurred more closely together than they had before.

Increased Life Expectancy

Given her relatively short life expectancy and the relatively 
late age at which she had her last child (40), the average 
woman in 1860 was dead by the time her last child left 
home. By 1980, given the changes in family size, spac-
ing of children, and age of last pregnancy, the average 
woman could expect to live 33 years after her last child left 
home. As a result, the time devoted to child care came to 
occupy a smaller proportion of a woman’s life. In addition, 
although life expectancy has increased for both men and 
women, women can expect to live longer than men do. In 
1900, women outlived men by about 1.6 years, on average. 
Today, the average woman outlives the average man by 5.5 
years. Yet, because brides tend to be younger on average 
than their grooms, the average married woman can expect 
to live approximately 8 to 10 years beyond her husband’s 
death. In addition, the distorted sex ratio caused by males’ 
earlier death decreases the probability of remarriage later 
in life. Although few women would probably mention 
their husbands’ impending death as a reason for working, 
the difference in male-female life expectancy may be a 
background consideration.

This photo illustrates the breadwinner system, an arrangement in 
which the father worked outside the home and the mother took care of 
the house and children. 
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Increased Divorce Rate

Davis traces the rise in the divorce rate to the breadwinner 
system, and specifi cally to the shift of economic produc-
tion outside the home:

With this shift, husband and wife, parents and children, were 

no longer bound together in a close face-to-face division of 

labor in a common enterprise. They were bound, rather, by 

a weaker and less direct mutuality—the husband’s ability to 

draw income from the wider economy and the wife’s willing-

ness to make a home and raise children. The husband’s work 

not only took him out of the home but also frequently put him 

into contact with other people, including young unmarried 

women [who have always worked] who were strangers to his 

family. Extramarital relationships inevitably fl ourished. Freed 

from rural and small-town social controls, many husbands 

either sought divorce or, by their behavior, caused their wives 

to do so (pp. 410–411).

As Davis notes, an increase in the divorce rate preceded 
married women’s entry into the labor market by several 
decades. He argues that once the divorce rate reached 
a certain threshold (a 20 percent or greater chance of 
divorce), more married women seriously considered seek-
ing employment to protect themselves in case of failed 
marriage. When both husband and wife participate in the 
labor force, the chances of divorce increase even more. In 
such a scenario, both partners interact daily with people 
who are strangers to the family.

Increased Employment Opportunities 
for Women

Davis believes that married women are motivated to seek 
work because of changes in the childbearing experience, 

the increase in life expectancy, the rising divorce rate, 
and the inherent weakness of the breadwinner system. 
However, women can act on these motivations only when 
their opportunities to work increase. With improvements 
in machine technology, productivity increased and the 
physical labor required to produce goods and services 
decreased. As industrialization matured, it brought a 
corresponding increase in the kinds of jobs perceived as 
suitable for women beyond nursing, clerical and secre-
tarial work, and teaching. As women fi lled these jobs, they 
increased their economic self-suffi ciency and transformed 
gender roles. There is “nothing like a checking account to 
decrease someone’s willingness to be pushed into mar-
riage or stay in a bad one” (Kipnis 2004).

Davis helps us to understand forces behind the decline 
of the breadwinner system. He does not say that the pres-
ent system is free of problems, however. First, it “lacks nor-
mative guidelines. It is not clear what husbands and wives 
should expect of each other. It is not clear what ex-wives 
and ex-husbands should expect, or children, cohabitants, 
friends, and neighbors. Each couple has to work out its 
own arrangement, which means in practice a great deal of 
experimentation and failure” (Davis 1984, p. 413). Second, 
although the two-income system gives wives a direct role 
in economic production, it also requires them to work away 
from home, a situation that complicates child care. Third, 
even in the two-income system, the woman tends to remain 
primarily responsible for domestic matters. Davis main-
tains that women bear this responsibility because men and 
women are unequal in the labor force. (At the time Davis 
wrote his study, women earned 66 cents for every dollar 
men earned. Today, they earn about 76 cents for every dol-
lar men earn.) Davis believes that as long as women make 
an unequal contribution to the overall household income, 
they will do more work around the house.

Women have demonstrated that they are capable of doing very physical work, but they have often been 
constrained by the kinds of jobs society perceived them as capable of doing. 
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The problems of the post-breadwinner system are evi-
dent when we consider that a large proportion of married 
women (almost one-third) “choose” to not work outside 
the home (U.S. Department of Labor 2007). According to 
Davis, choice refl ects the psychosocial costs of employ-
ment to married women—costs that include the stress of 
juggling family and career, fi nding reliable day care, and 
anxiety over making those choices. (For more informa-
tion on how the labor market disadvantages women in the 
United States, see Chapter 10.)

The Changing Family in Japan

On August 11, 2000, the Tokyo metropolitan government 
launched a 47-point plan to save the capital’s children 
from “a state of moral and social decay.” Among other 
things, the plan declared every third Saturday to be “fam-
ily bonding day.” On those days, families are asked to eat 
together and talk to one another. In addition, the plan 
calls on adults to follow seven essential rules, including 
the following: “Make children say ‘hello,’ ‘good-bye,’ and 

INTERSECTION OF  BIOGRAPHY AND SOCIETY

Confl icts between Career and Family

THE TENSIONS THAT married women face regarding 
family and employment can be summarized as follows: 
If they work and have no children, they are considered 
selfi sh. If they stay home and raise a family, they are con-
sidered underemployed at best. If they work and raise a 
family, people wonder how they can possibly do either job 
right. The following comments from students in my intro-
duction to sociology classes speak to this dilemma:

• I have felt pressured since I was little to go to college 
and have a career, and all I have ever wanted was to be 
a housewife and mother. Now that I have been in col-
lege for three years, I still have no major because my 
interests are with homemaking—that does not require 
a degree. It just kills me that people think that if women 
want to stay at home they are living in the past and that 
women should be career-driven. I wish society would 
stop pressuring women to get a career even if they don’t 
want one. If it continues, I feel a lot more women will 
feel trapped and lost in college like I do.

• After I was born, my mother faced the tensions between 
being a mother and working outside the home. I was her 
second child, and she felt pressured to choose between 
her job and her two children. She quit her job and had 
two more kids. Later on, when she was ready to go back 
and get a job, she got a job at Arby’s. However, the only 
reason she worked there was so she could be home to 
help us get ready for school, and meet us when we got 
home from school.

• I worked part-time for years, and once my youngest 
child entered school my husband kept asking when 
I was going to work full-time. There always was the 
power issue in our family—who makes the most money 
gets to make the big decisions. Truthfully, that played 

a part in my going to work full-time—so I could have 
some more power in the decision making.

• My best friend from high school is extremely intelli-
gent and now works in New Hampshire as a district 
manager. She makes a six-fi gure salary, and her hus-
band stays home with their two children. He has only a 
high-school education, but wants to be an author. Dur-
ing the day, he writes (when the kids are asleep) and is 
working on his fi rst novel. This is his dream. Probably 
90 percent of the people who they know disagree with 
this arrangement. They feel he should be the breadwin-
ner and she should stay home with the children—even 
though she said being a stay-at-home mom would drive 
her crazy. My friend and her husband have struggled 
with this decision. They fi nally realized that this is 
their life—she loves her job and he loves to write and 
care for the kids during the day.

• My mom was pregnant with three kids before the age of 
25. Out of six children, only two were actually planned. 
She, unlike my father, gave up her career to raise us. 
When she did go back to work, she found that the cost 
of child care was more than her salary. Today she has 
lower self-esteem because she doesn’t have skills for the 
work force. She is scared to return to work, but her life 
as a housewife is boring. She doesn’t feel right spending 
my dad’s money on herself.

• I have never wanted children. I’ve always strived toward 
success and a career. Everyone tells me that I won’t be 
able to stand being childless and eventually I’ll want 
children. Well, as I think about it now, a career has more 
appeal than being “Suzy-homemaker.” My mother 
stayed home with my brother and me, and I love her 
for it. I feel that if I had children I would want to devote 
myself to them, so for me it is a choice of one over the 
other—and I choose career.



‘thank you.’ Make children tell you about their day. Don’t 
give in when children whine for something—make them 
endure. Scold other people’s children” (Japan Times 2000). 
The Tokyo government announced this plan in response 
to the many problems it believes are connected to Japan’s 
declining total fertility rate.

According to Tokyo’s governor, the low total fertil-
ity rate and corresponding changes in family structure 
have created a generation of overprotected, spoiled, self-
 centered children who “lack basic principles and an ability 
to sympathize with others.” The governor named class-
room collapse, bullying, dating for pay, and ill-mannered 
children as other disruptive consequences of these trends 
(Japan Times 2000).

The Tokyo initiative is one of many programs and 
policies being considered throughout Japan in an effort 
to “rescue the family.” At the national level, for example, 
the government recently reviewed 150 proposals aimed at 
reversing the declining total fertility rate and encourag-
ing working women to have children. It enacted legisla-
tion requiring corporations with 300 or more employees 
to introduce child-care programs (Japan Times 2002). At 
least 20 local governments have agreed to subsidize fertil-
ity treatments (Hoffman 2003; Japan Times 2003b). The 
national government has also expanded health care cov-
erage to include the cost of artifi cial insemination (Japan 
Times 2007).

Over the span of 100 years, the structure of the Jap-
anese family has changed drastically (see Table 12.6). 
Infant mortality declined sharply during the last century, 
from 155 deaths to 3.3 deaths per 1,000 births. The average 

number of children that Japanese women bear over their 
lifetime dropped from 5.11 to 1.4. The percentage of males 
age 25–29 who have never married increased from 18.7 to 
66.9. For women, that percentage increased from 8 in 1900 
to 48 in 2000. Over the past 100 years, average life expec-
tancy increased by 34 years for men and by more than 40 
years for women.

In Japan the pressing question is, “Why has total fertil-
ity declined to 1.2 births per woman?” Given that a society 
require 2.1 births per woman to replace themselves, this 
issue has become increasingly important. The low total 
fertility rate also helps to explain the high percentage of 
people age 65 and older (Japan Times 2004). The drop in 
Japanese total fertility is intertwined with a number of 
social forces, including the fall of the multigenerational 
household system and the rise of the breadwinner system, 
the decline in the number of arranged marriages, the rise 
of the “parasite single” and the “new single concept,” and 
increased employment opportunities, especially for single 
women.

The Fall of the Multigenerational 
Family System and the Rise 
of the Breadwinner System

In 1898 the Japanese government established the Domestic 
Relations and Inheritance Laws. Under these laws, everyone 
belonged to a multigenerational household system (known 
as an ie) and was required to register in an offi cial family 
registry. Even if families of the same ancestor lived apart, 
they still registered as one ie (Takahashi 1999). Legally the 
household head held authority over other family members 
and was responsible for the household’s management and 
well-being. Relationships between family members were 
shaped by the Confucian values of fi lial piety, faith in the 
family, and respect for elders. Ideally, women obeyed men, 
the young obeyed the old, and daughters-in-law obeyed 
mothers-in-law (Hashizume 2000). First-born sons held 
privileged status. As future heads of the household, they 
were the heirs to all of the family’s assets. Younger sons 
were expected to establish their own livelihoods and resi-
dences apart from the main household. Even so, the wives 
of younger sons were expected to help care for their hus-
bands’ parents, despite the fact that their parents-in-law 
lived in a separate household.

Under the ie system, a daughter was viewed as a tem-
porary family member until marriage, at which point she 
moved in with—or more precisely, was absorbed into—her 
husband’s family and assumed his surname (Takahashi 
1999). A bride—especially the bride of the oldest son—
was known as the “bride of the family.” She served and 
obeyed her husband, his parents, and the household heir. 
She was responsible for domestic work, including caring 
for her parents-in-law in their old age. If a household head 
and his wife produced no children, the couple adopted 

About 21 percent of the population in Japan—one in fi ve people—is age 
65 or older. That percentage is expected to increase to 30 percent—
one in three—by 2020. How do you think an aging population affects 
family life?
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a child (preferably a male). If the couple had no biologi-
cal or adopted son, they adopted a son-in-law to marry a 
daughter, take on the family name, and assume the role of 
household head. Legally, women could not choose their 
spouses or own property.

Soon after U.S. forces dropped atomic bombs on the 
Japanese cities Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945, World 
War II ended; U.S. troops occupied Japan until 1952. 
Under the direction of General Douglas MacArthur, the 
occupational authority imposed sweeping changes on 
Japan’s economic, education, legal, and family systems. 
The ie system ended. New laws granting equal rights to 
women, ending arranged marriage, and abolishing pri-
mogeniture were instituted. Women were given the right 
to vote, to initiate divorce, and to retain custody of chil-
dren. The Ancestry Registration Law was abolished, and 

the nuclear family replaced the ie as the legal family unit 
(Takahashi 1999).

The U.S. government gave economic assistance to its 
former foe, helped Japan to rebuild, and established a dem-
ocratic and capitalistic system. Japan literally rose from 
the ashes of World War II to become one of the top econo-

Table 12.6 Japanese Families: 100 Years of Change 

Item 1900 1950 2007

Average household size (persons) 4.8 3.4 2.6

Percent age 65 and older 5.5 4.9 21

Infant mortality rate (deaths per 
1,000 live births) 155 60.1 3.7 

Mean age at fi rst marriage   

 Women 23 23 28 

 Men 27 25.9 29.1

Mean age at fi rst birth — — 27.9

Total fertility rate (number of children 
born over average woman’s lifetime) 5.11  3.65 1.2 

Number of abortions to 100 live births — 67.6 28.3 

Life expectancy at birth (years)   

 Males 44.25 59.57 78.3

 Females 44.83 62.97 85.2

Life expectancy at age 65 
(projected years)   

 Males 10.14 11.35 18

 Females 11.35 13.36 23

Percentage never married 
(age 25–29)

 Men 18.7 — 69.3

 Women 8.0 — 54

Percentage never married 
(age 30–34)

 Men — — 42.9

 Women — — 26.6

Percentage of population engaged 
in agriculture 53.8  41.1  6

Average household size 4.89  4.97 2.6

Percentage of one-person households 6 3.4 20

Source: Statistics Bureau, Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications 
(Japan) (2007).

In 1945, during World War II, U.S. forces dropped atomic bombs on the 
Japanese cities Nagasaki and Hiroshima. The bombs’ physical and psy-
chological devastation hastened Japan’s surrender that same year. U.S. 
troops then occupied Japan until 1952, and the occupational authority 
imposed sweeping changes on Japan’s family system. 
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mies in the world and a top trading partner of the United 
States. The rise of capitalism moved productive functions 
away from the home. Men assumed the role of breadwin-
ners, working outside the home; women assumed the 
role of homemakers, responsible for reproductive work, 
including the care of children and the elderly.

Despite these changes to the family structure, the belief 
that problems should be managed within the family has 
persisted. This persistence is evident in the structure of 
Japan’s social welfare system: the Japanese government 
provides only limited public services to the elderly, relying 
instead on the caregiving tradition in which daughters-in-
law care for their parents-in-law (Hashizume 2000). Care-
giving is still a largely private responsibility, with limited 
government support.

The Japanese government sends mixed messages 
regarding women’s roles. On the one hand, the country 
needs women in the labor force because the low total fer-
tility rate has not produced enough “new workers.” On the 
other hand, it still counts on women to serve as primary 
caregivers to the young and old. The government has set 
ambitious goals to relieve women of caregiving burdens 
and yet failed to provide adequate funding and other sup-
port. For example, it has outlawed discrimination against 
women and pregnant workers but established no enforce-
ment mechanisms (Boling 1998; Kingston 2001).

The Decline of Arranged Marriages

Between 1955 and 1998 the proportion of all marriages in 
Japan that were arranged fell from 63 percent to 7 percent. 
This trend was accompanied by a decline in the proportion 
of newly married couples who lived with parents from 64 
percent to 23 percent (Retherford, Ogawa, and Matsukura 
2001). The shift away from arranged marriages has been 
related in part to an increase in the median age at fi rst 
marriage. When parents no longer arranged marriages, 
love became a private matter and young people were left 
to their own devices.  As a result the Japanese marriage 
market is not as well developed as the U.S. market. Spe-
cifi cally, the country has few voluntary associations and 
other organized settings in which single men and women 
can interact. Unlike the United States, Japan does not have 
a “couples culture.” As one young Japanese woman com-
mented, “In the U.S., you are supposed to be with your 
boyfriend or husband all the time. . . . In Japan, women 
have their ways of having fun and men have their ways. 
You’re not expected to bring a date everywhere and you 
don’t feel excluded if you’re not involved with someone” 
(Ornstein 2001, p. 34). 

Because of the relatively undeveloped marriage market 
and low societal pressure to date, roughly 45 percent of 
Japanese women age 16 and older claim to have not even 
one male friend. Among women who say they hope to 
marry soon, one in four claims to have no male friends. 

Among women who have at least one male friend, virtu-
ally all report that they have engaged in premarital sex. 
“The easy availability of premarital sex is another factor 
that has reduced the urgency of getting married and con-
tributed to increases in the mean age of marriage” (Reth-
erford, Ogawa, and Matsukura 2001, p. 18).

The Rise of the “Parasite Single” 
and the “New Single Concept”

In Japan a high percentage of working single adults (age 
22 and older) live with their parents while contributing 
little to household expenses. An estimated 90 percent of 
single women in their twenties and 60 percent of single 
men in their thirties live with their parents (Retherford, 
Ogawa, and Matsukura 2001; Yamada 2000; Zielenziger 
2002). In the United States, 14 percent of 24- to 34-year-
olds live with their parents or grandparents (Lewin 2003). 
Sociologist Masahiro Yamada (2000) claims that Japanese 
singles contribute about $239 per month toward house-
hold expenses and average between $1,000 and $1,600 in 
monthly pocket money to spend on name-brand goods, 
cars, travel, and other desired items (Japan Echo 2000b). 
Yamada coined the phrase “parasite singles” to describe 
young adults pursuing the “new single concept,” enjoying 
a comfortable life free of the fi nancial and emotional pres-
sures associated with parenting (especially mothering). 
Among the most stressful pressures that “parasite singles” 
wish to avoid is that of guiding children through Japan’s 
highly competitive educational system.

Japanese society depends heavily on women to serve as primary 
caregivers to young and old. As the parents of the man on the left age, 
it is assumed that his wife will take on the primary responsibility of 
caring for them.
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This competitiveness can be traced to top corporations’ 
and government ministries’ practice of recruiting career 
employees from a handful of elite universities. Admission 
to these universities is tied to high scores on very diffi cult 
entrance exams. Applicants who have attended elite lower-
level schools have a better chance of doing well on those 
exams. As the percentage of applicants attending universi-
ties has increased, so too has the competition to win entry 
into the elite institutions. The intense competition has 
given rise to juku (cram schools).

Japanese children attend one of 50,000 juku after the 
regular school day, on weekends, and during vacation peri-
ods. Approximately 39 percent of all public elementary stu-
dents (fi rst through sixth grades) and 75 percent of public 
middle school students attend such schools (Sato 2005). 
In 1975 the Japanese government capped the number of 
university enrollments, further increasing the pressure 
on children to do well academically. The juku phenom-
enon places tremendous fi nancial pressure on the parents 
who enroll their children into the cram schools, purchase 
supplementary textbooks and other educational aids, and 
employ tutors (Brasor 1999). In fact, many mothers work 
part-time to pay juku-related expenses, which can range 
from $303 to $433 per month (Sato 2005).

Such pressures are refl ected in Japanese parents’ answers 
to survey questions about the disadvantages of having chil-
dren. The top two drawbacks cited are the fi nancial costs 
and psychological stresses associated with the juku system. 
The juku pressure is particularly stressful for mothers, 
who almost single-handedly guide children through the 
process. Many working fathers are largely absent from the 
home, because the workplace is governed by a mentality 
of “work over family”:  “Employees feel obligated to work 
long hours (including weekends), forgo needed time off, 
and accept sudden job transfers without consideration of 
family needs” (Newport 2000).

Entrenched Barriers to Employment

In Japan, women make up approximately 40 percent of the 
paid labor force. Of the women between the ages of 16 and 
64, 50 percent work full- or part-time. On average, women 
in Japan earn 46 cents for every dollar men earn. When 
we control for occupation, females earn 62 cents for every 
dollar their male counterparts earn for doing the same 
or similar work (World Economic Forum 2006). This 
wage gap varies by age. At one extreme, female employ-
ees between the ages of 20 and 24 earn 91 cents for every 
dollar their male counterparts earn. At the other extreme, 
women between the ages of 50 and 54 earn 54 cents for 
every dollar men their age earn. Although women account 
for 48 percent of Japan’s labor force, they compose just 15 
percent of all professional and technical workers and 11 
percent of all legislators, senior offi cials, and managers. 
In contrast, 55 percent of all professional and technical 

workers in the United States are women and 46 percent of 
all legislators, senior offi cials, and managers are women. 
Japanese women hold 10 percent of all government posi-
tions, whereas American women hold 18 percent of such 
positions (World Economic Forum 2006).

This inequality is connected to a number of factors. 
Although Japan’s labor laws forbid discrimination against 
women, it exists at every level, including recruitment, hir-
ing, training, compensation, promotion, and retirement. 
One of the most important sources of discrimination is the 
two-track personnel system found in most large compa-
nies (Wijers-Hasegawa 2003). One track—managerial—
includes employees whose jobs entail decision making and 
planning and who have been targeted as future executives. 
The other track—general offi ce—consists of employees 
who do general offi ce work. At least half of all the corpora-
tions with two-track employment systems consider females 
only for the general offi ce track. In the United States the 
system is not perfect but the government has initiated sup-
port programs for businesswomen and equal opportunity  
programs to address past discrimination (Hiroko 2003).

One Japanese government report suggests that “Japan is 
still a developing country in the sense of gender equality” 
(Bando 2003). The World Economic Forum (2006) ranked 
Japan 79th out of its 115 member countries in its ability to 
empower women; it ranked the United States 23rd. 

For the most part, Japanese women are expected to quit 
working when they marry or have children (Boling 1998; 
Japan Times 2003d). When mothers do work, they tend to 
accept low-paying and insecure employment in exchange 
for the fl exibility needed to meet household and caregiv-
ing responsibilities. Although this situation is beginning 
to change, many corporations allow women only one of 
two choices: devote their lives to the company or quit upon 
getting married and having children (Boling 1998). This 
pressure to leave work or to scale back is further encour-
aged by a tax system that offers married women incentives 
to “choose” part-time employment. The government caps 
the amount of income that married women can earn with-
out paying taxes and being dropped from their husbands’ 
insurance policies.

The Japanese education system also plays a role in per-
petuating the male-female wage gap. Of all the students 
entering four-year colleges, 64 percent are male and 36 
percent are female. By comparison, approximately 90 per-
cent of students entering junior colleges are female. Junior 
colleges “train young women to be skilled, gracious, and 
responsible homemakers” (Isa 2000). (See Intersection of 
Biography and Society: “Going Back to Japan After Living 
in the United States”). Sociologist Kaku Sechiyama argues 
that the key to establishing a work environment that sup-
ports married women, mothers, and women who plan to 
marry and have children is to create a system that imposes 
housework, child-rearing, and elder-care duties on men. 
Then, “employers know that there will be a certain disad-



vantage regardless of whether they hire men or women” 
(Takahara 2000).

A Century of Change

■ CORE CONCEPT 5: Over the past 100 years, fundamental 

shifts in the economy, a decline in parental authority, the 

changing status of children, and dramatic increases in life 

expectancy have changed the family structure. In reviewing 
a century of changes to the family structure in Japan and 
the United States, we can identify a number of common 
underlying interdependent themes. These themes relate to 
(1) the fundamental shifts in the economic system, (2) the 
decline of parental authority, (3) the changing status of 
children, and (3) dramatic increases in life expectancy. 

Fundamental Shifts in the Economic System

In Chapter 8, we learned that social stratifi cation is the 
system societies use to classify people. When sociologists 
study stratifi cation, they examine how the categories to 
which people are assigned affect their perceived social 
worth and their life chances. They are particularly inter-
ested in how individuals who possess one variation of a 
characteristic (for example, male reproductive organs ver-
sus female reproductive organs) are regarded and treated 
as more valuable than persons who possess another varia-
tion of the same characteristic.

Sociologist Randall Collins (1971) offers a theory of 
sexual stratifi cation to analyze this point. Collins’s theory 
is based on three assumptions. First, people use their eco-
nomic, political, physical, and other resources to dominate 
others. Second, any change in the distribution of resources 
across a society alters the structure of domination. Third, 
ideology is used to support and justify one group’s domi-
nation of another.

In the case of males and females, males tend to be physi-
cally stronger than females. Collins argues that because of 
this physical difference, the potential for coercion by males 
exists in every encounter between males and females. He 
maintains that the ideology of sexual property, the “rela-
tively permanent claim to exclusive sexual rights over a 
particular person” (1971, p. 7), lies at the heart of sexual 
stratifi cation. Collins points out that women have histori-
cally been viewed and treated as men’s sexual property.

According to Collins, the extent to which women are 
viewed as sexual property and subordinate to men has his-
torically depended—and still depends—on two important 
interdependent factors: women’s access to agents of violence 
control (such as the police) and women’s position relative 
to men in the labor market. Based on these factors, Collins 
identifi es four historical economic arrangements: (1) low-
technology tribal societies, (2) fortifi ed households, (3) pri-
vate households, and (4) advanced market economies.

These four arrangements are ideal types; the reality is 
usually a mixture of two or more types. Each arrangement 
is broadly characterized by distinct relationships between 
men and women. We begin our discussion by analyzing 
the fi rst type of economy, characteristic of low-technology 
tribal societies.

Low-technology tribal societies include hunting-and-
gathering societies with technologies that do not permit 
the creation of surplus wealth—that is, wealth beyond 
what is needed to meet basic human needs, such as food 
and shelter. In such societies, sex-based division of labor 
is minimal, because the emphasis is on collective welfare 
and the belief that all members must contribute to ensure 
the group’s survival. Basic economic tasks for men might 
include agriculture, carpentry, hunting, and fi shing. For 
women, they might include weaving, cloth making, and 
oil making (Cote 1997). Although all men and women 
learn the basic economic tasks deemed appropriate to 
their sex, they also specialize in certain areas, such as fi sh-
ing, pigeon hunting, boat building, or wood carving (for 
men) or producing the most valuable kinds of mats, cloth, 
medicines, or oils (for women). 

Evidence suggests that in hunting-and-gathering soci-
eties, women perform more menial tasks and work longer 
hours than men do. Men hunt large animals, for example, 
while women gather most of the food and hunt smaller 
animals. The women might perform routine agricul-
tural work (weeding, transplanting, and gathering crops). 
Women also do routine fi shing or hunting for small prey 
(Cote 1997).

Because almost no surplus wealth exists, marriage 
between men and women from different families does 
little to increase a family’s wealth or political power. Con-
sequently, daughters are not treated as “property,” in the 
sense that they are not used as bargaining chips to achieve 
such aims. Compared with women in fortifi ed households 
and private household arrangements, women in low-tech-
nology tribal societies have more “freedom of self-deter-
mination, more social value, and higher-status economic 
roles” (Cote 1997, p. 8).

Fortifi ed households are preindustrial arrangements 
characterized by no police force, militia, national guard, 

low-technology tribal societies Hunting-and-gathering societies 
with technologies that do not permit the creation of surplus wealth.

surplus wealth Wealth beyond what is needed to meet basic human 
needs, such as food and shelter.

fortifi ed households Preindustrial arrangements in which a house-
hold acts as an armed unit and the head of the household acts as its 
military commander. The household is characterized by the presence 
of a nonhouseholder class, consisting of propertyless laborers and 
servants
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or other peacekeeping organization. Instead, the house-
hold acts as an armed unit, and the head of the house-
hold acts as its military commander. Fortifi ed households 
“may vary considerably in size, wealth, and power, from 
the court of a king or great lord . . . down to households 
of minor artisans and peasants” (Collins 1971, p. 11). 
All fortifi ed households, however, share one characteris-
tic: the presence of a nonhouseholder class, consisting of 
propertyless laborers and servants. In the fortifi ed house-
hold, “the honored male is he who is dominant over oth-
ers, who protects and controls his own property, and who 
can conquer others’ property” (p. 12). Men treat women 
as sexual property in every sense: Daughters are bargain-
ing chips for establishing economic and political alliances 
with other households; male heads of household have 
sexual access to female servants; and women (especially 
in poorer households) bear many children, who eventu-
ally become an important source of labor. In this system, 
women’s power depends on their relationship to the domi-
nant men.

Private households emerge with the establishment of 
a market economy, a centralized, bureaucratic state, and 
agencies of social control that alleviate the need for citi-
zens to take the law into their own hands. Under the pri-
vate household arrangement, men monopolize the most 
desirable and important economic and political positions. 

As you might guess, private households exist when the 
workplace is separate from the home.

Men are still heads of household but assume the role of 
breadwinner, and women remain responsible for house-
keeping and child rearing. Men, as heads of household, 
control the property. Until 1848 in the United States, for 
example, a married woman’s legal position was such that 
any wages she earned and any property she had acquired 
before or after her marriage belonged to her husband. In 
the event of divorce, husbands were awarded custody of 
children. Married women could not sign business con-
tracts, sue, or be sued. Husbands, in turn, were respon-
sible for any debts that their wives assumed (PBS 2000). 
Similarly, in Japan until the end of World War II, women 
lacked property rights under the ie system.

The decline in the number of fortifi ed households, the 
separation of the workplace from the home, smaller fam-
ily size, and the existence of a police force to which women 
could appeal in cases of domestic violence gave rise to the 
notion of romantic love as an important ingredient in 
marriage. In the marriage market associated with private 
households, men offer women economic security, because 
they dominate the important, high-paying positions. 
Women offer men companionship and emotional support 
and strive to be attractive—that is, to achieve the ideal 
version of femininity, which might include possessing an 

Text not available due to copyright restrictions



18-inch waist or removing most facial and body hair. At 
the same time, women try to act as sexually inaccessible 
as possible, because they offer sexual access to men only in 
exchange for economic security.

Advanced market economies offer widespread employ-
ment opportunities for women. Although women remain 
far from being men’s economic equals, some can enter into 
relationships with men by offering more than an attrac-
tive appearance; they can provide an income and other 
personal achievements. Because they have more to offer, 
these women can make demands on men to be sensitive 
and physically attractive, to meet the standards of mascu-
linity, and to help with reproductive work. In the United 
States today, almost one-third (31 percent) of all women 
in dual-earner households where both partners work full-
time earn more money than their male partner (AmeriStat 
2000a). Moreover, young women in Japan and the United 
States are the female group whose average income comes 
closest to equaling that of their male counterparts. This 
situation may explain why increasing commercial atten-
tion has been given in the past decade to women who are 
evaluating men’s appearances—as evidenced by advertise-
ments related to guy watching, bodybuilding, hairstyles, 
and male skin and cosmetic products.

Decline in Parental Authority

Around the beginning of the 20th century, children learned 
from their parents and other relatives the skills needed to 
make a living. As the pace of industrialization increased, 
jobs moved away from the home and into factories and 

offi ce buildings. Parents no longer trained their children, 
because the skills they knew were becoming obsolete.

Children came to expect that they would not make 
their living in the same way their parents did. In short, 
as the economic focus shifted from agriculture to manu-
facturing, the family became less involved in children’s 
lives. Ultimately, the transfer of work away from the home 
and neighborhood removed opportunities for parents and 
children to work together.

The separation that characterized the work life of par-
ents away from their children soon spread to other areas of 
life as parents and their children moved in different social 
spheres. Parental authority over adult children lost its eco-
nomic and legal supports. The legal rights of individuals, 
especially women, were strengthened. Gradually values 
and norms developed that supported privacy and intergen-
erational independence (for example, the ideas that elders 
should not interfere in the lives of their adult children and 
that a healthy living arrangement is one in which parents 
and children reside in separate households). Popular opin-
ion pushed governments to establish social security and 
health insurance programs supporting the elderly. Those 
policies further reinforced changes in family structure and 
values. Contributing to these changes was the increased 
prevalence of employed females, a group that had histori-
cally assumed caregiving responsibilities for elderly fam-
ily members. Ogawa and Retherford (1997) have labeled 
this new parent–adult child relationship as “intimacy at 
a distance.” The changed relationships between family 
members—especially the trend away from shared resi-
dences—offered fewer “natural” opportunities for inter-
generational activities. Education, work, social, and leisure 
activities became largely age-segregated experiences, to the 
point that if intergenerational activities were to take place 
on a societal level, they needed to be planned.

Although some intergenerational programs do exist in 
the United States, “a rich array of intergenerational ini-
tiatives exists in Japanese schools (public and private), 
community settings, and institutional facilities” (Kaplan 
and Thang 1997, p. 302). Such programs include Rent-a-
Family, which enables seniors with limited or unsatisfac-
tory family ties to “rent the services of actors to play the 
part of children and grandchildren and share family-like 
experiences”; other programs integrate senior and youth 
services (for example, children’s libraries and playgrounds 
are located in or near the open spaces of old-age homes). 
All such programs create opportunities for sustained and 
meaningful interaction between the generations.

Intergenerational programs in Japan are structured 
with one or more goals in mind. Those goals include 
offering seniors meaningful and productive roles, com-
bating ageism, fostering intergenerational understanding, 
drawing on the talents and energies of youth and elderly 
to solve problems, fostering an environment of mutual 
support and understanding, and establishing a sense of 

Sociologist Kaku Sechiyama argues that employers would discriminate 
against women less if men shared equally in reproductive tasks.
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cultural continuity and respect for tradition (Kaplan and 
Thang 1997).

Status of Children

As noted earlier, the technological advances associated 
with the Industrial Revolution and the shift from an agri-
culture-based economy to a manufacturing-based one 
not only changed relationships between family members, 
but also altered the status of children from economic 
assets to liabilities. Mechanization decreased the amount 
of physical effort and time needed to produce food and 
other commodities. Consequently, children lost their eco-
nomic value. In agriculture, which is a form of extractive 
economy, children represent an important source of free 
unskilled labor for the family. This fact may partly explain 
why the highest total fertility rates in the world occur in 
places like Afghanistan, Somalia, the Democratic Repub-
lic of the Congo, and Niger—places where labor-intensive 
production remains common (see Intersection of Biog-
raphy and Society: “The Economic Role of Children in 
Labor-Intensive Environments”).

 Demographer S. Ryan Johansson (1987) argues that 
in high-income economies, couples who choose to have 
children bring them into the world to provide intangible, 
“emotional” services—services such as love, companion-
ship, an outlet for nurturing feelings, enhancement of 
dimensions of adult identity—rather than economic ser-
vices. The shift away from labor-intensive production has 
stripped children of whatever economic contribution they 
might have made to the family (Johansson 1987). In high-
income economies, the family’s energies have shifted away 
from production of food and other necessities and toward 
the consumption of goods and services.

In the United States, largely because of the shift away 
from labor-intensive production, children have become 
expensive to rear. Today, depending on income, Americans 
will spend between $190,000 (average for lowest income) 
and $381,050 (average for highest income) to house, feed, 
clothe, transport, and supply medical care to a child until 
he or she is 18 years old; annual expenses for child rear-
ing will range from $7,500 to $15,700 (U.S. Department of 
Agriculture 2006). These costs cover only the basics; when 
we include extras, such as summer camps, private schools, 

In primarily agriculture-based economies, children represent an important source of free unskilled labor for 
the family. In information-service–based economies, the motives for having children have changed from such 
practical benefi ts to the intangible, “emotional” services that children can provide. 
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sports, and music lessons, the costs go even higher. Even if 
children go to work when they reach their teens, they usu-
ally spend their earnings on personal goods and services 
and do not contribute to paying household expenses.

Of course, for many parents, the cost of raising chil-
dren does not stop when they reach age 18. About 60 per-

cent of U.S. high school graduates enroll in college. The 
average annual cost of in-state college tuition and fees 
ranges from $5,132 for public institutions to $20,082 for 
private institutions (College Board 2005).  The high cost 
of raising children may be one reason that, in a recent 
national survey of 2200 adults, children were among the 

INTERSECTION OF  BIOGRAPHY AND SOCIETY

evolved from the nature of the tapper’s day. The 150 and 
200 rubber trees along an estrada [trail] are exasperatingly 
spread out. A simple, minimal bit of work is required at each 
tree, but there is often a 100-yard gap between trees. Thus, 
a tapper’s morning circuit can be an 8- to 11-mile hike. And 
that is just the morning. . . . Then, they would retrace their 
steps on the same trail, to gather the latex that had fl owed 
from the trees during the morning. Only rarely would they 
return home before fi ve o’clock. By then they would be car-
rying several gallons of raw latex in a metal jar or sometimes 
in a homemade, rubber-coated sack.
 The very best rubber is produced when this pure latex 
is immediately cured over a smoky fi re. . . . Chico would 
ladle the latex onto a wooden rod or paddle suspended over 
a conical oven. . . . As the layers built up on the rod, the 
rubber took on the shape of an oversize rugby football. The 
smoking process would continue into the evening. After a 
day’s labor of fi fteen hours or more, only six or eight pounds 
of rubber were produced.
 The tappers often developed chronic lung diseases 
from exposure to the dense, noxious smoke. Toward 
December, with the return of the rainy season, the tappers 
stopped harvesting latex and began collecting Brazil nuts. 
During the rainy season, the Mendeses often crouched on 
their haunches around a pile of Brazil nut pods, hacking off 
the top of each one with a sharp machete blow, then tossing 
the loose nuts onto a growing pile. . . . When the Mendeses 
were not harvesting latex or nuts, they tended small fi elds of 
corn, beans, and manioc.

Chico Mendes was an important Brazilian grassroots 
environmentalist and union activist dedicated to preserv-
ing the Amazon rain forest and to improving rubber tap-
pers’ economic standard of living as compared with that 
of cattle ranchers and rubber barons. He was murdered in 
1988 by Amazon cattle ranchers. Indians and rubber tap-
pers are now working together against those who misuse 
or otherwise destroy the resources of the forests.

Source: From The Burning Season by Andrew Revkin, pp. 69–76.

Copyright © 1990 by Andrew Revkin. Reprinted by permission of Houghton Mif-
fl in Company.

 The Economic Role of Children in Labor-Intensive Environments

CHILDREN ARE OFTEN an important source of cheap 
labor, especially for labor-intensive, nonmechanized 
industries. The childhood experiences of Chico Mendes, 
the son of an Amazon rubber tapper, illustrate the eco-
nomic role children can take in such an environment.

Childhood for Chico Mendes was mostly heavy work. . . . 
If all his siblings had lived to adulthood, Chico would have 
had seventeen brothers and sisters. As it was, conditions 
were so diffi cult that by the time he was grown, he was the 
oldest of six children—four brothers and two sisters.
 When he was fi ve, Chico began to collect fi rewood 
and haul water. A principal daytime occupation of young 
children on the seringal [rubber estate] has always been 
lugging cooking pots full of water from the nearest river. 
. . . Another chore was pounding freshly harvested rice to 
remove the hulls. A double-ended wooden club was plunged 
into a hollowed section of tree trunk fi lled with rice grains, 
like an oversize mortar and pestle. Often two children 
would pound the rice simultaneously, synchronizing their 
strokes so that one club was rising as the other descended.
 By the time he was nine, Chico was following his 
father into the forest to learn how to tap. . . . Well before 
dawn, Chico and his family would rise. . . . They would grab 
the tools of their trade—a shotgun, . . . a machete, and a 
pouch to collect any useful fruits or herbs found along the 
trail. They left before dawn, because that was when the latex 
was said to run most freely. . . . As they reached each tree, 
the elder Mendes grasped the short wooden handle of his 
rubber knife in two hands, with a grip somewhat like that of 
a golfer about to putt. . . . It was important to get the depth 
[of the cut] just right. . . . A cut that is too deep strikes the 
cambium [generative tissue of the tree] and imperils the 
tree; a cut that is too shallow misses the latex producing 
layer and is thus a waste. . . .
 Chico learned how to position a tin cup, or some-
times an empty Brazilian nut pod, just beneath the low 
point of the fresh cut on a crutch made out of a small brand. 
. . . The white latex immediately began to dribble down 
the slash and into the cup. . . . Chico quickly adopted the 
distinctive, fast stride of the rubber tapper. . . . The pace has 
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least cited contributors to a successful marriage.  Faithful-
ness, a good sexual relationship, household chore-sharing, 
income, good housing, shared religious beliefs, and simi-
lar tastes and interests were cited more often than children 
(St. George 2007).

The cost of raising children in Japan is also high. In 
May 2000, the Japanese government expanded the subsi-
dies it awards to parents with children age 3 and younger 
to include any child younger than age 6. The subsidies go 
to parents with annual incomes of less than $43,000 if 
self-employed and $67,000 if salaried. Qualifi ed parents 
receive $50 per month if they have one child, $100 per 
month if they have two children, $200 per month if they 
have three children, and $100 more per month for each 
additional child. The subsidies represent one response to 
the low birth rate in Japan that is tied, at least in part, to 
the high fi nancial cost of raising children (Sims 2000). In 
addition to the cost of feeding and clothing children, par-
ents spend an average of $1,100 per year on cram school 
(juku) and fees for private tutors.

Dramatic Increases in Life Expectancy 

Since 1900 the average life expectancy at birth has 
increased by 28 years in the core economies and by 20 
years (or more) in the labor-intensive poor countries. In 
The Social Consequences of Long Life, sociologist Holger 
Stub (1982) describes at least four ways in which gains in 
life expectancy have altered the composition of the fam-
ily in the last century. First, the chance that a child will 
lose one or both parents before he or she reaches 16 years 
of age has decreased sharply. In 1900 the chance of such 
an occurrence was 24 percent; today it is less than 1 per-
cent. At the same time, parents can expect their children 
to survive infancy and early childhood. In 1900, 250 of 

every 1,000 children born in the United States died before 
age 1; 33 percent did not live to age 18. Today 17 of every 
1,000 children born die before they reach age 1; less than 5 
percent die before reaching age 18.

Second, the potential length of the average marriage 
has increased. Given the mortality patterns in 1900, 
newly married couples could expect their marriage to 
last 23 years before one partner died (assuming they did 
not divorce). Today, if they do not divorce, newly married 
couples can expect to be married for 53 years before one 
partner dies. This structural change may be one factor 
underlying the currently high divorce rates. At the turn 
of the last century, death nearly always intervened before 
a typical marriage had run its natural course. Now, many 
marriages run out of steam with decades of life remaining 
for each spouse. When people could expect to live only a 
few more months or years in an unsatisfying relationship, 
they would usually resign themselves to their fate. But 
today the thought of living 20, 30, or even 50 more years in 
an unsatisfying relationship can provoke decisive action at 
any age (Dychtwald and Flower 1989, p. 213). According to 
Stub, divorce dissolves today’s marriages at the same rate 
that death did 100 years ago.

Third, people now have more time to choose and get 
to know a partner, settle on an occupation, attend school, 
and decide whether they want children. In fact, nearly all 
of these areas of experience are occurring later in life than 
they did in past generations. Some sociologists are label-
ing the years 18–35 as “transitional adulthood”—a life 
stage between childhood and adulthood (Lewin 2003). 
Moreover, an initial decision made in any one of these 
areas is not fi nal. The amount of additional living time 
enables individuals to change partners, careers, or educa-
tional and family plans—a luxury not available to their 
counterparts of a century ago. Stub (1982) argues that 

Five generations of family members point to the fact that with 
increased life expectancy family members live longer and thus have 
the opportunity to be part of family life for a greater number of years 
than had previously been possible. 
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the so-called midlife crisis is related to long life, because 
many people “perceive that there yet may be time to make 
changes and accordingly plan second careers or other 
changes in life-style” (p. 12).

Finally, the number of people surviving to old age has 
increased. In countries such as Japan and the United States, 
where the total fertility rate is low or declining, the pro-
portion of older people in the population—not merely the 
number—is increasing. In 1970, approximately 25 percent 
of all people in their late fi fties had at least one surviving 
parent; in 1980, 40 percent of this group had a surviving 
parent. Even more astonishing, in 1990, 20 percent of people 
in their early sixties and 3 percent of people in their early 
seventies had at least one surviving parent (Lewin 1990). 

Much has been written about the growing popula-
tion of people older than age 65 in the world, especially 
in terms of the challenges of caring for the disabled and 
the frail elderly. The emphasis on this segment of the older 

population should not obscure the fact that the elderly are 
a rapidly changing, heterogeneous group. They differ by 
gender, age (a difference of 30 years or more may separate 
persons aged 65 from those in their nineties), social class, 
and health status. While most elderly are not institutional-
ized, a major issue faced by even the closest of families is 
how to meet the needs of disabled and frail elderly so as not 
to constrain investments in children or impose too great a 
psychological, physical, or time burden on caregivers.

The Caregiver Role in the 
United States and Japan

■ CORE CONCEPT 6: The aging of the population had no histori-

cal precedent. The family must find ways to adapt to this situ-

ation, especially as regards caregiving. Although there has 
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▲ Figure 12.5 Population Pyramids for the United States and Japan

Population pyramids can be presented in two ways. One way is to present age groupings as percentages. The 
other is to present them as raw numbers. Notice that when we use percentages, we can answer questions 
such as What percentage of the Japanese population is between the ages of 60 and 65? and What percentage 
of the U.S. population is between the ages of 60 and 65? When we portray age groupings as raw numbers, we 
can answer questions such as How many people in Japan are between the ages of 60 and 65? and How many 
in the United States are between those ages?”
Source: U.S. Census Bureau (2004a, 2004b).
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always been a small number of people who lived to age 80 
or 90, “There is no historical precedent for the aging of our 
population. We are in the midst of a new phenomenon,” 
and families must adapt to the changing environment 
(Soldo and Agree 1988, p. 5). Finding ways to care for 
this population is among the greatest challenges. Here we 
focus on the elderly and their caregivers. We will detail the 
caregivers’ characteristics, time spent giving care, and the 
caregiver burden, the extent to which caregivers believe 
that their emotional balance, physical health, social life, 
and financial status suffer because of their caregiver role 
(Zarit, Todd, and Zarit 1986). Keep in mind, however, that 
family caregiving is a complex activity that goes beyond 
time commitments and perceived burdens.

When Noriko Yamamoto and Margaret I. Wallhagen 
(1997) interviewed 26 women in Japan who were caring 
for parents or parents-in-law with dementia, they were 
struck by the fact that many interviewees talked about 
their diffi culties “with a big smile. They looked almost 
happy about having such diffi culties of care” (p. 167). The 
interviews lasted an average of two hours and centered on 
the following question: Why do you continue to care? The 
women gave a variety of answers to this question:

• The need to pay back recipients for the sacrifi ces they 
made in raising and caring for the caregiver or her hus-
band

• The emotional bond between the caregiver and the 
recipient

• A desire to live a life free of regret—and the belief that 
failure to fulfi ll the caregiver role would lead to a life of 
regret

• A feeling of accomplishment for a job well done, espe-
cially when the recipient expresses appreciation and 
satisfaction

• Personal growth derived from the caregiving experi-
ence

Caregivers in the United States

Contrary to popular belief, most American seniors (96 
percent) are not in nursing homes. However, many report 
a physical, mental, or sensory disability (see Figure 12.6). 
In the United States 4.3 percent of the population age 65 
and older live in nursing homes, and in Japan 1.2 per-
cent does (U.S. Census Bureau 2005; National Center 
for Health Statistics 2004). Figure 12.7 shows the living 

The elderly are a heterogeneous population; they vary by sex, age, 
race, income, and social ties.
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caregiver burden The extent to which caregivers believe that their 
emotional balance, physical health, social life, and fi nancial status suf-
fer because of their caregiver role.



arrangements of the U.S. population age 65 and older by 
race and sex. The percentage of elderly who live with other 
relatives varies by racial category and gender. Note that 
between 56 and 72 percent of elderly men live with their 
spouses, as compared with between 25.5 and 42.9 percent 
of elderly women. If elderly women are not living with a 
spouse, they tend to live alone. However, female elderly 
classifi ed as Asian or Pacifi c Islander are most likely to live 
with a relative.

Although most elderly in the United States do not live 
in nursing homes, one in four does require assistance with 
daily activities, such as bathing, walking, dressing, and 
eating. An estimated 17 percent of households (18.5 mil-
lion) provide some kind of informal care to a person age 
50 or older (National Alliance for Caregiving and AARP 
2004). That percentage varies by racial classifi cation, with 
42 percent of Asian-American households and 19 percent 
of white households offering such informal care (American 
Association of Retired Persons 2001). One cannot, how-
ever, conclude from these data that nonwhites are more 
willing to care for elderly members than whites, because 
whites age 65 and older are the most likely to rate their 
health as good to excellent. Almost 75 percent of men and 
women 65 and older who are classifi ed as white rate their 
health as good to excellent, compared with 60 percent of 
those classifi ed as black and 65 percent of those classi-
fi ed as Hispanic or Latino (Federal Interagency Forum on 
Aging-Related Statistics 2000).

Ironically, members of ethnic groups that provide the 
most care are also the most likely to feel guilty about the 
amount of care given (American Association of Retired 
Persons 2001). In the United States approximately 61 per-
cent of all caregivers are women. This percentage holds for 
all racial groups except Asian Americans; in that group, 
54 percent of caregivers are male. About 41 percent of 
all people caring for seniors are also caring for children 
younger than age 18. The typical caregiver is a 46-year-

Around the turn of the 20th century, 250 of every 1,000 children born in 
the United States died before age one.
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▲ Figure 12.6 Civilian Noninstitutionalized Persons Age 65 Years 

and Older Reporting a Physical, Mental, or Sensory Disability, 2005 

Which states have the highest percentage of people 65 and older 
reporting a disability? Which states have the lowest percentage? 
Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census (2005).
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▲ Figure 12.7 Living Arrangements of People Age 65 and 

Older, by Racial or Ethnic Classifi cation

Source: U.S. Census Bureau (2005). 
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old employed woman caring for her 76-year-old mother, 
who lives nearby, for an average of 18 hours per week. 
The average person who cares for a senior does so for 4.3 
years (Jackson 2003; National Alliance for Caregiving and 
AARP 2004).

Caregivers in Japan

As we have learned, Japan has a longstanding tradition 
of caring for parents that has been shaped by norms sup-
porting fi lial piety, women as caregivers, and a patrilineal 
family structure. Although the percentage of persons age 
65 and older living with their adult children has declined 
since 1955, when 80 percent of elderly individuals in Japan 
had such a living arrangement, it remains high, at around 
50 percent. It is projected to decline to 42 percent by 2010 
(see Figure 12.8). In Japan approximately 1.2 percent of all 
elderly persons reside in nursing homes.

As in the United States, caregivers in Japan are over-
whelmingly female. Although specifi c data on caregiver 
and recipient characteristics in Japan are not available, we 
know that 76 percent of elderly Japanese men expect that 
their wives will take care of them if necessary, followed 
by their daughters-in-law, and then their daughters. In 
contrast, elderly Japanese women expect to be taken care 
of by daughters, followed by their daughters-in-law. “The 
Japanese government views the persistence of co-resident 

households [and the tradition of caring] as a unique asset 
that can be tapped to offset the adverse effects of popula-
tion aging” (Ogawa and Retherford 1997, p. 76). In fact, 
the government has built its policies related to caring for 
the elderly around these traditions. Nevertheless, some 
signs suggest that these traditions are breaking down.

To date, research on Japan’s caregivers has focused more 
on documenting changes in the caregiving relationship 
than on the caregiving relationship per se, placing particu-
lar emphasis on the shift from traditional extended family 
living to other kinds of housing arrangements. Although 
a high percentage of elderly still live with their children 
and expect their daughters-in-law or daughters to care 
for them, there is a public perception that this trend will 
not continue. A 1999 survey conducted by the prime 
minister’s offi ce examined 18- to 39-year-old men’s and 
women’s views on marriage. About 30 percent of men con-
sidered marriage a burden, citing fi nancial factors as the 
major drawback. About 40 percent of women considered 
marriage a burden, because of “housework, child rearing, 
nursing their aged parents-in-law, and coping with the 
double responsibilities of work and homemaking” (Japan 
Echo, 2000a).

Contrary to a popular notion, most elderly people do not live in nursing 
homes; rather, they lead active, productive lives.

De
pa

rt
m

en
t o

f D
ef

en
se

 p
ho

to
 b

y 
CP

L 
Co

ry
 P

. G
rif

fi t
h,

 U
SM

C 
  

1955 ’60 ’70 ’75 ’80 ’85 ’90 ’95 2000 2010

90

80

70

60

50

40

30

20

10

0

P
er

ce
n

ta
g

e

Living with children

Living only with spouse

Living alone

▲ Figure 12.8 Living Arrangements of People Age 65 and Older 

in Japan

Since 1955 the proportion of people 65 and older living with adult 
children has declined from 80 to 50 percent and is projected to decline 
to 42 percent by 2010. 
Source: Population Reference Bureau (2006).
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■ VISUAL SUMMARY OF CORE CONCEPTS

■ CORE CONCEPT 1: An amazing variety of family 
arrangements exists in the world. This variety makes it 
difficult to define family.
The family is a social institution that binds people together 
through blood, marriage, law, and/or social norms. Family 
members are generally expected to care for and support 
each other. This defi nition is very general because getting 
people to agree on a defi nition is surprisingly diffi cult. 
Why? Because no single concrete group represents family 
universally. Instead, an amazing variety of family arrange-
ments exist worldwide—a variety refl ected in the numer-
ous norms that specify how two or more people can become 
a family.

■ CORE CONCEPT 2: Family can be  defined in terms of 
the social functions it performs for society.
Some sociologists argue that family should be defi ned in 
terms of social functions, or its contributions to order 
and stability in the larger society. Such functions include 
regulating sexual behavior, replacing the members of 
society who die, socializing the young, providing care and 
emotional support, and conferring social status. 

■ CORE CONCEPT 3: Family life is not always harmonious.  
Furthermore, the family passes on social privilege and 
social disadvantages to its members, thereby perpetuat-
ing the system of social inequality 
Confl ict theorists argue that the family perpetuates exist-
ing inequalities by passing on social privilege and social 
disadvantages to its members. Moreover, marriage and 
family systems are structured to value productive work 
and devalue reproductive work, and to maintain and foster 
racial divisions and boundaries.
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■ CORE CONCEPT 4: The structure of the family is affected by a society’s 
history and culture. 
Family structures are not static; they adapt to economic, cultural, historical, 
and social factors. The American family has been shaped by women’s entry 
into the labor force. From 1900 to 1980, the percentage of women in the labor 
force rose from less than 20 percent to 60 percent. That change was infl u-
enced by a number of factors, including the rise and then subsequent decline 
of the breadwinner system, declines in total fertility, increased life expec-
tancy, increased divorce rates, and increased employment opportunities for 
women.
 The Japanese family is affected by a total fertility rate below replacement 
level. This situation explains the high percentage of people in Japan who 
are age 65 and older. The drop in Japanese total fertility is connected to a number of forces, including 
the fall of the multigenerational household system and the rise of the breadwinner system, the decline 
of arranged marriages, the rise of the “parasite single” and the “new single concept,” and increased 
employment opportunities, especially for single women.

■ CORE CONCEPT 5: Over the past 100 years, fundamental shifts in 
the economy, a decline in parental authority, the changing status of 
children, and dramatic increases in life expectancy have changed the 
family structure.
Four economic arrangements affect the family and relationships among 
its members: low-technology tribal societies, fortifi ed households, pri-
vate households, and advanced market economies. Because of economic 
forces that accompanied industrialization and the rise of private house-
holds and advanced market economies, children no longer learned from 
their parents and other relatives the skills needed to make a living. The 
separation that characterized the work life of parents away from their 
children soon spread to other areas of life as parents and their children 
moved in different social spheres. Parental authority over adult children lost its economic and legal 
supports.
 The technological advances associated with the Industrial Revolution and the shift from an agri-
culture-based economy to a manufacturing-based one not only changed relationships among family 
members, but also altered the status of children from economic assets to liabilities. 
 Increases in life expectancy have also changed the family in fundamental ways. Parents can expect 
their children to survive infancy and early childhood, children can expect their parents to live a long 
life, couples can count on a long marriage, and people have more time to settle on a partner, an occupa-
tion, and whether to have children. 

■ CORE CONCEPT 6: The aging of the population has no historical 
precedent. The family must find ways to adapt to this situation, 
especially as regards caregiving. 
Finding ways to care for the elderly population is among the great-
est challenges. In both the United States and Japan caregivers are 
overwhelmingly female. The caregiver burden is the extent to which 
caregivers believe that their emotional balance, physical health, 
social life, and fi nancial status suffer because of their caregiver role. 

In the United States most elderly persons do not live in nursing 
homes, but one in four does require assistance with daily activi-
ties, such as bathing, walking, dressing, and eating. Japan has a 
longstanding tradition of caring for parents that has been shaped by 
norms supporting fi lial piety, women as caregivers, and a patrilineal family structure. Although the 
percentage of persons age 65 and older living with their adult children has declined since 1955, when 
80 percent of elderly individuals in Japan had such a living arrangement, it remains high, at around 50 
percent. It is projected to decline to 42 percent by 2010.
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When sociologists study education, they focus on the formal and informal 
social interactions that train, discipline, or shape (or reshape) the mind and 
body in planned or unplanned ways.

With Emphasis on the 
European Union

Education

CHAPTER OUTLINE
Education

Curriculum

The Promise of Education

Demands on Schools and 
Teachers

Family Background

■ VISUAL SUMMARY OF 
CORE CONCEPTS
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▲ Schooling involves systematic instruction such that it imparts specifi c skills and ways of thinking. 
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The European Union?

THE EUROPEAN UNION (EU) is an economic and political alli-
ance that began in 1952 with 6 member countries. The alliance 
has expanded several times to eventually include 27 members 
in 2007. The EU’s goal is to eliminate legal barriers to the free 
movement of people (including labor), goods, services, and 
capital across member countries’ borders. We focus on the 
European Union in this chapter for several reasons. 

First, the EU is investing heavily in education and research 
to boost its international competitiveness and to ensure that 
Europeans have the skills necessary to thrive in the 21st 
century (Bologna Declaration 1999). The EU is also offering 
scholarships to attract the world’s “super-scholars,” and it is 
working to open its higher education institutions to the rest of 
the world, thereby challenging the United States’ dominance 
as a host country to international students (Riding 2003; Dillon 
2004; Lee 2004). 

Second, the U.S. Department of Education routinely com-
pares its students and education system with foreign, espe-
cially European, counterparts on a host of attributes, including 

teachers’ salaries, reading scores, scientifi c literacy, per capita 
spending on education, and access to educational opportuni-
ties. This comparative analysis allows an assessment of U.S. 
strengths and weaknesses relative to those of other countries. 

Third, the United States was the fi rst country in the world to 
embrace the concept of mass education. In doing so, it broke 
with the European view that education should be limited to an 
elite few. Europeans observed the American experiment with 
mass education, and their early impressions offer important, 
lasting assessments about the cultural values that the Ameri-
can system of public education promotes. In particular, the 
U.S. system seems to create students who (1) are preoccupied 
with knowledge as it applies to income generation and wealth 
creation, (2) value personal observations over accumulated 
knowledge and experience with other ways of life, (3) come 
away with a belief that the ideal person is self-made and able 
to transcend societal forces, and (4) place high value on edu-
cational achievement but not on the dedicated study needed 
to attain it (Hamilton 1883, Combe 1839).

FACTS TO CONSIDER

WHY FOCUS ON

● About 80 percent of American 
15-year-olds expect to have a high-
skilled, white-collar job by age 
30. Less than 50 percent of Czech, 
French, and German 15-year-olds 
expect to have such a job by that age.

● Less than 10 percent of American 
high school students are enrolled in 

vocational programs. Depending on 
the country, 35.6–80.7 percent of 
European students are enrolled in 
such programs.

● The United States is one of the few 
countries in the world that does not 
require students to learn at least one 
other language. In European Union 

countries mandatory foreign lan-
guage study begins as early as age 
fi ve.

● Relative to their European 
counterparts, U.S. teachers spend 
more hours in direct contact 
with students.
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Education

■ CORE CONCEPT 1: Education includes the formal and informal 

experiences that train, discipline, and shape the mental and 

physical potentials of the maturing person. In the broadest 
sense, education includes the experiences that train, dis-
cipline, and shape the mental and physical potentials of 
the maturing person. An experience that educates may be 
as commonplace as reading a sweater label and noticing 
that the sweater was made in China or as intentional as 
performing a scientific experiment to learn how genetic 
makeup can be altered deliberately through the use of 
viruses. In view of this definition and the wide range of 
experiences it encompasses, we can say that education 
begins when people are born and ends when they die.

Sociologists make a distinction between informal and 
formal education. Informal education occurs in a spon-
taneous, unplanned way. Experiences that educate infor-
mally occur naturally; they are not designed by someone 
to stimulate specifi c thoughts or to impart specifi c skills. 
Informal education takes place when a child puts her 
hand inside a puppet and then works to perfect the tim-
ing between the words she speaks for the puppet and the 
movement of the puppet’s mouth.

Formal education is a purposeful, planned effort to 
impart specifi c skills or information. Formal education, 
then, is a systematic process (for example, military boot 
camp, on-the-job training, or smoking cessation classes) 
in which someone designs the educating experiences. We 
tend to think of formal education as an enriching, liberat-
ing, or positive experience, but it can be an impoverish-
ing and narrowing experience (such as indoctrination or 
brainwashing). In any case, formal education is consid-
ered a success when those being instructed acquire the 
skills, thoughts, and information that those designing the 
experience seek to impart.

This chapter is concerned with a specifi c kind of for-
mal education: schooling. Schooling is a program of for-
mal, systematic instruction that takes place primarily in 

Informal education occurs in spontaneous, unplanned ways—as when 
this little girl learns to bake by watching her grandmother. Formal 
education occurs when someone designs the educating experience 
with an outcome in mind—as when a drill instructor motivates a recruit 
through an obstacle. 
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education In the broadest sense, the experiences that train, disci-
pline, and shape the mental and physical potentials of the maturing 
person.

informal education Education that occurs in a spontaneous, 
unplanned way.

formal education A systematic, purposeful, planned effort intended 
to impart specifi c skills and modes of thought.

schooling A program of formal, systematic instruction that takes 
place primarily in classrooms but also includes extracurricular activi-
ties and out-of-classroom assignments.



classrooms but also includes extracurricular activities and 
out-of-classroom assignments. In its ideal sense, “educa-
tion must make the child cover in a few years the enor-
mous distance traveled by mankind in many centuries” 
(Durkheim 1961, p. 862). More realistically, schooling 
represents the means by which instructors pass on the val-
ues, knowledge, and skills that they or others have defi ned 
as important for success in the world. What constitutes an 
ideal education—in terms of learning objectives, material, 
and instructional techniques—varies according to time 
and place. Much depends on whether schooling is viewed 
as a mechanism for meeting society’s needs or as a mecha-
nism for helping students become independent thinkers, 
freed of the constraints on thought imposed by family, 
peers, culture, and nation.

Social Functions of Education 

■ CORE CONCEPT 2: Schools perform a number of important 

social functions that, ideally, contribute to the smooth opera-

tion of society. Schools perform a number of important 
functions that serve the needs of society and contribute to 
its smooth operation. These functions include transmit-
ting skills, facilitating change and progress, contributing 
basic and applied research, integrating diverse popula-
tions, and screening and selecting the most qualified stu-
dents for what are considered the most socially important 
careers.

Transmitting Skills. Schools exist to teach children the skills 
they need to adapt to their environment. To ensure that 

this end is achieved, society reminds teachers “constantly 
of the ideas, the sentiments that must be impressed” on 
students. Educators must pass on a suffi cient “community 
of ideas and sentiments without which there is no society.” 
These ideas and sentiments may relate to instilling a love 
of country, training a skilled labor force, or encouraging 
civic engagement. Without some agreement, “the whole 
nation would be divided and would break down into an 
incoherent multitude of little fragments in confl ict with 
one another” (Durkheim 1968, pp. 79, 81).

Facilitating Personal Refl ection and Change. Education 
can be a liberating experience that releases students from 
the blinders imposed by the accident of birth into a par-
ticular family, culture, religion, society, and time in his-
tory. Education can broaden students’ horizons, making 
them aware of the conditioning infl uences around them 
and encouraging them to think independently of author-
ity. In that sense, schools function as agents of personal 
change. 

Contributing to Basic and Applied Research. Universities 
employ faculty whose job descriptions require them to do 
basic and applied research (in addition to teaching and 
sometimes in lieu of teaching). The following examples of 
university-based research centers or institutes suggest that 
universities add to society’s knowledge base and infl uence 
policy in a variety of fi elds: the Center for Aging Research 
at Indiana University, the Artifi cial Intelligence Center at 
the University of Georgia, the Institute for the Study of 
Planet Earth at the University of Arizona, and the Insti-
tute for Drug and Alcohol Studies at Virginia Common-
wealth University.

Integrating Diverse Populations. Schools function to inte-
grate (for example, to Americanize or Europeanize) people 
of different ethnic, racial, religious, and family back-
grounds. In the United States, schools play a signifi cant 
role in what is known as the melting-pot process. Recall 
that the “peopling of America is one of the great dramas 
in all of human history” (Sowell 1981, p. 3). It involved the 
conquest of the native peoples, the annexation of Mexican 
territory along with many of its inhabitants (who lived in 
what is now New Mexico, Utah, Nevada, Arizona, Cali-
fornia, and parts of Colorado and Texas), and an infl ux 
of millions of people from practically every country in 
the world. Early American school reformers—primarily 
those of Protestant and British backgrounds—saw public 
education as the vehicle for “Americanizing” a culturally 
and linguistically diverse population, instilling a sense 
of national unity and purpose, and training a competent 
workforce. 

The European Union is relying on its schools to facili-
tate smooth relationships and interactions among 470 
million people in 27 member states speaking more than 20 

Schooling takes place in classrooms and includes related extra-
curricular activities and out-of-classroom assignments.
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different languages. Among other things the EU Commis-
sion has recommended that schools prepare EU residents 
to be conversationally profi cient in at least two languages 
beyond the mother tongue (see Figure 13.1).

Screening and Selecting. Schools use tests and grades to 
evaluate students and reward them accordingly by confer-
ring or withholding degrees, issuing certifi cates, assigning 
students to academic tracks, rejecting or admitting stu-
dents into programs, and giving negative or positive rec-
ommendations. Thus the schools channel students toward 
different career paths. Ideally, they channel the best 
skilled into the most desirable and important occupations 
and the least skilled into occupations that are believed to 
require no special talents. 

Solving Social Problems. Societies use education-based 
programs to address a variety of social problems, includ-

ing parents’ absence from the home, racial inequality, drug 
and alcohol addictions, malnutrition, teenage pregnancy, 
sexually transmitted diseases, and illiteracy. Although all 
countries support education-based programs that address 
social problems, the United States is probably unique in 
that education is viewed as the primary solution to many 
problems, including childhood obesity, illegal drug use, 
poverty, hunger, unwanted pregnancy, and so on. 

The U.S. belief that education-based programs can 
be used to solve social problems and address commu-
nity needs manifests itself in service learning programs 
and partnerships with community-based organizations 
to address community, even global, problems and needs. 
In fact, some leading educators argue that “the primary 
purpose of the university in the 21st century is to conduct 
research on pressing problems and to prepare students to 
address those problems” (Dobelle 2001). (See Working For 
Change: “Service Learning in Higher Education.”) 
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▲ Figure 13.1 Map of European Union Member and Candidate Countries



Other Functions. Schools perform other, less obvious 
functions. For one, they function as reliable babysitters, 
especially for nursery-, preschool-, and grade school–age 
children. They also function as a dating pool and mar-
riage market, bringing together young people of similar 
and different backgrounds and ambitions whose paths 
might otherwise never cross. 

The Confl ict Perspective

■ CORE CONCEPT 3: Any analysis of school systems must focus 

on unequal power arrangements that allow more-powerful 

individuals and groups to exert their will over those with less 

power. Schools are not perfect: not all minds are liberated; 
students drop out, refuse to attend, or graduate with skill 
deficiencies; schools misclassify students; and so on. The 
point is that the functionalist analysis best describes ide-
als, which some school systems realize better than others. 
The conflict perspective draws our attention away from 
order and stability and to dominant and subordinate 
group dynamics and to unequal power arrangements. 
The conflict perspective asks questions like Who writes 
the curriculum? Who has access to the most up-to-date 
computer or athletic facilities? Which groups are most 
likely to drop out of high school, and which to attend col-
lege? Who studies abroad? The answers to these questions 

 WORKING FOR CHANGE

Service Learning in Higher Education

Elon University (Elon, NC)
5,230 Students Enrolled
Elon became one of the fi rst universities in the nation to 
accept a challenge from the Eugene Lang Foundation to 
provide a learning experience that would instill in stu-
dents an abiding sense of social responsibility and civic 
concern through Project Pericles. The 35 members of each 
class who are accepted as Periclean Scholars take a series 
of courses culminating in a class project of local or global 
social change. The Periclean Scholars of the class of 2006 
focused on raising awareness of issues surrounding the 
spread of HIV/AIDS locally and in Namibia. The class 
used the talents of faculty and more than 60 students from 
various disciplines to produce Testing Positive, a short fi lm 
about abuse toward women and the fear of being tested for 
HIV. The fi lm is now being shown at freshman orienta-
tion and other educational programs at universities in the 
U.S. and abroad. The issue identifi ed by the class of 2007 is 
malnutrition, locally and in Honduras.

Indiana University–Purdue University, Indianapolis 
(Indianapolis, IN)
29,933 Students Enrolled
The School of Dentistry’s community oral health program 
and statewide mobile dental program, Seal Indiana, pro-
vides oral health services for qualifying children and dis-
abled adults as well as dental services to homeless people 
and residents of shelters. In 2005–06, 108 students pro-
vided more than 500 hours of dental services.

Source: Corporation for National and Community Service (2007).

 EDUCATION 371

THE PRESIDENT’S HIGHER Education Community 
Service Honor Roll is a response to President George W. 
Bush’s call to service. It builds on and supports the civic 
engagement mission of our nation’s colleges and univer-
sities. This recognition program is designed to increase 
public awareness of the contributions that college students 
are making within their local communities and across the 
country through volunteer service. The program also iden-
tifi es and promotes community service model programs 
and practices in higher education. Three universities out 
of 510 applicants won the 2006 Community Service Award 
for Excellence in General Community Service. They are 
listed below, along with one of the several projects each 
listed on its application:

California State University, Monterey Bay (Seaside, CA)
3,773 Students Enrolled
As part of an effort to revitalize the blighted Chinatown 
area of downtown Salinas, 64 CSUMB students from 13 
service-learning courses provided 2,370 hours of service 
to address the needs of the homeless and other margin-
alized members of the Soledad Street/Old Chinatown 
neighborhood. Students’ diverse service projects included 
preparing meals at the local soup kitchen; leading sto-
rytelling and drama activities with homeless people and 
others; conducting a survey of job-training needs and 
interests of homeless people; establishing a computer lab 
in the neighborhood; supporting the development of the 
county’s fi rst shelter for single women; and organizing a 
Soledad Street Beautifi cation Day and a Soupline Forum 
to build community awareness and support for the revi-
talization effort.
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suggest that, for the most part, schools simply perpetuate 
the inequalities of the larger society. This point is obvious 
when we consider that the poorest schools usually have 
the highest drop-out rates, lowest high school graduation 
rates, and lowest college enrollments. In this regard, for-
mer Microsoft executive, turned full-time philanthropist, 
Bill Gates (2006) commented on the failure of the Ameri-
can system of education: “There’s an acceptance of a tier-

ing approach, where over a third of the students never 
graduate, and another third are trapped into a situation 
where they don’t have the skills that are going to give them 
a good lifetime outcome.” One factor that contributes to 
this inequality is, of course, differences in funding. 

Funding as a Broad Measure of Inequality

Compared with its EU counterparts, the United States 
ranks third in per-pupil spending ($7,397 per student). 
Only Belgium and Denmark spend more. Within the 
European Union the spending gap between the wealthi-
est and poorest countries is $6,119 (see Figure 13.2). Note 
that this gap is somewhat larger than the $5,766 gap sepa-
rating New York (the highest-spending state, at $11,378 
per pupil) and Mississippi (the lowest-spending state, at 
$5,822 per pupil). 

Each country follows distinct funding formulas that 
draw from federal, state or regional, and/or local sources. 
In the United States primary and secondary schools receive 
approximately 7 percent of their funding from the federal 
government, 49 percent from the state government, and 
44 percent from local and other intermediate sources, 
raised primarily through property taxes (National Center 
for Education Statistics 2004b). Such a heavy reliance on 
state revenue is problematic, because less wealthy states 
generate less tax revenue than do wealthier ones. 

Schools perform many functions, some of which are not obvious, such 
as bringing together young people of similar and different backgrounds 
whose paths might otherwise never cross. 
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Heavy reliance on local revenue is especially problem-
atic, because it creates funding disparities among schools 
within states. Indeed, the courts in at least 28 states have 
evaluated (or are evaluating) claims that methods of fi nanc-
ing have helped create unequal school systems within the 
state, or they have ruled that the methods of school fi nanc-
ing are unconstitutional (Celis 1992, 1993b). 

One way to evaluate areas in which United States 
school systems fall short or succeed at educating their stu-
dents is by comparing those systems with EU education 
systems, using criteria that sociologists have identifi ed 
as critical to profi ling and evaluating education systems. 
Most of the data for our comparative analysis comes from 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Develop-
ment (OECD) education-related reports. We begin this 
comparative analysis by comparing the percentages of the 
populations in the United States and EU countries that are 
considered functionally illiterate. 

Illiteracy. In the most general and basic sense, illiteracy 
is the inability to understand and use a symbol system, 
whether it is based on sounds, letters, numbers, picto-
graphs, or some other type of symbol. In the United States 
(as in all countries) some degree of illiteracy has always 
existed, but conceptions of what people need to know to 
be considered literate have varied over time. At one time, 
Americans were considered literate if they could sign their 
names and read the Bible. At another time, completing the 
fourth grade made someone literate. The National Liter-
acy Act of 1991 defi nes literacy as “an individual’s ability 
to read, write, and speak English and compute and solve 
problems at levels of profi ciency necessary to function 

on the job and in society, to achieve one’s goals, and to 
develop one’s knowledge and potential” (U.S. Department 
of Education 1993, p. 3).

■ CORE CONCEPT 4: Even in societies where schooling is com-

pulsory, a significant percentage of the population does not 

possess skills needed to succeed in the society in which they 

live. People are considered functionally illiterate when 
they do not possess the level of reading, writing, calculat-
ing, and other skills needed to succeed (that is, function) 
in the society in which they live. This point suggests that 
illiteracy is a product of one’s environment. Functional 
illiteracy includes the inability to use a computer, read a 
map to find a destination, make change for a customer, 
read traffic signs, follow instructions to assemble an appli-
ance, fill out a job application, and comprehend the lan-
guage others are speaking. 

Among other things, the OECD (2006) report focuses 
on three kinds of literacy: reading, mathematical, and sci-
entifi c. It seeks to determine how successful school sys-
tems are at developing these literacies. For example, in the 
area of mathematical literacy—defi ned as “an individual’s 
capacity to identify and understand the role that math-
ematics plays in the world, to make well-founded judg-
ments, and to use and engage with mathematics in ways 
that meet the needs of that individual’s life as a construc-
tive, concerned, and refl ective citizen” (p. 72)—the OECD 
classifi es 34.1 percent of U.S. students as illiterate. In com-
parison with the United States, 5 of the 19 EU countries 
for which data is available have a higher percentage of 15-
year-old students classifi ed as illiterate (see Table 13.1). 

Foreign Language Illiteracy. If we focus on languages, of 
which there may be as many as 9,000, we can see that the 
potential number of illiteracies is overwhelming, as people 
cannot possibly be literate in every language. If a person 
speaks, writes, and reads in only one language, by defi ni-
tion he or she is illiterate in as many as 8,999 languages. 
For most people such a profound level of illiteracy rarely 
presents a problem until they fi nd themselves in a setting 
(such as a war or a business negotiation) that puts them 
at a disadvantage for not knowing the language others 
around them are speaking. Both United States and Euro-
pean Union leaders acknowledge the societal benefi ts that 
accompany literacy in a language other than the mother 

Literacy is the ability to understand and use a symbol system, whether 
it is based on sounds, letters, numbers, pictographs, or some other 
type of symbol. Until these children learn the symbol system needed to 
read they are technically illiterate.
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illiteracy The inability to understand and use a symbol system, 
whether it is based on sounds, letters, numbers, pictographs, or 
some other type of symbol.

functionally illiterate Lacking the level of reading, writing, and 
calculating skills needed to function in the society in which one lives.
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tongue. In fact, the European Commission put forth an 
action plan calling for every citizen to “have a good com-
mand of two foreign languages together with the mother 
tongue” (Binder 2006). For its part, the U.S. Department 
of Education (2006) lamented that other nations “have an 
edge in foreign language instruction, a key to improved 
national security and global understanding.” 

In European countries, foreign language instruction is 
compulsory and can start as early as age fi ve. In the United 
States, by contrast, 44 percent of high school students study 
a foreign language (usually for about two years) and only 8 
percent of undergraduates take foreign language courses. 
Study abroad is one way to immerse oneself in a foreign 
language and culture. Yet, even when Americans study 
abroad, the most popular destinations are English-speak-
ing countries (see No Borders, No Boundaries: “Study 
Abroad Destinations”). 

Because of the European Union’s greater emphasis on 
foreign language instruction, 50 percent of people in EU 
countries indicate that they can speak at least one lan-
guage beyond their mother tongue well enough to carry 
on a conversation (Eurobarometer 2005). While compa-
rable estimates of Americans who possess such conversa-

tional skills do not exist, anecdotal evidence suggests that 
most high school and college students who have taken for-
eign language courses cannot claim to have acquired this 
level of skill.

Education critic Daniel Resnick (1990) argues that the 
absence of serious foreign language instruction contrib-
utes to the parochial nature of American schooling. The 
almost exclusive attention paid to a single language has 
deprived students of the opportunity to appreciate the 
connection between language and culture and to see that 
language is a tool that enables them to think about the 
world. According to Resnick the focus on a single language 
“has cut students off from the pluralism of world culture 
and denied them a sense of powerfulness in approaching 
societies very different from their own” (1990, p. 25). It 
also denies students from non-English-speaking heritages 

Table 13.1 Percentage of 15-year-olds in the United 

States and EU Countries Whom the OECD Classifi ed 

as Mathematically Illiterate

Students who take the test are classifi ed into one of seven levels: 
below 1, level 1, level 2, level 3, level 4, level 5, and level 6. Those 
who are classifi ed as below 1 or at level 1 are considered illiterate. 
Individual countries have different criteria for mathematical literacy. 
To be considered literate in the Netherlands, for example, students 
must be classifi ed at level 4 or better (de Lange 2006).

Country % Illiterate

Greece 47.5

Spain 39.6

Portugal 37.6

Ireland 35.7

Austria 34.8

United States 34.1

Sweden 33.4

Italy 31.9

Czech Republic 31.7

Hungary 31.6

Luxembourg 28.6

Germany 28.2

France 25.8

Denmark 25.3

Belgium 23.1

Poland 22.0

Netherlands 20.6

Slovakia 19.9

Finland 17.5

This is one of a handful of U.S. students who choose to study abroad in 
Egypt. Great Britain is the number one choice for U.S. students.
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Look at the writing on the the front of the truck. If you can only read 
the Arabic, then you are illiterate in the symbol system known as 
English. 

De
pa

rt
m

en
t o

f D
ef

en
se

 p
ho

to
 b

y 
Gu

nn
er

y 
Sg

t. 
Ke

ith
 A

. M
ilk

s,
 U

SM
C



NO BORDERS, NO BOUNDARIES

Study Abroad Destinations

▲ Figure 13.3 Top 20 Countries (Highlighted in Red) Sending Students to the United States

Over 500,000 foreign students attend college in the United States. The top 20 countries sending students are 
shown in Figure 13.3. India ranks number 1, sending 76,503 students. Pakistan ranks number 20, sending 5,759 
students. Only 2 EU countries are among the top 20 countries: France and Germany.

▲ Figure 13.4 Top 20 Countries (Highlighted in Red) to Which the United States Sent Students

Approximately 205,000 U.S. students study outside the United States each year. The top 20 destinations are high-
lighted in Figure 13.4. Of the 20 most popular destinations, 8 are EU countries. In fact, 107,231 U.S. students—52 
percent of those who study abroad—go to EU countries. Also note that 32,071—15.6 percent—study in the United 
Kingdom, an English-speaking country.
Source: Institute of International Education (2006).
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the means of refl ecting on and fully appreciating their 
ancestors’ lives (see Global Comparisons: “The Legacy of 
European Colonization on Language Instruction.”).

The Availability of College

■ CORE CONCEPT 5: Only a handful of countries in the world 

give a significant share of the population the opportunity to 

attend college. The United States is one of a small group of 
countries where the college-educated constitute a signifi-
cant share of the population. Figure 13.6 shows that almost 
40 percent of 25- to 34-year-olds in the United States have 
at least a college education. In some EU countries—Bel-
gium, Finland, and Sweden—the percentage is about the 
same; in others—notably, Italy (12 percent) and the Czech 
Republic (11 percent)—the percentage is much smaller.

One distinctive feature of the U.S. education system is 
that, in theory, anyone can attend a college, even if he or 
she has not graduated from high school or has received a 
general equivalency degree (GED). A U.S. Department of 
Education study found that 400,000 students—2 percent 
(1 in 50) of all college students—did not have a high school 
diploma or GED (Arenson 2006). Among those who do 
graduate from high school, almost 67 percent enroll in 
college the following year (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 
2005). Racial or ethnic classifi cation has little effect on who 
among high school graduates attends college, but it does 
affect the chances of dropping out of high school. Keep in 
mind that 31.9 percent of American students entering ninth 
grade do not graduate from high school four years later. 
The dropout rate varies for students classifi ed as Asian (21 
percent), white (24 percent), Native American (43 percent), 

GLOBAL COMPARISONS

The Legacy of European Colonization on Language Instruction

THE LEGACY OF colonization helps to explain why 
most people around the world other than Americans 
speak more than one language. Beginning as early as 1492, 
Europeans learned of, conquered, or colonized much of 
North America, South America, Asia, and Africa. In doing 
so, Europeans imposed their language on the colonized 
peoples. In many cases, Europeans created countries that 

▲ Figure 13.5 Non-EU Countries (Highlighted in Yellow) Where  a European Language Is the Offi cial Language

Sources: U.S. Central Intelligence Agency (2005); Eurydica (2001).

pulled together peoples who spoke different languages. 
Although people learned the new, imposed languages, 
they also continued to speak their native languages.

Countries where the offi cial language was imposed by a 
European nation that was once a colonial power are high-
lighted in yellow.



black (45 percent), and Hispanic (47 percent). If we con-
sider dropout rates in terms of the share of all 18-year-olds 
who go to college, the percentage who attend college would 
fall to about 40 percent (U.S. Department of Education 
2007). 

For another indicator of the relatively easy access to 
college found in the United States, consider that many 
U.S. four-year colleges and universities accept students 
regardless of defi ciencies or poor grades in high school 
coursework, or low scores received on the ACT or SAT. In 
fact, ACT scores suggest that only 25 percent of students 

taking them are prepared for college-level work (Lewin 
2005). Almost 80 percent of colleges and universities offer 
remedial courses for students who lack the skills needed to 
do college-level work. An estimated 28 percent of entering 
freshmen take one or more remedial courses in reading, 
writing, or mathematics (National Center for Education 
Statistics 2004d).

While the United States makes it easier for people to 
enroll in college in spite of academic defi ciencies, it places 
more of the funding burden on the private sector. Com-
pared with its EU counterparts, the United States ranks 

▲ Figure 13.6 Postsecondary Education Statistics

The chart shows that 39 percent of Americans between the ages of 25 and 34 have the equivalent of a college 
degree. France, Finland, Belgium, Sweden, and Spain are countries with similar percentages. The per-student 
cost to attend college each year is highest in the United States ($20,358).1,2 Among EU countries, Greece has 
the lowest per capita cost ($3,402). In the United States only one-third (33.9 percent) of college costs are 
subsidized with public expenditures. In some EU countries, 90 percent or more of college costs are subsidized 
with public expenditures. Many European governments are rethinking this policy as greater numbers of stu-
dents attend college. To see why, consider that in 1985, 14 percent of British high school graduates went on to 
college; today 40 percent do so.

   Percentage of 25- 

 Per-Student Cost to 34-year-old Public Expenditure

 to Attend Population as a Percentage

 Postsecondary Obtaining the of the Total Cost

 Education Equivalent of at  of Postsecondary

Country (in U.S. $)2 Least a College Degree  Education 

Austria  12,854  14  96.7 

Belgium  16,771  38  85.2 

Czech Republic  5,431  11  85.5 

Denmark  11,981  29  97.6 

Finland  8,244  38  97.2 

France  8,373  34  85.7 

Germany  10,989  22  91.8 

Greece  3,402  24  99.7 

Hungary  7,024  15  76.7 

Ireland  11,083  28  79.2 

Italy  8,065  12  77.5 

Netherlands  11,934  27  77.4 

Portugal  4,766  15  92.5 

Slovak Republic  4,949  12  91.2 

Spain  6,666  36  74.4 

Sweden  15,097  37  88.1 

United Kingdom  9,657  29  67.7 

United States  20,358  39  33.9 

1. The cost of college at major public universities can range from $6,054 (University of Louisville) to $15,646 (Penn 
State University) per year. At a private college, the price can be as high as $41,218 (Sarah Lawrence) per year (New 
York Times 2003).
2. This cost covers housing, food, and other expenses beyond tuition and books.

Source: OECD (2003).
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last in the percentage of postsecondary education costs 
paid by public funds. In the 17 EU countries for which we 
have data, at least 67 percent of postsecondary education 
costs is paid by public funds. In the United States, that 
share is 33.9 percent (National Center for Education Statis-
tics 2004c). The U.S. system relies more heavily on private 
sources—such as school fund-raising, college endowment 
funds, fees, tuition reimbursement from employers, and 
bank loans—to offset personal costs (Lyall 2003). As a 
result, 65 percent of U.S. college students borrow money 
to pay for college. Among those who take out loans to 
fi nance college, 30 percent spend at least 10 percent of their 
monthly income on paying back the loans (see Figure 13.7). 
Given this high level of private investment, one should not 

be surprised to fi nd that students (and their parents) are 
preoccupied with the return on this investment.

Despite the debt burden, the U.S. way of funding higher 
education may have some advantages. Claude Allègre, a 
former French education minister and reformer, argues 
that the U.S. university system drives American prosper-
ity and that the French government simply does not invest 
in higher education. It promises a college education to any 
high school graduate who passes the baccalaureate exam, 
but the government does not deliver the facilities, which 
are considered to be run-down, crowded, and uninspir-
ing (Sciolino 2006). Americans, on the other hand, expect 
more because they are paying more: “comfortable stu-
dent residences, gyms with professional exercise equip-
ment, better food of all kinds, more counselors, . . . more 
high-tech classrooms and campuses that are spectacularly 
handsome” (Chace 2006).

Curriculum

When we look at school curriculum, we might focus on 
at least three questions: (1) Is the curriculum centralized 
or decentralized? (2) How do the schools track students? 
(3) As students learn the curriculum, what other, “hid-
den” lessons do they learn? 

Centralized versus Decentralized Models

Austria, France, Germany, Greece, Portugal, Spain, and 
the United Kingdom have a centralized model, or national 

These graduates of the U.S. Naval Academy are among an elite minority 
of people around the world who have access to a college education.
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▲ Figure 13.7 Debt Burden Four Years after College as a 

Percentage of Monthly Income

The chart shows the debt burden, or the monthly student loan payment, 
as a percentage of monthly income of students who graduated from 
college in 2001. For that cohort, the average undergraduate loan is 
$18,900. Note that 14 percent of borrowers use 15 percent or more of 
their monthly income to pay back this debt (Baum and O’Malley 2003). 

Many European governments are reassessing the long-held belief that 
the cost of a university education should be heavily subsidized. Here 
4,000 Germans are demonstrating against increases in tuition fees. 
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curriculum, that applies to all types of schools, grades, 
and subjects. Typically, a national curriculum specifi es the 
subjects, the time that must be allocated to each, and the 
curriculum content in more or less detail. “The school is 
responsible for managing and delivering the curriculum” 
(OECD 2003).

In a decentralized model, the state or region, school 
districts, or local school systems establish the curriculum 
and the schools within them are evaluated on whether 
they meet achievement targets set by some higher author-
ity. A national body may also recommend (as opposed to 
mandate) minimum requirements regarding subject mat-
ter, test scores, and time allocated to the various subjects. 
The Netherlands, the Czech Republic, Belgium, and Den-
mark are governed by the decentralized model. The U.S. 
school system also follows a decentralized model. 

No uniform curriculum exists in the United States. 
Instead, each state sets its own broad curriculum require-
ments for kindergarten through high school; each school, 
in turn, interprets and implements these requirements. 
Consequently, even with state guidelines, the textbooks, 
assignments, instructional methods, staff qualifi cations, 
and material covered may vary across the schools within 
each state. In addition to curriculum differences across 
and within states, students within the same school are 
usually grouped or “tracked” based on test scores or past 
performance. For example, students enrolled in standard 
diploma tracks tend to take fewer mathematics courses 
than students enrolled in college preparatory, honors, or 
advanced tracks and the kinds of courses they take may 
differ from the kinds other students take (for example, 
general math instead of algebra). Similarly, 66 percent of 
high school students who graduate take English compo-
sition rather than creative writing or advanced writing 
to meet the state English requirement (National Center 
for Education Statistics 2004a). Keep in mind that the 
decentralized model does not necessarily allow individual 
teachers to have greater control over the curriculum. In 
fact, according to National Education Association (2004) 
research, 88 percent of U.S. public school teachers want 
“more infl uence on curriculum and instruction decisions 
in their schools.”

Tracking

■ CORE CONCEPT 6:  Most, if not all, education systems sort 

students into distinct instructional groups according to simi-

larities in past academic performance, performance on stan-

dardized tests, or even anticipated performance. Schools 
arrange students into distinct instructional groups 
according to similarities in past academic performance, 
performance on standardized tests, or even anticipated 
performance. This practice may be known as tracking, 
ability grouping, or something else. Under such a sort-
ing and allocation system, students may be assigned to 

separate instructional groups within a single classroom; 
they may be separated across the entire array of subjects 
(for example, college preparatory versus general studies 
tracks); or they may be sorted regarding selected subjects, 
such as mathematics, science, and English (assigned, for 
example, to advanced placement, honors, regular, or basic 
courses in these subjects).

The following rationales underlie ability grouping, 
streaming, or tracking (hereafter referred to as tracking): 

1. Students learn better when they are grouped with those 
who learn at the same rate. The brighter students are 
not held back by the slower learners, and the slower 
learners receive the extra time and special attention 
needed to correct academic defi ciencies.

2. Slow learners develop more-positive attitudes when 
they do not have to compete with the more academi-
cally capable.

3. Groups of students with similar abilities are easier to 
teach than students of various abilities.

Research suggests that tracking has a positive effect on 
high-track students, a negative effect on low-track students, 
and no noticeable effect on middle-track or regular-track 
students (Ansaloe 2004; Hallinan 1996; Schmidt 2004). In 
addition, there is little evidence to indicate that placing 
students in remedial or basic courses contributes to their 
intellectual growth, corrects their academic defi ciencies, 
prepares them for success in higher tracks, or increases 
their interest in learning. Instead, special curricula seem 
to exaggerate and widen differences among students and 
perpetuate beliefs that intellectual ability varies according 
to social class and ethnic group (Oakes 1986a, 1986b). 

 In a classic study, sociologist Jeannie Oakes (1985) 
investigated how tracking affected the academic experi-
ences of 13,719 middle school and high school students in 
297 classrooms and 25 schools across the United States. 
“The schools themselves were different: some were large, 
some very small; some in the middle of cities; some in 
nearly uninhabited farm country; some in the far West, 
the South, the urban North, and the Midwest. But the dif-
ferences in what students experienced each day in these 
schools stemmed not so much from where they happened 
to live and which school they happened to attend but rather, 
from differences within each school” (Oakes 1985, p. 2).

Oakes’s fi ndings were consistent with the fi ndings of 
hundreds of other studies of tracking in terms of how stu-
dents were assigned to groups, how they were treated, how 
they viewed themselves, and how well they did.

Placement. Poor and minority students were placed dis-
proportionately in the lower tracks.

Treatment. The different tracks were not treated as equally 
valued instructional groups. Clear differences existed in 
the quality, content, and quantity of instruction and in 
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classroom climate, as refl ected in the teachers’ attitude 
and in student-student and teacher-student relationships. 
Low-track students were consistently exposed to infe-
rior instruction—watered-down curricula and endless 
repetition—and to a more rigid, more emotionally 
strained classroom climate.

Self-image. Low-track students did not develop positive 
images of themselves, because they were publicly identi-
fi ed and treated as educational discards, damaged mer-
chandise, or unteachable. Overall, among the average 
and the low-track groups, tracking seemed to foster lower 
self-esteem and promote misbehavior, higher dropout 
rates, and lower academic aspirations. In contrast, place-
ment in a college preparatory track had positive effects on 
academic achievement, grades, standardized test scores, 
motivation, educational aspirations, and attainment. 
“And this positive relationship persists even after family 
background and ability differences are controlled” (Hal-
linan 1988, p. 260).

Achievement. The brighter students tended to do well 
regardless of the academic achievements of the students 
with whom they learned. This fi nding was refl ected in the 
written answers that teachers and students gave to various 
questions asked by Oakes and her colleagues. For example, 
when teachers were asked about the classroom climate, 
high-track teachers tended to reply in positive terms:

There is a tremendous rapport between myself and the 

students. The class is designed to help the students in college 

freshman English composition. This makes them receptive. It’s 

a very warm atmosphere. I think they have confi dence in my 

ability to teach them well, yet because of the class size—32—

there are times they feel they are not getting enough individu-

alized attention. (Oakes 1985, p. 122)

Low-track teachers replied in less positive terms:

This is my worst class. Kids [are] very slow—underachievers 

and they don’t care. I have no discipline cases because I’m very 

strict with them and they are scared to cross me. They couldn’t 

be called enthusiastic about math—or anything, for that mat-

ter. (p. 123)

Clear differences also appeared in the high-track and 
low-track students’ responses to the question “What is the 
most important thing you have learned or done so far in 
this class?” The replies of high-track students centered 
around themes of critical thinking, self-direction, and 
independent thought:

• The most important thing I have learned in this [Eng-
lish] class is to loosen up my mind when it comes to 
writing. I have learned to be more imaginative. (p. 87) 

• The most important thing I have learned in this [math] 
class is the benefi t of logical and organized thinking; 

learning is made much easier when the simple processes 
of organizing thoughts have been grasped. (p. 88)

Low-track students were more likely to give answers 
that centered on themes of boredom and conformity:

• I think the most important thing is coming into [math] 
class and getting out folders and going to work. (p. 89)

• To be honest, nothing. (p. 71) 

• Nothing I’d use in my later life; it will take a better man 
than I to comprehend our world. (p. 71)

Although many educators have recognized the prob-
lems associated with tracking, efforts to detrack have col-
lided with demands from politically powerful parents of 
high-achieving or “gifted” students; these parents insist 
that their children must get something more than the 
“other” students (Wells and Oakes 1996). As a result, 
tracking persists, “even though many educators and poli-
cymakers acknowledge that students in the low and middle 
tracks are not held to high enough standards and thus are 
not adequately prepared for either college or the transition 
to work” (Wells and Oakes 1996, p. 137).

European Tracking: Vocational 
versus University Tracks

While EU countries track students according to academic 
abilities, they do not offer students in lower tracks a 
watered-down or simpler version of a subject matter. That 
is, lower-track students do not take basic math while those 
in higher tracks take algebra. Observations from a Ger-
man student studying the United States illustrate this:

In Germany grades 5–13 are considered high school and 

1–4 are elementary. After 4th grade student report cards are 

evaluated and if they are comprised of As and Bs, students are 

advised to go to what is called the gymnasium. If there are 

In the United States, students placed in high academic tracks are 
likely to be exposed to science and math curricula that are different 
from, and more stimulating than, the curricula taught to lower-track 
students. 
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Cs, then the students are advised to go to the 10-year school; 

if Ds to the 9-year school. Parents can override that advice 

everywhere except Bavaria, but a gymnasium headmaster can 

always override a parent. In my class of 21 students, 13 went to 

the gymnasium (a very high proportion). After the fi rst year, 

those who had been advised to go to 9- or 10-year schools left 

because they were failing. While failing students are not forced 

to leave they must repeat grades in order to stay. Everyone takes 

the same math in high school and you have to take math every 

year; there is no option. There is no difference in math classes 

within schools. 

EU schools are also known for vocational tracks. A 
high percentage—35.6 to 80.7 percent—of secondary-
level students in EU countries are enrolled in vocational 

education programs. These programs prepare students 
for “direct entry, without further training, into a specifi c 
occupation” (OECD 2003). Less than 10 percent of Ameri-
can high school students are enrolled in vocational pro-
grams (see Figure 13.8). We should not apply our ideas of 
U.S. vocational education to European vocational educa-
tion programs. According to Richard Owen (2000), a Sac-
ramento high school principal who visited 10 European 
countries to learn about their education systems, most 
vocational programs are equivalent in rigor to U.S. college 
preparatory programs. 

Self-Fulfi lling Prophecies

Tracking can create self-fulfi lling prophecies by affect-
ing teachers’ expectations of the academic potentials and 
abilities of students placed in each track. The idea of a 
self-fulfi lling prophecy is a deceptively simple yet power-
ful one that originated from an insight by William I. and 
Dorothy Swain Thomas: “If [people] defi ne situations as 
real, they are real in their consequences” ([1928] 1970, 
p. 572). A self-fulfi lling prophecy begins with a false defi -
nition of a situation.

Poland

Netherlands

Slovak Republic

Hungary

Ireland

Italy

Germany

35.2

63.3

50.2

25.8

64.3

Greece

Finland

France

Czech Republic

54.6

69.2

80.7

56.7

56.7

Denmark

Austria

Belgium

Portugal

70.1

Luxembourg 63.8

62.1

28.3

77.3

78.6

Spain

United States

Sweden

35.6

51.7

8.7

▲ Figure 13.8 Percentage of Students in Vocational Programs 

in European Countries and the United States

Source: OCED (2003)

When you look at these students classifi ed as Asian, do you think they 
will be better at math and other academic subjects than students 
classifi ed as another race? When teachers approach students with such 
preconceived notions, they can set into motion the dynamics surround-
ing the self-fulfi lling prophecy. 
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self-fulfi lling prophecy A concept that begins with a false defi ni-
tion of a situation. Despite its falsity, people assume it to be accurate 
and behave accordingly. The misguided behavior produces responses 
that confi rm the false defi nition.
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The false defi nition is assumed to be accurate, how-
ever, and people behave as if it were true. In the end, the 
misguided behavior produces responses that confi rm the 
false defi nition (Merton 1957). A self-fulfi lling prophecy 
in education can occur if teachers and administrators 
assume that some students are “fast,” “average,” or “slow” 
learners and consequently expose them to “fast,” “aver-
age,” and “slow” learning environments. Over time, real 
differences in quantity, quality, and content of instruction 
cause many students to actually become (and believe that 
they are) “slow,” “average,” or “fast.” 

The tragic, often vicious, cycle of self-fulfi lling prophecies can 

be broken. The initial defi nition of the situation which has set 

the circle in motion must be abandoned. Only when the origi-

nal assumption is questioned and a new defi nition of the situ-

ation is introduced, does the consequent fl ow of events [show 

the original assumption to be false]. (Merton 1957, p. 424)

In the tradition of symbolic interactionism, Robert 
Rosenthal and Lenore Jacobson designed an experiment 
to test the hypothesis that teachers’ positive expectations 
about students’ intellectual growth can become a self-ful-
fi lling prophecy. The experiment took place in an elemen-
tary school called Oak School, a name given the school to 
protect its identity. The student body came mostly from 
lower-income families and was predominantly white (84 
percent); 16 percent of the students were Mexican Ameri-
cans. Oak School sorted students into ability groups based 
on reading achievement and teachers’ judgments.

At the end of a school year, Rosenthal and Jacob-
son gave a test, purported to be a predictor of academic 
“blooming,” to the students who were expected to return 
the next year. Just before classes began in the fall, all full-
time teachers were given the names of the white and His-
panic students “fast,” “average,” and “slow” groups who 
had supposedly scored in the top 20 percent. The teachers 
were told that these students “will show a more signifi cant 
infl ection or spurt in their learning within the next year 
or less than will the remaining 80 percent of the children” 
(Rosenthal and Jacobson 1968, p. 66). Teachers were also 
told not to discuss the scores with the students or the stu-
dents’ parents. Actually, the names given to teachers were 
chosen randomly; the differences between the children 
earmarked for intellectual growth and the other children 
existed only in the teachers’ minds. The students were 
retested after one semester, at the end of the academic 
year, and after a second academic year.

Overall, intellectual gains, as measured by the differ-
ence between successive test scores, were greater for the 
students who had been identifi ed as “bloomers” than they 
were for the students who were not identifi ed as such. 
Although “bloomers” benefi ted in general, some ben-
efi ted more than others: First- and second-graders, Mexi-
can American children, and children in the middle track 
showed the largest increases in test scores. The “bloomers” 
received no special instruction or extra attention from 
teachers; the only difference between them and the other 
students was the teacher’s belief that the “bloomers” bore 
watching. Rosenthal and Jacobson speculated that this 
belief was communicated to “bloomers” in very subtle and 
complex ways, which they could not readily identify:

To summarize our speculations, we may say that by what she 

said, by how and when she said it, by her facial expressions, 

postures, and perhaps by her touch, the teacher may have com-

municated to the [“bloomers”] that she expected improved 

intellectual performance. It is self-evident that further research 

is needed to narrow down the range of possible mechanisms 

whereby a teacher’s expectations become translated into a 

pupil’s intellectual growth. (p. 180)

Formal and Hidden Curriculum

■ CORE CONCEPT 7: Teachers everywhere teach two curri-

cula simultaneously: a formal one and a hidden one. Teachers 
everywhere teach two curricula simultaneously: a for-
mal one and a hidden one. The various academic sub-
jects—mathematics, science, English, reading, physical 
education, and so on—make up the formal curriculum. 
Students do not learn in a vacuum, however. As teachers 
instruct students and as students learn the subject matter 
and complete their assignments other activities are occur-
ring around them. These other activities are the hidden 
curriculum and include the teaching method, the types of 
assignments and tests, the tone of the teacher’s voice, the 
attitudes of classmates, the number of students absent, the 
frequency of the teacher’s absences, the number of inter-
ruptions during a lesson, and the criteria teachers use to 
assign grades (see Intersection of Biography and Society: 
“European Students Studying in the United States Com-
ment on American Teachers, Tests, and Study Habits”). 
These so-called extraneous factors function to convey 
messages to students not only about the value of the sub-
ject, but also about the values of society, the place of learn-
ing in their lives, and their role in society—as the case of 
spelling baseball illustrates.

Spelling Baseball. Jules Henry (1965) uses typical class-
room scenes (acquired from thousands of hours of partici-
pant observation), such as a session of “spelling baseball,” 
to demonstrate the seemingly ordinary way hidden cur-
riculum is transmitted and to show how students are 

formal curriculum The various academic subjects, such as math-
ematics, science, English, reading, and physical education.

hidden curriculum All the other activities that go on as students 
learn subject matter, and the “lessons” that those other activities 
convey about the value and meaning of what the students are learning.



INTERSECTION OF  BIOGRAPHY AND SOCIETY

Poland: Tests are a different format here. In Poland 
they were all essay questions, no multiple choice. We also 
would have one test at the end of the semester that covered 
everything. Here we have three or four tests.

Spain: In my entire education in Spain, I have only 
taken one multiple-choice test. They are not very com-
mon. Even essay tests are very easy in the United States. If 
American students write something even remotely related 
to the answer, teachers give them some points just for their 
effort.

Study Habits
Germany: American students are all about memorizing. 
My roommate memorizes her fl ash cards the night before 
the test. At home it is more about understanding the sub-
ject, not just a specifi c date that something happened. We 
read other books beside the textbook so we can under-
stand the material but American students just study their 
notes.

Poland: American students spend less time studying 
than students in Poland. Polish students discuss serious 
topics for fun. I guess fun is the wrong word. We talk about 
serious topics because they are serious and need attention. 
When American students get together to talk, it is more 
about what was on the headline news or what was going on 
in class. We don’t get into groups and do assignments or 
have discussions. We are more independent in Poland.

Spain: It’s easier in the United States. In Spain, students 
cannot study two days and expect to do well on a test. . . . 
In Spain we study almost a month before taking exams and 
have a week of tests every few months. Even in September 
when school starts we have a week of exams so we have to 
study over the summer. In high school, we take 10 subjects 
over the course of a school year and if someone fails two 
or three exams, he or she has to take the whole year again. 
American students eat, sleep, and listen to music while 
they study. I might listen to some music when I study but 
it would be relaxing music like classical, but not rock.

Sources: Missy Gish, Northern Kentucky University, Class of 2005 (interviewer); 
Isabell Haage, Class of 2007 (Germany); Anna Nowak, Class of 2005 (Poland); 
and Cristina Gonzalez, Class of 2004 (Spain).

European Students Studying in the United States Comment 

on American Teachers, Tests and Study Habits

THREE EUROPEAN STUDENTS attending college in 
the United States comment on how the U.S. system is dif-
ferent from that in their home countries. Their comments 
reinforce the idea that the society shapes biography (per-
sonal experiences and interactions) in dramatic ways. 

College Professors
Germany: American teachers do not seem to ask their stu-
dents to do as much work as German teachers do. In the 
United States the homework is more like busy work such 
as a scavenger hunt on a Web site or looking at a catalog to 
fi nd out what the requirements are for a particular major. 
These are things that I would do on my own but the stu-
dents here need to be told to do them.

In Germany we are taught to be independent and in the 
United States it is the opposite. It was nice in the begin-
ning because I got straight “As” and it helped with my 
confi dence but now I want to be more challenged. In Ger-
many I was an OK student but in the United States I am a 
straight A student. American teachers are very supportive 
and helpful with keeping students up with the lessons. I 
feel like I can ask my American teachers anything and they 
will do whatever they can to help. It’s not so much that 
I would not ask a German teacher something but here I 
never feel that I ask a stupid question.

Poland: American teachers are more helpful, more 
approachable, and they seem more equal to students. You 
would never ask a professor in Poland how they are or call 
them by their fi rst name. Here you can walk in and talk 
to a professor about personal things such as what you did 
over the weekend; that would never happen in Poland. I 
feel I can ask American teachers for help and I will get it.

Spain: American teachers are more friendly and acces-
sible. They are always asking about personal things like 
what happened over the weekend. American teachers talk 
to students like they are kids, not adults. In the United 
States professors seem to want to be friends with the stu-
dents; in Spain they are just professors, not friends too.

Tests
Germany: In Germany it was essay only. Here the tests are 
too easy with multiple choice and true/false. At fi rst it was 
a good feeling that I was always doing well but now I just 
want to be more challenged.
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exposed simultaneously to the two curricula. Although 
Henry observed this scene in 1963, his observations hold 
even today:

The children form a line along the back of the room. They are 

to play “spelling baseball,” and they have lined up to be chosen 

for the two teams. There is much noise, but the teacher quiets 

it. She has selected a boy and a girl and sent them to the front 

of the room as team captains to choose their teams. As the 

boy and girl pick the children to form their teams, each child 

chosen takes a seat in orderly succession around the room. 

Apparently they know the game well. Now Tom, who has not 

yet been chosen, tries to call attention to himself in order to be 

chosen. Dick shifts his position to be more in the direct line 

of vision of the choosers, so that he may not be overlooked. 

He seems quite anxious. Jane, Tom, Dick, and one girl whose 

name the observer does not know, are the last to be chosen. 

The teacher even has to remind the choosers that Dick and Jane 

have not been chosen.

 The teacher now gives out words for the children to spell, 

and they write them on the board. Each word is a pitched ball, 

and each correctly spelled word is a base hit. The children move 

around the room from base to base as their teammates spell 

the words correctly. The outs seem to increase in frequency as 

each side gets near the children chosen last. The children have 

great diffi culty spelling “August.” As they make mistakes, those 

in the seats say, “No!” The teacher says, “Man on third.” As a 

child at the board stops and thinks, the teacher says, “There’s a 

time limit; you can’t take too long, honey.” At last, after many 

children fail on “August,” one child gets it right and returns, 

grinning with pleasure, to her seat. . . . The motivation level 

in this game seems terrifi c. All the children seem to watch the 

board, to know what’s right and wrong, and seem quite keyed 

up. There is no lagging in moving from base to base. The child 

who is now writing “Thursday” stops to think after the fi rst let-

ter and the children snicker. He stops after another letter. More 

snickers. He gets the word wrong. There are frequent signs of 

joy from the children when their side is right. (Henry 1965, 

pp. 297–298)

According to Henry, learning to spell is not the most 
important lesson that students learn from this exercise. 
They are also learning important cultural values from 
the way in which spelling is being taught; that is, they 
are learning to fear failure and to envy success. In exer-
cises such as spelling baseball, “failure is paraded before 
the class minute upon minute” (p. 300), and success is 
achieved after others fail. And, “since all but the brightest 
children have the constant experience that others succeed 
at their expense they cannot but develop an inherent ten-
dency to hate—to hate the success of others” (p. 296). 

In an exercise such as spelling baseball, students also 
learn to be “absurd.” To be absurd, as Henry defi nes it, 
means to make connections between unrelated things 
or events, to do assignments without understanding the 
purpose, to do assignments that have no purpose. From 
Henry’s point of view, spelling baseball teaches students 
to be absurd, because no logical connection exists between 
learning to spell and baseball.

If we refl ect that we do not settle a baseball game by 
converting it into a spelling contest, we see that “baseball 
is bizarrely irrelevant to spelling” (p. 300). Yet, most stu-
dents participate in classroom exercises such as spelling 
baseball without questioning their purpose. Although 
some children may ask, “Why are we doing this? What is 
the point?” and may be told, “So you can learn to spell” or 
“To make spelling fun,” few children challenge the pur-
pose of this activity further. Students go along with the 
teacher’s request and play the game as if spelling is related 
to baseball because, according to Henry, they are terrifi ed 
of failure and want so badly to succeed.

The Lessons of Spelling Baseball. Henry argues that class-
room activities such as spelling baseball prepare students 
to fi t into a competitive and consumption-oriented cul-
ture. Because the U.S. economy depends on consumption, 
the country benefi ts if its citizens purchase nonessential 
goods and services. The assignments that children under-
take in school do not prepare them to question false or 
ambiguous statements made by advertisers; schools do 
not properly prepare demanding individuals to “insist 
that the world stand up and prove that it is real” (p. 49). 
Henry argues that this sort of training—this hidden cur-
riculum—makes possible an enormous amount of selling 
that otherwise could not take place:

In order for our economy to continue in its present form people 

must learn to be fuzzy-minded and impulsive, for if they were 

clear-headed and deliberate, they would rarely put their hands 

Jules Henry maintains that when American children are sent to the 
chalkboard, especially to do math problems, they learn to “fear failure” 
and “envy success.” If they get the problem wrong, a classmate will be 
asked to correct the mistake; hence, one student’s success is achieved 
at the expense of another’s failure.
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in their pockets. . . . If we were all logicians the economy [as we 

know it] could not survive, and herein lies a terrifying paradox, 

for in order to exist economically as we are we must . . . remain 

stupid. (p. 48)

According to Henry, students who have the intellec-
tual strength to see through absurd assignments such as 
spelling baseball and who fi nd it impossible to accept such 
assignments as important may rebel against the system, 
refuse to do the work, drop out, or eventually think of 
themselves as stupid. We cannot know how many students 
perform poorly in school because they cannot accept the 
manner in which subjects are taught. 

The Third International Mathematics and Science 
Study, which reviewed math instruction in nationally rep-
resentative samples of German, Japanese, and American 
classrooms, lends support to Henry’s idea that U.S. stu-
dents do assignments with no purpose. 

Hidden Curriculum in Math Lessons. For this study, 
researchers fi lmed 100 German, 50 Japanese, and 81 U.S. 
math teachers teaching the subject matter. The fi ndings 
reveal the “hidden lessons” about the importance of math 
that teachers convey by the way they teach the subject. The 

researchers rated almost 90 percent of math lessons taught 
by U.S. teachers as low in quality compared with 40 per-
cent of German teachers’ lessons and 13 percent of Japa-
nese teachers’ lessons. No math lesson taught by American 
teachers was rated as high quality; 23 percent of German 
lessons were rated as high quality and 30 percent of Japa-
nese lessons.

 Researchers identifi ed a number of areas where Amer-
ican teachers fell short: (1) they spent too little time on 
individual math topics and covered too many topics; 
(2) they taught lessons in a very dry way, essentially show-
ing students how to do a problem and then assigning a long 
list of similar problems to complete in class or for home-
work; and 3) they presented problems that were of little 
interest to students. In contrast, German and Japanese 
math teachers spent longer amounts of time on each topic 
and systematically built upon it. They also presented and 
assigned more-interesting and more-realistic problems:

They give kids problems in a more realistic way. You have this 

piece of property. You have to divide it in half. How would you 

do it? And then they have the kids sit there and really struggle. 

It’s not an easy answer. It’s something that they may have to 

work out for 20 minutes, not sure they have the right answer. 

Then they have a class discussion where kids will get up and 

say, “I think this is the way to do it.” That kind of discussion 

gets kids emotionally involved in the answer. Brain research 

says the more emotional you are about something that you’re 

learning, the better you’re going to remember it. So those kids 

are getting excited. They’re fi ghting over their answer. Then 

the teacher fi nally gets up and says, “Well, I think this is the 

best way. Now watch while I do this.” And all the kids that have 

been sitting there struggling suddenly say, “He’s right! That 

is the right way.” And they remember it as a result (Online 

Newshour 1996). 

Jules Henry argues that classroom activities such as spelling baseball 
prepare Americans to fi t into a competitive and consumption-oriented 
culture. Henry argues that this sort of learning makes possible an 
enormous amount of selling that otherwise could not take place.
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Teachers everywhere teach two curricula simultaneously: the subject 
matter and the hidden lessons conveyed through such things as tone of 
voice and teaching method.
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Textbooks. Perhaps the dryness of math lessons and other 
assignments can be traced to an American invention—the 
textbook. Early American education reformers, such as 
Benjamin Rush, Thomas Jefferson, and Noah Webster, 
insisted that schools represented an important mechanism 
by which a diverse population could acquire a common cul-
ture. They believed that the new, “perfectly homogeneous” 
American was one who studied at home (not abroad) and 
who used American textbooks. To use Old World books 
“would be to stamp the wrinkles of decrepit age upon the 
bloom of youth” (Webster, quoted in Tyack 1996, p. 32).

The fi rst textbooks in the United States were modeled 
after catechisms, short books covering religious princi-
ples written in question-and-answer format. Each ques-
tion had one answer only; in repeating this answer, the 
student strictly adhered to the question’s wording (Potter 
and Sheared 1918). This format discouraged readers from 
behaving as active learners “who could frame questions, 
interpret materials, and refl ect on the signifi cance of what 
was presented. . . . No premium was placed on generating 
and inventing ideas or arguing about the truth or value of 
what others had written” (Resnick 1990, p. 18). The reader’s 
job was to memorize the “right” answers for the questions.

Under this model, not surprisingly, textbooks tended to 
be written so that the primary reason to read them was to 
fi nd the “right” answers to the accompanying questions. 
The infl uence of catechisms on learning today becomes 
evident whenever students are assigned to read a chapter 
and answer a list of questions or work a group of prob-
lems at the end. Many students discover that they do not 
need to read the material to answer the questions or work 
the problems at the end; instead, they can simply skim the 
text until they fi nd key words or formulas that correspond 
to the question wording, and then copy the surrounding 
sentences or apply the formulas. In the case of math, most 
American students come to learn through the hidden cur-

riculum that to succeed they simply have to apply the for-
mulas correctly; since the problems are not meaningful, 
then math must not be.

The Promise of Education

■ CORE CONCEPT 8: All education systems promise that 

increased opportunities come with education. Sometimes 

these opportunities do not materialize. Most Americans (as 
early as first grade) are taught to equate education with 
increased job opportunities and higher salaries. This 
belief has a basis in reality. Figure 13.9 shows that income 
rises with the level of education obtained. On average, 
both males and females with four-year college degrees 
earn more than their same-sex counterparts who have less 
education. On the other hand, earnings are still affected 
by one’s gender and other characteristics, such as race (see 
Chapters 9 and 10).

In the United States the connection between a college 
education, job opportunities, and higher salaries is not 
always realized on a personal level. As many as 38 percent 
of college graduates are underemployed; that is, they do not 
believe a college degree is required for the job they are in 
four years after graduation. To complicate matters, many 
workers without a four-year college degree earn more 
than the average college graduate. For example, 62 per-
cent of workers without a bachelor’s degree earn less than 
$572 per week—but so do 23 percent of college graduates 
(Mariani 1999). Sociologist John Reynolds points out that 
American parents and high school counselors send the 
message that a college degree is the only option for obtain-
ing a well-paying job, when in fact skilled electricians and 
plumbers earn more than many college- educated profes-
sionals (Reuters 2006).

Less than a high
school diploma

High school
graduate, no

college

Some college 
or 

associate degree

Usual weekly earnings of full-time wage and salary
workers age 25 years and over by sex and educational

attainment, 2004 annual averages

Bachelor’s degree
and higher

$334

$1,500

$1,250

$1,000

$750

$500

$250

$0

$446 $488 $645
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$860
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▲ Figure 13.9 Average Weekly Earnings of Full-Time Workers Age 25 

and Older by Sex and Educational Attainment, 2004



Figure 13.10 shows that the fi nancial rewards associated 
with a college education relative to the rewards gained by 
workers who do not complete high school vary by coun-
try. In Portugal, for every $10,000 workers with less than 
a high school education earn, college-educated workers 
earn $30,000 (a difference of $20,000). In Austria college-
educated workers earn $13,700 for every $10,000 earned 
by workers with less than a high school education (a dif-
ference of $3,700). In the United States the difference is 
$17,971. 

While education does not always deliver promised 
opportunities in EU countries, it does seem that U.S. 
students have less realistic expectations than their Euro-
pean counterparts regarding career opportunities that 
come with education. Figure 13.11 shows that 80 percent 
of American 15-year-olds expect to occupy a high-skilled, 
white-collar job by age 30. Between 44.5 and 76.5 percent 
of EU 15-year-olds hold such expectations. Of course, it is 
impossible for 80 percent of all 30-year-olds to hold high-
skilled, white-collar jobs—if only because not enough of 
those positions exist to meet the expectations. Therefore, 

we might speculate that as those American 15-year-olds 
grow older, many learn that, regardless of their educational 
achievement, a high-status, well-paying, white-collar job 
is not guaranteed. Consequently, many feel ambivalence 
toward the system of education, which they may perceive 
as letting them down. 

One might hypothesize that feelings of ambivalence are 
lower among EU students because their education systems 
seem to promote more-realistic expectations. Recall that 
60 percent of French students attend vocational schools. 
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▲ Figure 13.10 Average Earnings of College-Educated Workers 

for Every $10,000 Earned by Workers with Less Than a High School 

Education (U.S. $)

Source: OECD (2003).
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▲ Figure 13.11 Percentage of 15-Year-Olds Expecting to Have a 

High-Skill, White-Collar Job by Age 30, United States and Selected 

EU Countries

Source: OECD (2003).
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Anecdotal evidence suggests that French students make 
realistic projections about their future occupational 
status. Still, unlike their American vocational school 
counterparts, who are labeled as “failures,” French voca-
tional students study English as a second language and are 
encouraged to be engaged citizens (see “Intersection of 
Biography and Society: An American Teaching in French 
Vocational Schools”).

Demands on Schools 
and Teachers

■ CORE CONCEPT 9: Schools are a stage on which society’s 

crises play out. Every government seems to think its edu-
cation system is failing in major ways. Singapore, which 
boasts the best math students in the world, believes it 
needs to improve before others catch up; Japan worries 
that its exam system puts too much pressure on students; 
India and China worry that their growing armies of engi-

neers and customer sales forces have not had enough 
humanities courses (Friedman 2006). The United States is 
no exception. Throughout U.S. history, it seems as if pub-
lic education has always been in a state of crisis and under 
reform. Between 1880 and 1920, for example, the public 
was concerned about whether schools were producing 
qualified workers for the growing number of factories and 
businesses and whether the schools were instilling a sense 
of national identity (that is, patriotism) in immigrant and 
ethnically diverse populations. When the United States 
became involved in major wars—World War I, World War 
II, the Korean conflict, and the Vietnam War—the public 
voiced concerns about whether the schools were turning 
out recruits physically and mentally capable of defending 
the American way of life.

When the Soviet Union launched its Sputnik satel-
lites in the mid-1950s, Americans were forced to consider 
the possibility that their public schools were not educat-
ing students in mathematics and sciences as well as the 
Soviet schools were. In the 1960s, civil rights events forced 
Americans to question whether they were offering chil-

INTERSECTION OF  BIOGRAPHY AND SOCIETY

to write a short paragraph on how they see themselves in 
ten years. They wrote things like, “in ten years I will be a 
plumber living in Nice with my wife. Hopefully we’ll have 
enough money to buy the latest model Peugeot or Fiat.” 
Or, “I will be fi xing air conditioners with my brother and 
cousins in Antibes.” They were supremely practical, with-
out a trace of far-fl ung expectations. I am quite certain 
that if the same question were put to American teenagers, 
one would have a class full of future athletes, fi lm stars, 
and millionaire businesspeople. An even safer bet, I think, 
is that there would be no mention of Peugeots or Fiats. 
Perhaps this distinction implies a greater maturity on the 
part of the French pupils but, at the risk of revealing my 
hopeless Americanism, I could not help but feel a little 
sorry for them.

On the whole I was consistently impressed with the 
French students’ enthusiasm, certainly not for learning 
English, but for life in general. They were always upbeat, 
and exhibited, almost to a student, a lively and good-
natured if extremely mischievous sense of humor. 

Source: Christopher Brown, Northwestern University, Class of 2004.

An American Teaching in French Vocational Schools

WHILE IN FRANCE I taught English at two technical 
high schools or, as we call them in the good old US of A, 
vocational. My students were learning to be electricians, 
plumbers, mechanics, and so forth, having been engaged 
in these pursuits for years. In such circumstances, learn-
ing English is simply not a priority for them. (On the other 
hand, anyone wishing to become involved in business, 
fi nance, politics, etc., necessarily has to become fl uent in 
English.)

Vocational schools are common in the socialist-ori-
ented French education system. Although technical 
schools provide a solid education and valuable training 
and guarantee a respectable occupation upon comple-
tion, there is something about them that is unsettling to 
the American psyche. Socialized from birth to realize the 
unequivocal ambition of the American dream, every red-
blooded American child strives to become a self-made 
person, to go from rags to riches and ascend to the highest 
echelons of society, borne by the winds of their own inge-
nuity, vitality, and determination.

I learned that such  fantastical dreams are not, in gen-
eral, shared by the French by way of one of the fi rst assign-
ments I presented to my students. They were supposed 



dren from less advantaged ethnic groups and social classes 
the knowledge and skills that would allow them to com-
pete economically with children from more advantaged 
groups. 

Beginning in the late 1970s and continuing throughout 
the 1980s and 1990s, many critics both at home and abroad 
maintained that the U.S. system of education was inad-
equate for meeting the challenges of competing in a global 
economy. The system was deemed so inadequate that this 
warning was issued: “If an unfriendly foreign power had 
attempted to impose on America the mediocre education 
performance that exists today, we might well have viewed 
it as an act of war (National Commission on Excellence in 
Education 1983, p. 5). Many employers claimed that they 
were unable to fi nd enough workers with the level of read-
ing, writing, mathematical, and critical thinking skills 
needed to function adequately in the workplace. Reform 
efforts focused on increasing “seat time,” the amount of 
time students devoted to academic activities, either in 
school or at home. The rationale came from fi ndings that 
U.S. students devoted considerably less time to their aca-
demic activities than did their foreign counterparts.

In the 21st century the focus is on leaving no child 
behind and on educating workers for a global economy. 
There is also an emphasis on accountability or measuring 
effectiveness. Testing students and teachers is presented 
as the most cost-effective method of holding students, 
schools, and parents accountable to a specifi ed standard. 

The ongoing nature of the education “crisis” in the 
United States suggests that schools are very visible and 
highly vulnerable, and that they are a “stage on which 

a lot of cultural crises get played out” (Lightfoot 1988, 
p. 3). Inequality, racial segregation, poverty, chronic bore-
dom, family breakdown, unemployment, and illiteracy 
are “crises” that transcend the school environment. Yet, 
we confront them whenever we go into the schools (Light-
foot 1988). Consequently, the schools seem to be both a 
source of and a solution for our problems. Of course, this 
relentless focus on schools invites a corresponding focus 
on teachers (see Figure 13.12). 

Teachers’ jobs are complex; teachers are expected to 
undo learning disadvantages generated by inequalities in 
the larger society and to handle an array of discipline prob-
lems. A recent EU report on teacher workload pointed out 
that “stress seems to be intrinsic to teaching.” The report 
named 45 sources of stress, including stress generated by 
mandated changes in curriculum, inadequate salaries, 
increased class size, lack of parental involvement, exces-
sive paperwork, and lack of student motivation, atten-
tion, or interest. High stress is connected to absenteeism, 
turnover, and poor teaching (Education International 
and European Trade Union Committee for Education 
2007). Likewise, U.S. teachers name uncompleted home-
work assignments, cheating, stealing, drugs and alcohol, 
truancy, and absenteeism as very serious or fairly serious 
problems in their school. 

Compared with their counterparts in Germany, U.S. 
teachers more often name “uninterested students,” “unin-
terested parents,” “low student morale,” “tardiness,” and 
“intimidation or verbal abuse of teachers/staff” as problems 
that limit teaching effectiveness and disrupt the learning 
environment. Unlike their EU counterparts, U.S. teach-
ers work in environments that place high value on school 
sports, and thus on athletic achievement—which, accord-
ing to sociologist James Coleman, is central to the values 
underlying the formation of adolescent subcultures. 

The Adolescent Subculture

■ CORE CONCEPT 10: Because of the high value placed 

on school-sponsored sports teams, the adolescent soci-

ety in the United States penalizes academic achievements 

while rewarding boys for athletic achievements and girls for 

achieving popularity with boys, especially with boys who are 

athletes. Around the turn of the 20th century—the early 
decades of late industrialization—fewer than 10 percent 
of teenagers 14 to 18 years old attended high school in the 
United States. Young people attended elementary school 
to learn the three Rs; they then learned the skills needed to 
make a living from their parents or from their neighbors. 
As the pace of industrialization increased, jobs began to 
move away from the home and the neighborhood and into 
factories and office buildings. Parents no longer trained 
their children, because the skills they knew were becom-
ing obsolete. Children therefore came to expect that they 
would not make a living in the same way as their parents. 

On average, American teachers spend more than 1,000 hours each 
school year interacting with students. Their EU counterparts spend 
553–750 hours. 
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 390 Chapter 13 EDUCATION

In short, as the economic focus in the United States shifted 
from predominantly farm and small-town work environ-
ments to the factory and the office, the family became less 
involved in the training of its children and, by extension, 
less involved in children’s lives. The transfer of work away 
from the home and neighborhood removed opportunities 
for parents and children to work together. Under this new 
arrangement, family occasions became events that were 
consciously arranged to fit everyone’s work schedule.

According to Coleman, this shift in training from the 
family to the school cut adolescents off from the rest of 
society and forced them to spend most of the day with 
members of their own age group. Adolescents came “to 
constitute a small society, one that has most of its impor-

tant interactions within itself, and maintains only a few 
threads of connection with the outside adult society” 
(Coleman, Johnstone, and Jonassohn 1961, p. 3).

Coleman surveyed students from 10 high schools in 
the Midwest to learn about adolescent society. He selected 
schools representative of a wide range of environments: Five 
schools were in small towns, one in a working-class suburb, 
one in a well-to-do suburb, and three in cities of varying 
sizes. Also, one of the schools was an all-male Roman Cath-
olic school. Coleman was interested in the adolescent status 
system, a classifi cation of achievements resulting in popu-
larity, respect, acceptance into the crowd, praise, awe, and 
support, as opposed to isolation, ridicule, exclusion from 
the crowd, disdain, discouragement, and disrespect.

United States ($28,806)
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▲ Figure 13.12 Contact Time in Hours per Academic Year for Upper Secondary School 

Teachers in EU Countries and the United States

The number of hours teachers spend in direct contact with students is one rough indicator of the 
relative demands and workloads put on teachers. We see from the bar graph that U.S. teachers 
spend 330–527 more hours per year in direct contact with high school students than their EU 
counterparts.  

The bars above show the annual number of hours involving direct contact between high school 
students and teachers in the United States and EU countries. Note that the United States is the only 
country in which teachers average more than 1,000 contact hours with students. To the left of the 
bars is a list of the average starting teachers’ salaries by country. Note that the average starting 
salary of U.S. teachers ranks fi fth among the 16 salaries listed.
Source: OECD (2006).



To learn about this system, he asked students questions 
similar to the following: 

• How would you like to be remembered—as an athlete, 
as a brilliant student, as a leader in extracurricular 
activities, or as the most popular student?

• Who is the best athlete? The best student? The most 
popular? The boy the girls go for most? The girl the 
boys go for most?

• Which person in the school would you like most to 
date? To have as a friend? What does it take to get in 
with the leading crowd in this school?

Based on the answers to these and other questions, 
Coleman identifi ed a clear pattern common to all 10 
schools. “Athletics was extremely important for the boys, 
and social success with boys [accomplished through 
being a cheerleader or being good-looking] was extremely 
important for girls” (1960, p. 314).

Coleman found that girls in particular did not want to 
be considered as good students, “for the girl in each grade 
in each of the schools who was most often named as best 
student has fewer friends and is less often in the leading 
crowd than is the boy most often named as best student” 

(Coleman 1960, p. 338). A popular boy could often be a 
good student or dress well or have enough money to meet 
social expenses, but to be truly admired he also had to be a 
good athlete. Coleman also found that the peer group had 
more infl uence over and exerted more pressure on adoles-
cents than did their teachers, and a signifi cant number of 
adolescents were infl uenced more by the peer group than 
by their parents.

Why does the adolescent society penalize academic 
achievement in favor of athletic and other achievements? 
Coleman maintained that the manner in which students 
are taught contributes to their lack of academic interest: 
“They are prescribed ‘exercises,’ ‘assignments,’ ‘tests,’ to 
be done and handed in at a teacher’s command” (1960, p. 
315). This type of academic work does not require creativ-
ity but rather conformity.

Students show their discontent by choosing to become 
involved in and to acquire things they can call their own: 
athletics, dating, clothes, cars, and extracurricular activi-
ties. This reaction is inevitable given the passive roles that 
students play in the classroom:

One consequence of the passive, reactive role into which 

adolescents are cast is its encouragement of irresponsibility. If 

a group is given no authority to make decisions and take action 

on its own, the leaders need show no responsibility to the larger 

institution.

 Lack of authority carries with it lack of responsibility; 

demands for obedience generate disobedience as well. But when 

a person or group carries the authority for his own action, he 

Coleman’s research on adolescent subcultures, published in 1961, is 
considered a classic study. Do his conclusions about the importance 
for boys of sports and the importance for girls of success with boys 
(accomplished through being a cheerleader or being good-looking) 
still hold true in U.S. high schools? 
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carries responsibility for it. In politics, splinter parties which 

are never in power often show little responsibility to the politi-

cal system; a party in power cannot show such irresponsibility. 

. . . An adolescent society is no different from these.(Coleman 

1961, p. 316)

Athletics is one of the major avenues open to adoles-
cents, especially males, in which they can act “as a repre-
sentative of others who surround [them]” (1961, p. 319). 
Others support this effort, identify with the athletes’ suc-
cesses, and console athletes when they fail. Athletic com-
petition between schools generates an internal cohesion 
among students as no other event can. “It is as a conse-
quence of this that the athlete gains so much status: he is 
doing something for the school and the community” (p. 
260). Coleman argues that because athletic achievement 
is so widely admired, everyone with some athletic ability 
will try to develop it. In contrast, because academic pur-
suits go relatively unrewarded, “those who have the most 
ability may not be motivated to compete” (p. 260). This 
reward structure suggests that the United States does not 
draw into the competition everyone who has academic 
potential. 

Coleman’s fi ndings should deliver the message that the 
peer group represents a powerful infl uence on learning, 
but they should not leave the impression that the peer 
group’s world does not overlap with the family or the 
classroom. In fact, it seems more appropriate to consider 
the interrelationships of the multiple contexts of students’ 
lives. From data collected during interviews and observa-
tions of 54 ethnically and academically diverse youth in 
four urban desegregated high schools in California, edu-
cators Patricia Phelan, Ann Locke Davidson, and Hanh 
Cao Yu (1991, 1993; Phelan and Davidson 1994) generated 
a model of the interrelationships between students’ family, 
peer, and school worlds. The Students’ Multiple Worlds 
Model describes students’ perceptions of boundaries and 
borders between these three worlds the adaptation strat-
egies students employ as they move from one context to 
another. In this regard researchers uncovered four pat-
terns that students follow as they move between school, 
family, and peers: 

1. Congruent Worlds/Smooth Transitions—peer groups, 
classrooms, and family are harmonious and uncompli-
cated, as shared values, beliefs, and expectations over-
ride differences among the three groups.

2. Different Worlds/Border Crossings Managed—the 
three groups do not share similar beliefs, values, and 
expectations but adolescents have acquired successful 
strategies for adjusting and reorienting when moving 
between peer groups, school, and family. 

3. Different Worlds/Border Crossings Resisted—crossing 
boundaries between family, peers, and school is pain-
ful for these students, who only feel comfortable in one 
of the three contexts and dismiss the other two as irrel-

evant. (Phelan, Davidson, and Yu 1991, 1993; Phelan 
and Davidson 1994) 

4. Different Worlds/Border Crossing Diffi cult—family, 
peer, and school worlds are viewed as totally distinct 
from another and adolescents have no strategies for 
managing border crossing.

  Family Background

■ CORE CONCEPT 11: Family background is the most impor-

tant factor in explaining academic success. Coleman (1966) 
was the principal investigator behind the congressio-
nally-mandated report Equality of Educational Opportu-
nity, popularly known as the Coleman Report. Coleman’s 
research focused on the degree to which public education 
was segregated and on inequalities of educational oppor-
tunity in the United States. Coleman and six colleagues 
surveyed 570,000 students and 60,000 teachers, princi-
pals, and school superintendents in 4,000 schools across 
the United States.

Students fi lled out questionnaires about their home 
background and educational aspirations and took stan-
dardized achievement tests intended to measure verbal 
ability, nonverbal ability, reading comprehension, math-
ematical ability, and general knowledge. Teachers, princi-
pals, and superintendents answered questionnaires about 
their backgrounds, training, attitudes, school facilities, 
and curricula.

Coleman found that a decade after the Supreme 
Court’s famous desegregation decision in 1954 (Brown v. 
Board of Education), U.S. schools were still largely segre-
gated: 80 percent of white children attended schools that 
were 90 to 100 percent white, and 65 percent of black stu-
dents attended schools that were more than 90 percent 
black. Almost all students in the South and the South-
west attended schools that were 100 percent segregated. 
Although Mexican Americans, Native Americans, Puerto 
Ricans, and Asian Americans also attended primarily 
segregated schools, they were not segregated from whites 
to the degree that blacks were. The Coleman Report also 
found that white teachers taught black children, but that 
black teachers did not teach whites: approximately 60 per-
cent of the teachers who taught black students were black, 
whereas 97 percent of the teachers who taught white stu-
dents were white. When the characteristics of teachers who 
taught white student were compared with those of teachers 
who taught black students, the study found no signifi cant 
differences in professional qualifi cations (as measured by 
degree, major, and teaching experience).

Coleman did fi nd sharp differences across racial groups 
with regard to verbal ability, nonverbal ability, reading 
comprehension, mathematical achievement, and general 
information as measured by the standardized tests. The 
white students scored highest, followed by Asian Ameri-



cans, Native Americans, Mexican Americans, Puerto 
Ricans, and African Americans.

Contrary to Coleman’s expectations, on average no 
signifi cant differences in quality existed between schools 
attended predominantly by the various racial groups 
and schools attended by whites. (Quality was measured 
in terms of age of buildings, library facilities, laboratory 
facilities, number of books, class size, expenditure per 
pupil, extracurricular programs, and the characteristics of 
teachers, principals, and superintendents.) Surprisingly, 
any variations in school quality that Coleman found did 
not have much effect on the students’ test scores.

Test scores were affected, however, by family background 
and related attributes. The average minority student was 
likely to come from an economically and educationally 
disadvantaged household and was likely to attend school 
with similarly disadvantaged students. Fewer of his or her 
classmates would complete high school, maintain high 
grade-point averages, enroll in college preparatory curri-
cula, or be optimistic about their future.

The Coleman Report examined the progress of disad-
vantaged blacks who had participated in school integra-
tion programs and found that their test scores were higher 
than those of their disadvantaged counterparts who did 
not participate. Clearly the important variable is disad-
vantaged environment and not student’s race.  

Based on his research Coleman concluded that schools 
have little infl uence on academic achievement that is inde-
pendent of students’ background and the general social 
context, and this very lack of an independent effect means 
that the inequalities imposed on children by their home, 
neighborhood, and peer environment are carried along to 
become the inequalities with which they confront adult 
life (1966, p. 325).

Coleman’s fi ndings were used to support busing as a 
means of achieving educational equality. Although Cole-
man initially supported this policy, he later retracted his 
endorsement, after busing hastened “white fl ight,” or the 
migration of middle-class white Americans from cities to 
suburbs. This migration merely worsened the racial segre-
gation in city and suburban schools.

As the number of white students dropped sharply in 
relation to that of black students, the positive effects of 
desegregation proved to be short-lived. Consequently, eco-
nomically and educationally disadvantaged blacks were 
sent from their defi cient schools into equally defi cient 
lower-class and lower-middle-class white neighborhoods. 
Coleman adamantly maintained that court-ordered busing 
alone could not achieve integration: “With families sort-
ing themselves out residentially along economic and racial 
lines, and with schools tied to residence, the end result is 
the demise of the common school attended by children 
from all economic levels. In its place is the elite suburban 
school, . . . the middle-income suburban school, the low-
income suburban school, and the central-city schools of 

several types—low-income white schools, middle-income 
white schools, and low- or middle-income black schools” 
(1977, pp. 3–4).

The fi ndings of this study do not imply that students 
are trapped by their family background. Indeed, Coleman 
never claimed that family background explains all of the 
variations in test scores. He did note, however, that it was 
the most important factor in his study. Coleman’s fi ndings 
are very relevant today; four decades after they were pub-
lished, school-based segregation is still a problem. In 1968 
the federal government reported that 76 percent of black 
students and 55 percent of Hispanic or Latino students 
attended predominantly minority schools (schools in 
which 50 percent or more of the students are black, Asian, 
Native American, and/or Hispanic or Latino). Today those 
fi gures are 70 percent for blacks and 76 percent for His-
panics or Latinos. Illinois, Michigan, New York, and Cali-
fornia have been identifi ed as the most segregated states; 
more than 50 percent of their schools are composed of 90 
to 100 percent minority students. As in the 1960s, black 
and other minority students are signifi cantly more likely 
to fi nd themselves in schools in which overall academic 
achievement is undervalued and low (Celis 1993; Civil 
Rights Project 2001; Schemo 2001).

School segregation appears to have changed very little over the past 
four decades. In 1968 the federal government reported that 76 percent 
of black students and 55 percent of Hispanic or Latino students 
attended predominantly minority schools. More than thirty years later, 
the Harvard Project on School Desegregation found those fi gures to 
be 70 percent for blacks and 76 percent for Hispanics or Latinos. At the 
Walnut Hill Elementary School in Petersburg, Virginia, 92 percent of the 
students are classifi ed as black (greatschools.net 2009).
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Segregating minority student populations is not unique 
to the United States. In the European Union, fi rst- and 
second-generation immigrants—who are likely to be 
Muslims from Africa, the Middle East, or Asia—“often 
attend schools with economically, socially, and culturally 
disadvantaged student populations.” In fact, 25 percent 
of second-generation immigrant students are enrolled in 
schools in which at least 50 percent of the student body is 
second-generation (OECD 2006).

Likewise, many studies confi rm the importance of 
family background in educational achievement (Hallinan 
1988). For example, the International Association for the 
Evaluation of Educational Achievement (2003) tested stu-
dents in 22 countries (13 of which belong to the EU) on six 
subjects. It found that the “home environment is a most 
powerful factor in determining the level of school achieve-
ment of students, student interest in school learning, and 
the number of years of schooling the children will receive” 
(Bloom 1981, p. 89; Ramirez and Meyer 1980). Neverthe-
less, in this international study, in the Coleman study, and 
in other studies, home background (defi ned in terms of 
parents’ race, income, education, and occupation) explains 

A number of studies indicate that the home environment is an impor-
tant variable—though not the only one—in explaining academic success.
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▲ Figure 13.13 Literacy Scores by Highest Educational Level of Either Parent

The data below show that students with at least one university-educated parent do better on reading literacy 
tests than students with parents who completed lower secondary education. In the United Kingdom, the test 
score gap between the two groups is only 15 points; in the Netherlands, the gap is 137 points. Among the students 
with at least one university-educated parent, the test scores range from a low of 518 to a high of 603 (an 85-point 
difference). Among students with two relatively uneducated parents, the scores range from a low of 455 to a 
high of 588 (a 133-point difference). British students with parents who did not complete secondary education 
score higher than students with at least one university-educated parent in Cyprus, the Czech Republic, Germany, 
Greece, Hungary, Italy, the Slovak Republic, and Sweden.

 At Least One Parent Completed  Parents Completed Lower

 University-Level Education  Secondary Education Only 

 Percentage  Average Percentage Average Gap Between

Country of Students  Score  of Students  Score  Two Groups 

Cyprus  38  518  12  458  60 

Czech Republic  22  569  4  499  70 

Germany  27  575  12  501  74 

Greece  23  572  12  501  71 

Hungary  30  582   8  492  90 

Italy  18  569  30  520  49 

Netherlands  12  592  45  455  137 

Slovak Republic  19  556   4  465  91 

Sweden  35  583   6  525  58 

United Kingdom  36  603  35  588  15 

Source: OECD (2003).



only about 30 percent of the variation in students’ achieve-
ment (see Figure 13.13). Consequently, factors other than 
socioeconomic status must affect academic performance:

In most, if not all, societies, children and youth learn 
more of the behavior important for constructive participa-
tion in the society outside of school than within. This fact 
does not diminish the importance of school but underlines 
the nation’s dependence on the home, the workplace, com-
munity institutions, the peer group, and other informal 
settings to furnish a major part of the education required 
for a child to be successfully inducted into society. Only 
by clear recognition of the school’s special responsibilities 

can it be highly effective in educating its students (Tyler, 
quoted in Purves 1974, p. 74c). Nevertheless, the 2002 No 
Child Left Behind Act mandated that schools take respon-
sibility for student failures regardless of the social, eco-
nomic, physical, or intellectual disadvantages the students 
bring with them to school (Schemo 2006).

In view of these fi ndings, schools have a special respon-
sibility not to duplicate the inequalities outside the school. 
Over the past three decades, researchers have found that 
“schools exert some infl uence on an individual’s chances 
of success, depending on the extent to which they provide 
equal access to learning” (Hallinan 1988, pp. 257–258).

■ VISUAL SUMMARY OF CORE CONCEPTS
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■ CORE CONCEPT 1: Education includes the formal and informal experiences that 
train, discipline, and shape the mental and physical potentials of the maturing 
person.
Education includes the experiences that train, discipline, and shape the mental 
and physical potentials of the maturing person. Sociologists make a distinction 
between formal and informal education. Informal education occurs in a spontane-
ous, unplanned way; it is not designed by someone to stimulate specifi c thoughts 
or to impart specifi c skills. Formal education encompasses a purposeful, planned 
effort aimed at imparting specifi c skills or information. Formal education is 
considered a success when those being instructed acquire the skills, thoughts, and 
information that those designing the experience seek to impart. 

■ CORE CONCEPT 2: Schools perform a number of important 
social functions that, ideally, contribute to the smooth opera-
tion of society. 
Schools perform a number of important functions that serve 
the needs of society and contribute to its smooth operation. 
These functions include transmitting skills, liberating minds, 
facilitating personal change and refl ection, performing basic 
and applied research, integrating diverse populations, solving 
social problems, and screening and selecting the most quali-
fi ed students for the most socially important careers. Schools 
perform other, not so obvious functions; they function as reli-
able babysitters and as dating pools and marriage markets.
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■ CORE CONCEPT 3: Any analysis of school systems must focus on 
unequal power arrangements that allow more-powerful individuals 
and groups to exert their will over those with less power.
Schools are not perfect: not all minds are liberated; students drop out, 
refuse to attend, or graduate with skill defi ciencies; schools misclassify 
students; and so on. The point is that the functionalist analysis best 
describes ideals, which some school systems realize better than others. 
The confl ict perspective draws our attention to the dynamics among 
dominant and subordinate groups and to unequal power arrange-
ments in which those with more wealth and power can exercise their 
will over others with less status. 

■ CORE CONCEPT 4: Even in societies where schooling is 
compulsory, a significant percentage of the population does 
not possess skills needed to succeed in the society in which 
they live.
People are considered functionally illiterate when they do not 
possess the level of reading, writing, calculating, and other 
skills needed to succeed (that is, function) in the society in 
which they live. This point suggests that illiteracy is a prod-
uct of one’s environment. Functional illiteracy includes the 
inability to use a computer, read a map to fi nd a destination, 
make change for a customer, read traffi c signs, follow instruc-
tions to assemble an appliance, fi ll out a job application, and 
comprehend the language others are speaking. If we focus on 
languages, of which there may be as many as 9,000, we can see 
that the potential number of illiteracies is overwhelming, as 
people cannot possibly be literate in every language.

■ CORE CONCEPT 5: Only a handful of countries in the world give a 
significant share of the population the opportunity to attend 
college.
The United States is one of a small group of countries where the col-
lege-educated constitute a signifi cant share of the population. Almost 
40 percent of 25- to 34-year-olds in the United States have at least 
a college education. In some EU countries the percentage is about 
the same, but in others—notably, Italy (12 percent) and the Czech 
Republic (11 percent)—the percentage is much smaller. One distinc-
tive feature of the U.S. education system is that, in theory, anyone can 
attend a college if he or she has graduated from high school or has 
received a general equivalency degree (GED). For another indica-
tor of the relatively easy access to college in the United States, consider that many four-year colleges 
and universities accept students regardless of what courses they took, what grades they earned in high 
school, or what scores they received on the ACT or SAT. 
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■ CORE CONCEPT 6: Most, if not all, educational systems sort students into distinct 
instructional groups according to similarities in past academic performance, perfor-
mance on standardized tests, or even anticipated performance. 
Schools arrange students into distinct instructional groups according to similarities 
in past academic performance, performance on standardized tests, or even beliefs 
about how some in a particular sex, race, or other category are projected to perform. 
This practice may be known as tracking, ability grouping, streaming or some other 
name. Advocates of tracking argue that students learn better when they are grouped 
with those who learn at the same rate; slow learners develop more-positive attitudes 
when they do not have to compete with the more academically capable; and groups 
of students with similar abilities are easier to teach than students of various abilities. 
Research suggests that tracking has a positive effect on high-track students, a negative 
effect on low-track students, and no noticeable effects on middle-track or regular-
track students. While EU countries track students according to academic abilities, 
they do not offer students in lower tracks a watered-down or simpler version of the 
subject matter.

■ CORE CONCEPT 7: Teachers everywhere teach two cur-
ricula simultaneously: a formal one and a hidden one.
The various academic subjects—mathematics, science, 
English, reading, physical education, and so on—make up 
the formal curriculum. The hidden curriculum consists of 
the other activities that go on as students learn the subject 
matter and of the “lessons” that those other activities con-
vey about the value and meaning of what the students are 
learning. The teaching method, the types of assignments 
and tests, the tone of the teacher’s voice, the attitudes of 
classmates, the number of students absent, the frequency 
of the teacher’s absences, and the number of interruptions 
during a lesson are all factors in the classroom as students learn the formal curriculum. These so-called 
extraneous factors function to convey messages to students not only about the value of the subject, but 
also about the values of society, the place of learning in their lives, and their role in society. 

■ CORE CONCEPT 8: All education systems promise that increased 
opportunities come with education. Sometimes these opportunities do 
not materialize.
Most Americans (as early as fi rst grade) are taught to equate education 
with increased job opportunities and higher salaries. This belief has a 
basis in reality. On average, both male and female college graduates earn 
more than their same-sex counterparts who have less education. On the 
other hand, earnings are still affected by one’s gender and other char-
acteristics, such as race. In the United States the connection between a 
college education, job opportunities, and higher salaries is not always 
realized on a personal level. As many as 38 percent of college gradu-
ates are underemployed. To complicate matters, many workers without 
a four-year college degree earn more than the average college graduate. 
The fi nancial rewards associated with a college education relative to the 
rewards gained by workers who do not complete high school vary by 
country. 
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■ CORE CONCEPT 9: Schools are a stage on which society’s crises 
play out.
The ongoing nature of the education “crisis” in the United States sug-
gests that schools are very visible and highly vulnerable, and that they 
are a “stage on which cultural crises get played out” (Lightfoot 1988, 
p. 3). Inequality, racial segregation, poverty, chronic boredom, family 
breakdown, unemployment, and illiteracy are “crises” that transcend 
the school environment. Yet, we confront them whenever we go into 
the schools. Consequently, the schools seem to be both a source of and 
a solution for our problems. In the case of racial inequality, segregated 
schools contributed to that inequality; integrating the schools became 
a solution, but not without controversy, as the 1959 protest against the 
integration of Central High School (Little Rock, Arkansas) showed. Of course, this relentless focus on 
schools increases demands made of teachers, who are expected to undo learning disadvantages gener-
ated by inequalities in the larger society and to handle an array of discipline problems. 

■ CORE CONCEPT 10: Because of the high value placed on school-
sponsored sports teams, adolescent society in the United States 
penalizes academic achievements while rewarding boys for achieving 
athletic success and girls for achieving popularity with boys, espe-
cially with boys who are athletes.
Sociologist James Coleman defi ned the adolescent subculture as a 
“small society, one that has most of its important interactions within 
itself, and maintains only a few threads of connection with the outside 
adult society.” In this society “athletics was extremely important for 
boys, and social success with boys [accomplished through being a 
cheerleader or being good-looking] was extremely important for girls.” 
Coleman also found that the peer group had more infl uence over and 
exerted more pressure on adolescents than did their teachers, and a signifi cant number of adolescents 
were infl uenced more by the peer group than by their parents. Students show their discontent with 
school by choosing to become involved in and to acquire things they can call their own: athletics, dat-
ing, clothes, cars, and extracurricular activities. 

■ CORE CONCEPT 11: Family background is the most important factor 
in explaining academic success. 
Family background is the most important factor in Coleman’s study. 
Many studies confi rm the importance of family background in edu-
cational achievement. For example, the International Association for 
the Evaluation of Educational Achievement (2003) tested students in 
22 countries (13 of which belong to the EU) on six subjects. It found 
that the “home environment is a most powerful factor in determin-
ing the level of school achievement of students, student interest in 
school learning, and the number of years of schooling the children will 
receive” (Bloom 1981, p. 89; Ramirez and Meyer 1980). In most, if not 
all, societies, children and youth learn more of the behavior important 
for constructive participation in the society outside of school than within. This fact does not diminish 
the importance of school but underlines the nation’s dependence on the home, the workplace, commu-
nity institutions, the peer group, and other informal settings to furnish a major part of the education 
required for a child to be successfully inducted into society. Only by clear recognition of the school’s 
special responsibilities can it be highly effective in educating its students.
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When sociologists study religion, they do not study whether God or some 
other supernatural force exists, whether certain religious beliefs are valid, or 
whether one religion is better than another. Instead, they focus on the social 
aspects of religion, such as the characteristics common to all religions and 
the ways in which people use religion to justify almost any kind of action.

With Emphasis on the Islamic 
Republic of Afghanistan

Religion

CHAPTER OUTLINE
What Is Religion? 

Essential Features of Religion

Civil Religion

Secularization and 
Fundamentalism

■ VISUAL SUMMARY OF 
CORE CONCEPTS
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▲ Because of its mountainous and inhospitable terrain, military analysts call Afghanistan one of 

the toughest places in the world to wage a war.
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Afghanistan?

ON SEPTEMBER 20, 2001, nine 
days after the September 11 
terrorist attacks on the United 
States, President George W. 
Bush answered a question 
many Americans were ask-
ing: Who attacked the United 
States? He described those 
who hijacked the commercial 
aircraft and turned them into 
“cruise missiles” as belonging 
to a collection of loosely affi li-
ated terrorist organizations led 
by Osama bin Laden and known 
as al-Qaida. Al-Qaida members, 
who are believed to be scattered 
across more than 60 countries, 
learned the tactics of terrorism 
in Afghanistan and other places. 
That night, Bush demanded that the Taliban (an Islamic funda-
mentalist group that took control of Afghanistan in 1996) close 
all terrorist training camps, turn over all al-Qaida leaders living 
in Afghanistan, and grant the U.S. government full access to 
the camps (Bush 2001a). The demands were not met, so on 
October 7, 2001, the United States began air strikes on Taliban 
military installations and al-Qaida training camps.

For many Americans, the September 11 attacks repre-
sented the most devastating in a long line of attacks in which 
some militant Islamist group—such as the Islamic Jihad, Hez-
bollah (Party of God), or al-Qaida—was responsible. In other 
words, each attack was reduced to the actions of religious 
fanatics who were acting solely from “primitive and irrational” 
religious conviction. This perspective masks more-important 
political, geographic, and economic factors, and it causes 

observers to lose sight of larger 
questions: Is the Taliban’s ver-
sion of Islamic law consistent 
with “Islamic principles”? How 
did the Taliban rise to power 
in Afghanistan? How did the 
al-Qaida network come to be 
connected with Afghanistan? 
Why do the religious affi liations 
of the Taliban and of al-Qaida 
members receive more atten-
tion than the social, economic, 
and political factors driving 
their policies and actions? 
Such questions are largely 
absent from public discus-
sion and debate. Yet, “lurking 
behind every terrorist act is 
a specifi c political anteced-

ent. That does not justify either the perpetrator or his political 
cause. Nevertheless, the fact is that almost all terrorist activity 
originates from some political confl ict and is sustained by it as 
well” (Brzezinski 2002).

In this chapter, we consider the answers to the questions 
mentioned above. In doing so, we will come to realize that reli-
gious affi liation explains little about the causes behind terrorist 
acts or the wars against terrorism. Rather, it is the social, eco-
nomic, and political circumstances that cause people to draw 
upon religion to justify responses defi ned as terrorism. The 
sociological perspective is useful because it allows us to step 
back and view in a detached way an often emotionally charged 
subject. Detachment and objectivity are necessary if we wish 
to avoid making sweeping generalizations about the nature of 
religions, such as Islam, that are unfamiliar to many of us.

The September 11 attacks represented the most devastating in a 
long line of attacks on Americans, including the 1995 fuel truck 
explosion that killed 19 and injured more than 260 members of 
the U.S. military stationed at the King Abdul Aziz Air Base in Saudi 
Arabia. 
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What Is Religion?

■ CORE CONCEPT 1: When sociologists study religion, they are 

guided by the scientific method and by the assumption that no 

religions are false. When sociologists study religion, they 
do not investigate whether God or some other supernatu-
ral force exists, whether certain religious beliefs are valid, 
or whether one religion is better than another. Sociolo-
gists cannot study such questions, because they adhere to 
the scientific method, which requires them to study only 
observable and verifiable phenomena. Instead, they inves-
tigate the social aspects of religion, focusing on the char-
acteristics common to all religions, the functions and 
dysfunctions of religion, the conflicts within and between 
religious groups, the way religion shapes people’s behavior 
and their understanding of the world, and the way religion 
is intertwined with social, economic, and political issues. 
We begin with a definition of religion. Defining religion is 
a surprisingly difficult task, with which sociologists have 
been greatly preoccupied.

What makes something a religion? In the opening 
sentences of The Sociology of Religion Max Weber (1922) 
states, “To defi ne ‘religion,’ to say what it is, is not possible 
at the start of a presentation such as this. Defi nition can be 
attempted, if at all, only at the conclusion of the study” (p. 
1). Despite Weber’s keen interest in, and extensive writings 
about, religious activity, he could offer only the broadest of 
defi nitions: religion encompasses those human responses 
that give meaning to the ultimate and inescapable prob-
lems of existence—birth, death, illness, aging, injustice, 
tragedy, and suffering (Abercrombie and Turner 1978). To 
Weber, the hundreds of thousands of religions, past and 
present, represented a rich and seemingly endless variety 
of responses to these problems. In view of this variety, he 
believed that no single defi nition could hope to capture 
the essence of religion.

Like Max Weber, Émile Durkheim believed that religion 
is diffi cult to defi ne. In the fi rst chapter of his book The 
Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, Durkheim ([1915] 
1964) cautions that when studying religions, sociologists 
must assume that “there are no religions which are false” 
(p. 3). Like Weber, Durkheim believed that all religions 
are true in their own fashion; all address the problems of 
human existence, albeit in different ways. Consequently, 
he said, those who study religion must fi rst rid themselves 
of all preconceived notions of what religion should be. We 
cannot study religion using standards that refl ect our own 
personal experiences and preferences.

Consider that many critics view the hijab, the traditional 
head covering of Muslim women, as the primary evidence 

FACTS TO CONSIDER

Religion offers a life-affi rming response to important human events, 
such as births, deaths, and illnesses. Christians celebrate baptism as a 
process for purifying and welcoming “new” members into the church. 
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● When the attack on the World 
Trade Center towers began at 8:40 
a.m. on September 11, 2001, Saif 
Rahman, a Muslim American, was 
just arriving to begin work at a law 
offi ce in northern Virginia. Accord-
ing to Rahman (2001), “One of the 
attorneys grabbed me, and he said, 
‘Have you seen what’s happened? 
Have you heard?’ I said, ‘What?’ 

And he said, ‘A plane’s hit the World 
Trade Center.’ I ran to the TV set in 
our conference room and I saw the 
second plane hit, and immediately 
my heart dropped. I said, ‘Oh, no, 
I just hope this is not someone who 
claims to be a Muslim.’”

● On October 7, 2001, President 
George W. Bush announced that 
U.S. military forces had begun 

strikes against targets in Afghani-
stan. Bush noted that the strikes 
were merely the beginning of 
a larger, even global campaign 
against terrorism. “Today we focus 
on Afghanistan, but the battle 
is broader. The U.S. did not ask 
for this fi ght, but we will win it” 
(Online Newshour 2001).



that these women are severely oppressed. Although women 
in Islamic countries certainly do not have the same rights 
as men, critics should not be so quick to assume that the 
hijab is the source of oppression (Kristof 2002), especially 
when we consider the view that some Muslim women hold 
toward American dress customs:

If women living in Western societies took an honest look 

at themselves, such a question [as why Muslim women are 

covered] would not arise. They are the slaves of appearance 

and the puppets of male chauvinistic society. Every magazine 

and news medium (such as television and radio) tells them 

how they should look and behave. They should wear glamorous 

clothes and make themselves beautiful for strange men to gaze 

and gloat over them. So the question is not why Muslim women 

wear hijab, but why the women in the West, who think they are 

so liberated, do not wear hijab. (Mahjubah 1984)

 The discussion of the hijab shows that preconceived 
notions of what constitutes religion and uninformed opin-
ions about the meaning of religious symbols and practices 
can close people off to a wide range of religious beliefs and 
experiences.

Essential Features of Religion

■ CORE CONCEPT 2: All religions have at least three essential 

characteristics: beliefs about the sacred and the profane, ritu-

als, and a community of worshipers. In formulating his ideas 
about religion, Durkheim remained open to the many 
varieties of religious experiences throughout the world 

(see Global Comparisons: “The World’s Predominant 
Religions”). He identified three essential features that he 
believed were common to all religions, past and present: 
(1) beliefs about the sacred and the profane, (2) rituals, and 
(3) a community of worshipers. Thus Durkheim defined 
religion as a system of shared rituals and beliefs about the 
sacred that bind together a community of worshipers.

Beliefs about the Sacred

At the heart of all religious belief and activity stands a 
distinction between two domains: the sacred and the 
profane. The sacred includes everything that is regarded 
as extraordinary and that inspires in believers deep and 
absorbing sentiments of awe, respect, mystery, and rev-
erence. These sentiments motivate people to safeguard 
what is sacred from contamination or defi lement. To fi nd, 
preserve, or guard what they consider sacred, people have 
gone to war, sacrifi ced their lives, and performed other 
life-endangering acts (Turner 1978).

Defi nitions of what is sacred vary according to time and 
place. Sacred things may include objects (such as chalices, 
scriptures, and statues), living creatures (such as cows, 
ants, and birds), elements of nature (such as rocks, moun-
tains, trees, the sea, the sun, the moon, and the sky), places 

It is a challenge to see through one’s own preconceptions about what is “right” in everyday life. A Western 
woman may look on the traditional Muslim women’s head covering, the hijab, as a sign of sexual oppression. A 
Muslim woman may look on a Western woman’s garb as oppression of women imposed by media pressures to 
display themselves as sex objects.
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sacred A domain of experience that includes everything regarded 
as extraordinary and that inspires in believers deep and absorbing 
sentiments of awe, respect, mystery, and reverence.
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(such as churches, mosques, synagogues, and birthplaces 
of religions or their founders), days that commemorate 
holy events, abstract forces (such as spirits), persons (Jesus 
Christ, the Buddha, Moses, Muhammad, Zarathustra, 
and Nanak), states of consciousness (such as wisdom and 
oneness with nature), past events (such as the crucifi xion 
and resurrection of Jesus, the escape of Hebrews from 
Egypt, and the birth of the Buddha), ceremonies (such as 
baptism, marriage, and burial), and other activities (holy 
wars, just wars, confession, fasting, and pilgrimages).

Durkheim ([1915] 1964) maintains that sacredness 
springs not from the item, ritual, or event itself, but 
rather from its symbolic power and from the emotions 
that people experience when they think about the sacred 

thing or when they are in its presence. These emotions can 
be so strong that believers feel part of something larger 
than themselves and become outraged when other peo-
ple behave inappropriately in the presence of the sacred 
thing. Ideas about what is sacred are such an important 
element of religious activity that many researchers classify 
religions according to the type of phenomenon that their 
followers consider sacred. One such typology of religion 
includes three categories: sacramental, prophetic, and 
mystical (Alston 1972).

Sacramental, Prophetic, 
and Mystical Religions

In sacramental religions, followers seek the sacred in 
places, objects, and actions believed to house a god or a 
spirit. These locations may include inanimate objects 
(such as relics, statues, and crosses), animals, trees or 
other plants, foods, drink (such as wine and water), places, 

GLOBAL COMPARISONS

The World’s Predominant Religions

THE MAP SHOWS which of the world’s major religions 
predominates in each country. Keep in mind that other 
religions are also practiced in each country, some by many 
people. In the United States, for example, the population 
is believed to be 52 percent Protestant, 24 percent Roman 
Catholic, 2 percent Mormon, 1 percent Jewish, 1 percent 

Hindu

Islam (Shia)

Islam (Sunni)

Buddhist

Catholic

Chinese Folk

Shinto and 
Japanese syncretism

Oriental and 
Orthodox Christian
Protestant

Traditional and 
Shamanism

Judaism

900 million

120 million

940 million

376 million

1.05 billion

384 million

102 million

110 million

14 million

▲ Figure 14.1 
Source: U.S. Central Intelligence Agency (2007).

Muslim, 10 percent some other religion, and 10 percent no 
religion. Likewise, Latin American countries have many 
Protestants, although the predominant religion is Roman 
Catholicism. The term syncretism refers to compatible 
combinations of belief systems, such as Confucianism, 
Buddhism, Taoism, and Shinto in Japan. 

sacramental religions Religions in which the sacred is sought in 
places, objects, and actions believed to house a god or spirit.



and certain processes (such as the way people prepare for 
a hunt or perform a dance). Sacramental religions include 
various forms of Native American spirituality. An excerpt 
from the “Statement of Walter Echo-Hawk before the 
United States Commission on Civil Rights” describes such 
sacramental qualities:

(1) It is important to note that there are probably as many 

native religions as there are Indian tribes in this country. 

(2) None of these religions or religious tenets [has] been 

reduced to writing in a holy document such as the Bible or 

Koran. (3) None of these religions [has] man-made churches 

in the Judeo-Christian sense; rather, the native religions are 

practiced in nature, at sacred sites, or in temporary religious 

structures—such as a tepee or sweat lodge. (4) The religious 

beliefs are tied to nature, the spiritual forces of nature, the 

natural elements, and the plants and creatures which make 

up the environment. . . . Natives are dependent upon all these 

things in order to practice their many religious ceremonies, 

rituals and religious observances. (Echo-Hawk 1979, p. 280)

In prophetic religions, the sacred revolves around 
items that symbolize historic events or around the lives, 
teachings, and writings of great people. Sacred books, such 
as the Christian Bible, the Muslim Qur’an, and the Jewish 
Tanakh, hold the records of these events and revelations. 
In the case of historic events, God or some other higher 
being is believed to be directly involved in the course and 
outcome of the events (such as a fl ood, the parting of the 
Sea of Reeds, or the rise and fall of an empire). In the case 
of great people, the lives and inspired words of prophets 
or messengers reveal a higher state of being, “the way,” a 
set of ethical principles, or a code of conduct. Followers 
then seek to live accordingly. Some of the best-known pro-
phetic religions include Judaism, as revealed to Abraham 
in Canaan and to Moses at Mount Sinai, Confucianism 
(founded by Confucius), Christianity (founded by the 
earliest followers of Jesus Christ), and Islam (founded by 
Muhammad). The set of ethical principles may include 
the Ten Commandments of Judaism and Christianity or 
the Five Pillars of Islam. Muslim tenets include the fol-
lowing:

• The declaration of faith known as the shahadah (“There 
is no god but Allah, and Muhammad is his messenger.”)

• Obligatory prayer known as salah (performed fi ve times 
per day) 

The Hindu in the photo is bathing in the river Ganga (also known in the 
West as the Ganges). Hindus believe that bathing in the river assists in 
their attainment of salvation. 
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One of the Five Pillars of Islam is a pilgrimage to Mecca, Saudi Arabia, if 
a Muslim is physically and fi nancially able.
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prophetic religions Religions in which the sacred revolves around 
items that symbolize signifi cant historical events or around the lives, 
teachings, and writings of great people.
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• Almsgiving (Each year, devout Muslims set aside a per-
centage of their accumulated wealth to assist the poor 
and sick.) 

• A pilgrimage to the city of Mecca, Saudi Arabia, known 
as hajj (if one is physically and fi nancially able)

In mystical religions, followers seek the sacred in states 
of being that can exclude all awareness of their existence, 
sensations, thoughts, and surroundings. In such states, 
mystics become caught up so fully in the transcendental 
experience that earthly concerns seem to vanish. Direct 
union with the divine forces of the universe assumes the 
utmost importance. Not surprisingly, mystics tend to 
become involved in practices such as fasting or celibacy to 
separate themselves from worldly attachments.

In addition, they meditate to clear their minds of 
worldly concern, “leaving the soul empty and receptive 
to infl uences from the divine” (Alston 1972, p. 144). Bud-
dhism and philosophical Hinduism are two religions that 
emphasize physical and spiritual discipline as a means of 
transcending the self and earthly concerns.

Keep in mind that the distinctions between sacramen-
tal, prophetic, and mystical religions are not clear-cut. In 
fact, most religions in each of these categories incorporate 
or combine elements of the other categories. Consequently, 
most religions cannot be assigned to a single category.

Beliefs about the Profane

According to Durkheim ([1915] 1964), the sacred encom-
passes more than the forces of good: “There are gods of 
theft and trickery, of lust and war, of sickness and of death” 
(p. 420). Evil and its various representations are, however, 
generally portrayed as inferior and subordinate to the forces 
of good: “In the majority of cases we see the good victori-
ous over evil, life over death, the powers of light over the 
powers of darkness” (p. 421). Even so, Durkheim considers 
superordinary evil phenomena to fall within the category 
of the sacred, because they are endowed with special pow-
ers and serve as the objects of rituals (such as confession to 
rid one of sin, baptism to purify the soul, penance for sins, 
and exorcism to rid one of evil) designed to overcome or 
resist the negative infl uences of such phenomena.

Religious beliefs, doctrines, legends, and myths detail 
the origins, virtues, and powers of sacred things and 
describe the consequences of mixing the sacred with the 
profane. The profane encompasses everything that is not 
considered sacred, including things opposed to the sacred 
(such as the unholy, the irreverent, and the blasphemous) 
and things that stand apart from, though not necessar-
ily in opposition to, the sacred (such as the ordinary, the 
commonplace, the unconsecrated, the temporal, and the 
bodily) (Ebersole 1967).

Believers often view contact between the sacred and the 
profane as being dangerous and sacrilegious, as threaten-
ing the very existence of the sacred, and as endangering the 
fate of the person who makes or allows such contact. Con-
sequently, people take action to safeguard sacred things 
by separating them from the profaner. For example, some 
people refrain from speaking the name of God when they 
feel frustrated; others believe that a woman must cover 
her hair or her face during worship and that a man must 
remove his hat during worship.

The distinctions drawn between the sacred and the pro-
fane do not mean that a person, an object, or an idea can-
not pass from one domain to another or that something 
profane cannot ever come into contact with the sacred. 
Indeed, such transformations and contacts are authorized 
by religions through rituals—the active and most observ-
able side of religion.

mystical religions Religions in which the sacred is sought in states of 
being that, at their peak, can exclude all awareness of one’s existence, 
sensations, thoughts, and surroundings.

profane A term describing everything that is not sacred, including 
things opposed to the sacred and things that stand apart from the 
sacred, albeit not in opposition to it.

Founded in the sixth and fi fth centuries BC by the Buddha, Siddhartha 
Gautama, Buddhism has an estimated 376 million followers. Buddhism 
teaches that suffering is an inevitable part of human existence; desires 
and feelings of self-importance cause suffering; nirvana is achieved 
through meditation, karma, and righteous actions, thoughts, and 
attitudes (New York Public Library 1993). 
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Rituals

In the religious sense, rituals are rules that govern how 
people behave in the presence of the sacred. These rules 
may take the form of instructions detailing the appropri-
ate context for worship, the roles of various participants, 
acceptable dress, and the precise wording of chants, songs, 
and prayers. Participants must follow the instructions 
closely to achieve a specifi c goal, whether it be to purify 
the participant’s body or soul (as through confession, 
immersion, fasting, or seclusion), to commemorate an 
important person or event (as by making a pilgrimage 
to Mecca or celebrating Passover or the Eucharist), or to 
transform profane items into sacred items (for example, 
changing water to holy water and bones to sacred relics 
(Smart 1976, p. 6).

Rituals can be as simple as closing one’s eyes to pray or 
having one’s forehead marked with ashes. Alternatively, 
they can be as elaborate as fasting for three days before 
entering a sacred place to chant, with head bowed, a par-
ticular prayer for forgiveness. Although rituals are often 
enacted in sacred places, some are codes of conduct aimed 
at governing the performance of everyday activities, such as 
sleeping, walking, eating, defecating, washing, and dealing 

with members of the opposite sex. The Qur’an lays down a 
code of modesty for women: 

And say to the believing women that they should lower their 

gaze and guard their modesty; and that they should not display 

their beauty and ornaments except what (must ordinarily) 

appear thereof; that they should draw their veils over their 

bosoms and not display their beauty save to their husbands, or 

their fathers or their husbands’ fathers, or their sons or their 

husbands’ sons, or their brothers or their brothers’ sons, or 

their sisters’ sons, or their women, or the slaves whom their 

right hands possess, or male servants free of physical desire, or 

small children who have no sense of sex; and that they should 

not stamp their feet in order to draw attention to their hidden 

ornaments. And O believers! Turn all together towards Allah, 

that you may attain bliss. (24:31)

According to Durkheim, the nature of the ritual is 
 relatively insignifi cant. Rather, the important element 
is that the ritual is shared by a community of worshipers 

rituals Rules that govern how people must behave in the presence 
of the sacred to achieve an acceptable state of being.

Rituals include kneeling in prayer facing Mecca fi ve times each day and 
submerging the entire body in the Arabian Sea to experience baptism.

Under the Taliban version of Islamic law, women who appear in public 
must be covered from head to toe. Many Afghan women still cover 
themselves out of fear, by convention, or because they live in areas 
that still restrict their behavior. An American contractor working in 
Afghanistan asked this woman to hold up a sign saying hi to a friend of 
his in the United States.
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and evokes certain ideas and sentiments that help indi-
viduals feel themselves to be part of something larger than 
themselves. 

Community of Worshipers

Durkheim uses the word church to designate a group 
whose members hold the same beliefs regarding the sacred 
and the profane, who behave in the same way in the pres-
ence of the sacred, and who gather in body or spirit at 
agreed-on times to reaffi rm their commitment to those 
beliefs and practices. Obviously, religious beliefs and 
practices cannot be unique to an individual; they must be 
shared by a group of people. If not, then the beliefs and 
practices would cease to exist when the individual who 
held them died or if he or she chose to abandon them. In 
the social sense, then, religion is inseparable from the idea 
of church. The gathering and the sharing create a moral 
community and allow worshipers to share a common 
identity. The gathering need not take place in a common 
setting, however. When people perform a ritual on a given 
day or at given times of day, the gathering may be spiritual 
rather than physical.

Durkheim ([1915] 1964) uses the term church loosely, 
acknowledging that it can assume many forms: “Some-
times it embraces an entire people . . . sometimes it 
embraces only a part of them . . . sometimes it is directed 
by a corps of priests, sometimes it is almost completely 
devoid of any offi cial directing body” (p. 44). Sociologists 
have identifi ed at least fi ve broad types of religious organi-
zations or communities of worshipers: ecclesiae, denomi-
nations, sects, established sects, and cults. As with most 
classifi cation schemes, these categories overlap on some 
characteristics because the classifi cation criteria for reli-
gions are not always clear.

Ecclesiae

An ecclesia is a professionally trained religious organiza-
tion, governed by a hierarchy of leaders, that claims every-
one in a society as a member. Membership is not voluntary; 
it is the law. Consequently, considerable political align-
ment exists between church and state offi cials, so that the 
ecclesia represents the offi cial church of the state. Eccle-
siae formerly existed in England (the Church of England 
[Anglican], which remains the offi cial state church), France 
(the Roman Catholic Church), and Sweden (the Church of 
Sweden [Lutheran]). The Afghan constitution signed in 
2004 declares the country to be an Islamic republic, makes 
Islam the offi cial religion, and announces that “no law can 
be contrary to the sacred religion of Islam.” The Afghan 
government, however, guarantees non-Muslims the right 
to “perform their religious ceremonies within the limits of 
the provisions of law” (Feldman 2003).

Individuals are born into ecclesiae, newcomers to a 
society are converted, and dissenters are often persecuted. 
Those who do not accept the offi cial religious view tend 

church A group whose members hold the same beliefs about the 
sacred and the profane, who behave in the same way in the presence 
of the sacred, and who gather in body or spirit at agreed-on times to 
reaffi rm their commitment to those beliefs and practices.

ecclesia A professionally trained religious organization, governed by 
a hierarchy of leaders, that claims everyone in a society as a member.

Roman Catholic missionaries traveled to Brazil to convert native people to Christianity as early as the 16th 
century. In the process, they established churches where the converted could gather. The churches pictured 
were established by such missionaries working in Brazil.
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to emigrate or to occupy a marginal status. The ecclesia 
claims to be the one true faith and often does not recog-
nize other religions as valid. In its most extreme form, it 
directly controls all facets of life. 

Denominations

A denomination is a hierarchical religious organization in 
a society in which church and state usually remain sepa-
rate; it is led by a professionally trained clergy. In contrast 
to an ecclesia, a denomination is one of many religious 
organizations in society. For the most part, denomina-
tions tolerate other religious organizations; they may even 
collaborate with other such organizations to solve prob-
lems in society. Although membership is considered to be 
voluntary, most people who belong to denominations did 
not choose to join them. Rather, they were born to parents 
who were members. Denominational leaders generally 
make few demands on the laity (church members who are 
not clergy), and most members participate in limited and 
specialized ways.

For example, members may choose to send their chil-
dren to church-operated schools, attend church on Sun-
days and religious holidays, donate money to the church, 
or attend church-sponsored functions. But the leaders of a 
denomination do not oversee all aspects of members’ lives. 
Although laypeople vary widely in lifestyle, denomina-
tions frequently attract people of particular races, ethnici-
ties, and social classes.

Major denominations in the world include Buddhism, 
Christianity, Confucianism, Hinduism, Islam, Judaism, 
Shinto, and Taoism. Each is predominant in different areas 
of the globe. For example, Christianity predominates in 
Europe, the Americas, and Australia and Oceania; Islam 
predominates in the Middle East and North Africa; and 
Hinduism predominates in India.

Sects and Established Sects

A sect is a small community of believers led by a lay minis-
try; it has no formal hierarchy, or offi cial governing body, 
to oversee its various religious gatherings and activities. 
Sects are typically composed of people who broke away 
from a denomination because they came to view it as cor-
rupt. They then created the offshoot in an effort to reform 
the religion from which they separated.

denomination A hierarchical religious organization, led by a profes-
sionally trained clergy, in a society in which church and state are 
usually separate.

sect A small community of believers led by a lay ministry, with no 
formal hierarchy or offi cial governing body to oversee its various 
religious gatherings and activities. Sects are typically composed of 
people who broke away from a denomination because they came to 
view it as corrupt.

This child is learning the important Catholic ritual of dipping one’s 
fi ngers into holy water and then using those fi ngers to make the sign 
of the cross.

This monument displays a passage from the Qur’an. Islam (Arabic 
for “submission to God”) was founded around AD 610 by the prophet 
Muhammad, who claimed to have received the Qur’an from Allah. The 
two main divisions of Islam are the Sunni and the Shia. In addition, 
sects exist within the Sunni branch (the Wahabis) and Shiite branch (the 
Assassins, the Druze, and the Fatimids) (New York Public Library 1993). 
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All of the major religions encompass splinter groups 
that have sought at one time or another to preserve the 
integrity of their religion. In Islam, for example, the most 
pronounced split occurred about 1,300 years ago, approxi-
mately 30 years after the death of Muhammad. The split 
related to Muhammad’s successor. The Shia maintained 
that the successor should be a blood relative of Muham-
mad; the Sunni believed that the successor should be 
selected by the community of believers and need not be 
related to Muhammad by blood. After Muhammad’s 
death, the Sunni (encompassing the great majority of 
Muslims) accepted Abu-Bakr as the caliph (successor). 
The Shia supported Ali, Mohammad’s fi rst cousin and 
son-in-law, and they called for the overthrow of the exist-
ing order and a return to the pure form of Islam. Today 
Shiite Islam predominates in the Islamic Republic of Iran 
(95 percent), whereas Sunni Islam predominates in the 
Islamic Republics of Pakistan (77 percent) and Afghani-
stan (84 percent).

The divisions within Islam have existed for so long that 
Sunni and Shia have become recognized as established 
sects—groups that have left denominations or ecclesiae 
and have existed long enough to acquire a large following 
and widespread respectability. In some ways, established 
sects resemble both denominations and sects. As you 
might expect, several divisions have formed within each 
established sect as new splinter groups have attempted to 
reform some policy, practice, or position held by the reli-
gious organization from which they have separated.

Similarly, several splits have occurred within Chris-
tianity. During a period from about the 11th century to 
the early 13th century, for example, the Greek-language 
Eastern churches (then centering on Constantinople) and 
the Latin-language Western church (centering on Rome) 
gradually drifted apart over issues such as the papal claim 
of supreme authority over all Christian churches in the 
world. The Protestant churches owe their origins largely 
to Martin Luther (1483–1546), who also challenged papal 
authority and protested against many practices of the 
medieval Roman Catholic Church. In addition, divisions 
exist within various Protestant sects and among Catholics. 
Offshoots of the Roman Catholic Church, for example, 
include the various Old Catholic churches. Theoretically, 
people are not born into sects, they convert; they choose 

membership later in life, when they are considered able to 
decide for themselves. Sects vary on many levels, including 
the degree to which they view society as religiously bank-
rupt or corrupt and the extent to which they take action to 
change people in society.

Cults

Generally, cults are very small, loosely organized reli-
gious groups, usually founded by a charismatic leader who 
attracts people by virtue of his or her personal qualities. 
Because the charismatic leader plays such a central role in 
attracting members, cults often dissolve after the leader 
dies. Consequently, few cults last long enough to become 
established religions. Even so, a few manage to survive, as 
evidenced by the fact that the major world religions began 
as cults. Because cults form around new and unconven-
tional religious practices, outsiders tend to view them with 
considerable suspicion.

Cults vary in terms of their purpose and the level of 
commitment that their leaders demand of converts. 
They may draw members by focusing on highly specifi c 
but eccentric interests, such as astrology, UFOs, or tran-
scendental meditation. Members may be attracted by the 
promise of companionship, a cure for illness, relief from 
suffering, or enlightenment.

A cult may meet infrequently and strictly voluntarily 
(as at conventions or monthly meetings). In some cases, 

established sects Religious organizations, resembling both denomi-
nations and sects, that have left denominations or ecclesiae and 
have existed long enough to acquire a large following and widespread 
respectability.

cults Very small, loosely organized groups, usually founded by a 
charismatic leader who attracts people by virtue of his or her personal 
qualities.

Hundreds of stolen Jewish and Hebrew books and “Saphor Torahs” 
(Sacred Scrolls) were discovered in the cellar of the Race Institute in 
Germany.
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however, the cult leader may require members to break all 
ties with family, friends, and jobs and thus to rely exclu-
sively on the cult to meet all of their needs.

Civil Religion

■ CORE CONCEPT 3: Civil religion is an institutionalized set 

of beliefs about a nation’s past, present, and future and a cor-

responding set of rituals that take on a sacred quality and 

elicit feelings of patriotism. The dynamics of civil religion are 

most notable during times of crisis and war and on national 

holidays. Durkheim’s definition of religion highlights 
three essential characteristics: beliefs about the sacred 
and the profane, rituals, and a community of worship-
ers. Critics argue that these characteristics are not unique 
to religious activity. This combination of characteristics, 
they say, applies to many gatherings (for example, sport-
ing events, graduation ceremonies, reunions, and political 
rallies) and to many political systems (for example, Marx-
ism, Maoism, and fascism). On the basis of these char-
acteristics alone, it is difficult to distinguish between an 
assembly of Christians celebrating Christmas, a patriotic 
group supporting the initiation of a war against another 
country, and a group of fans eulogizing James Dean or 
Elvis Presley. In other words, religion is not the only uni-
fying force in society that incorporates the three elements 
defined by Durkheim as characteristic of religion. Civil 
religion represents another such force that resembles reli-
gion as Durkheim defined it.

Civil religion is an institutionalized set of beliefs about 
a nation’s past, present, and future and a corresponding 
set of rituals. Both the beliefs and the rituals take on a 
sacred quality and elicit feelings of patriotism. Civil reli-
gion forges ties between religion and a nation’s needs and 
political interests (Bellah 1992, Hammond 1976, Davis 
2002). A nation’s values (such as individual freedom and 
equal opportunity) and rituals (such as parades, fi reworks, 
singing the national anthem, and 21-gun salutes) often 
assume a sacred quality. Even in the face of internal divi-
sions based on race, ethnicity, region, or gender, national 
beliefs and rituals can inspire awe, respect, and reverence 
for the country. These sentiments are most evident during 
times of crisis and war and on national holidays that cel-
ebrate important events or people (such as Thanksgiving, 
Presidents’ Day, Martin Luther King Jr. Day, and Inde-
pendence Day), in the presence of national monuments or 
symbols (the fl ag, the Capitol, the Lincoln Memorial, the 
Vietnam Memorial). 

In times of war, presidents offer a historical and myth-
ological framework that gives the country’s involvement 
in the war moral justifi cation and offers the public a vision 
and an identity for the country. Sociologist Roberta Cole 
(2002) argues that America’s civil religion found its voice 
in a 19th-century political doctrine known as manifest 

destiny. While the term was fi rst used in 1845, it expressed 
a longstanding ideology that the United States, by virtue 
of its moral superiority, was destined to expand across 
the North American continent to the Pacifi c Ocean and 
beyond (Chance 2002). Manifest destiny included the 
beliefs that the United States had a divine mission to serve 
as a democratic model to the rest of the world, that the 
country was a redeemer exerting its good infl uence upon 
other nations, and that it represented hope to the rest of 
the world—not just the hope that others would want to 
and could become like the United States, but the hope that 
the United States would come to the rescue whenever a 
problem arose (Cole 2002). In 1835 Alexis de Tocqueville 
observed this longstanding belief among Americans that 
their country was unique:

For 50 years, it has been constantly repeated to the inhabitants 

of the United States that they form the only religious, enlight-

ened, and free people. They see that up to now, democratic 

institutions have prospered among them; they therefore have 

an immense opinion of themselves, and they are not far from 

believing that they form a species apart in the human race.

civil religion An institutionalized set of beliefs about a nation’s 
past, present, and future and a corresponding set of rituals. Both the 
beliefs and the rituals take on a sacred quality and elicit feelings of 
patriotism. Civil religion forges ties between religion and a nation’s 
needs and political interests. 

The faces pictured are part of the Navy Memorial in Washington, D.C. 
The American fl ag and uniform dress symbolize that those pictured 
died for a higher cause than self-interest. We may not question what 
kind of people they were, apart from their military service, as death in 
the name of their country allows them to escape such scrutiny. 
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Civil Religion and the Cold War

The cold war (1945–1989) included an arms race, in which 
the Soviet Union and the United States competed to match 
and then surpass any advances made by each other in the 
number and technological quality of nuclear weapons. 
While the United States and the Soviet Union fell short of 
direct, full-scale military engagement, they took part in as 
many as 120 proxy wars fought in developing countries. In 
many of these confl icts, the United States and the Soviet 
Union supported opposing factions by providing weap-
ons, military equipment, combat training, medical sup-
plies, economic aid, and food. Three of the best-known 
proxy wars were fought in Korea, Vietnam, and Afghani-
stan. Soviet and American leaders justifi ed their direct or 
indirect intervention on the grounds that it was necessary 
to contain the spread of the other side’s economic and 
political system, to protect national and global security, 
and to prevent the other side from shifting the balance of 
power in favor of its system. 

From 1945 through 1989, the foreign and domestic 
policies of the United States were largely shaped by cold 
war dynamics—specifi cally, a professed desire to save 
the world from Soviet infl uence and the spread of com-
munism. Robert S. McNamara (1989), U.S. Secretary of 
Defense under Presidents Kennedy and Johnson, remarked 
that “on occasion after occasion, when confronted with 
a choice between support of democratic governments 
and support of anti-Soviet dictatorships, we have turned 
our backs on our traditional values and have supported 

the antidemocratic,” brutally repressive, and totalitarian 
regimes (p. 96). President George W. Bush (2003b) agreed 
with McNamara’s assessment when he acknowledged in a 
speech to the British people that

we must shake off decades of failed policy on the Middle 

East. Your nation and mine in the past have been willing to 

make a bargain to tolerate oppression for the sake of stability. 

Long-standing ties often led us to overlook the faults of local 

elites. Yet this bargain did not bring stability or make us safe. It 

merely bought time while problems festered and ideologies of 

violence took hold.

The United States and Muslims 
as Cold War Partners 

The cold war between the United States and the Soviet Union 
made Afghanistan a focus of those two countries’ confl ict 
(see Figure 14.2). When the Soviet Union invaded Afghani-
stan in 1979 and put its Afghan supporters in charge, the 
United States supported Islamic guerrillas, known as the 
mujahideen, by funneling money through Pakistan. At that 
time, Pakistani president Zia’s goal was to turn Pakistan 
into the leader of the Islamic world and then use that lever-
age to cultivate an Islamic opposition to Soviet expansion 
into central Asia. Zia’s aims fi t well with the United States’ 
cold war goals of containing the Soviet Union. If the United 
States could show the Soviet Union that the entire Muslim 
world was its partner, then the United States would indeed 
be a force to fear (Rashid 2001).

The U.S. Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) worked with 
its Pakistani equivalent, the Inter-Services Intelligence 
Agency, on a plan to recruit radical Muslims from all over 
the world to fi ght with their Afghan brothers against the 
Soviet Union. An estimated 35,000 Muslims from 43 coun-
tries—primarily in central Asia, North and East Africa, 
and the Middle East—heeded the call. Thousands more 
came to Pakistan to study in madrassas (Muslim schools) 
in Pakistan and along the Afghan border (Rashid 2001).

Military training camps staffed with U.S. advisors 
helped train the guerrillas, and the madrassas offered a 
place for the most radical Muslims in the world to meet, 
exchange ideas, and learn about Islamic movements in one 
another’s countries. Among those who came to Afghanistan 
was Osama bin Laden. At that time the pressing question 
for the United States, as asked by national security advisor 
Zbigniew Brzezinski (2002), was, “What was more impor-
tant in the world view of history? The possible creation 
of an armed, radical Islamic movement or the fall of the 
Soviet Empire? A few fi red-up Muslims or the liberation of 
Central Europe and the end of the Cold War?” These Paki-
stani- and U.S.-supported recruiting and military centers 
would eventually evolve into al-Qaida (“the base”). 

In 1989, the year the term al-Qaida was fi rst used, 
Osama bin Laden had taken over as the centers’ leader. 

Li
br

ar
y 

of
 C

on
gr

es
s 

Pr
in

ts
 a

nd
 P

ho
to

gr
ap

hs
 D

iv
is

io
n

The painting portrays those who participated in the United States’ 
westward expansion as fulfi lling an almost divine mission, represented 
by the guardian angel–like fi gure watching over them. Of course, west-
ward expansion was not the peaceful process depicted here. 



That same year, Soviet troops withdrew from Afghani-
stan, leaving behind 

an uneasy coalition of Islamist organizations intent on promot-

ing Islam among all non-Muslim forces. [They also] left behind 

a legacy of expert and experienced fi ghters, training camps and 

logistical facilities, elaborate trans-Islam networks of personal 

and organizational relationships, a substantial amount of 

military equipment, . . . and most importantly, a heavy sense of 

power and self-confi dence based on what [they] had achieved, 

and a driving desire to move on to other victories (Huntington 

2001, p. A12).

To help measure the legacy of U.S.-supported training 
camps, consider that “key leaders of every major terrorist 

attack, from New York to France to Saudi Arabia, inevita-
bly turned out to be veterans of the Afghan War” (Mam-
dani 2004).

Civil Religion and Osama bin Laden

In 1990, at the request of the Saudi government, the United 
States government sent 540,000 troops to the Persian Gulf 
region after Iraqi troops invaded Kuwait. In a presidential 
address, George H. W. Bush (1991) described the United 
States in sacred terms:

I come to this House of the people to speak to you and all 

Americans, certain that we stand at a defi ning hour. Halfway 

Supported materially by the United States, Afghani-
stan’s military resistance to the Soviets was mobilized in 
large part through religious institutions that proclaimed a 
“holy war.” The Soviet exit in 1989 left a ravaged country 
full of rival factions fi ghting for control. When the Tal-
iban government took power in 1996, it justifi ed many of 
its new policies on Islamic grounds. Westerners tend to 
see such policies as simply fanatical and irrational and to 
overlook the history that led up to them. 

The Historical Context of Afghanistan

BEFORE THE 19TH century, mountainous Afghani-
stan lay in the path of invaders from China, Persia 
(ancient Iran), and the Indian subcontinent. In the 19th 
and 20th centuries, the country became a battleground 
for the British and Russian empires and, after World War 
II, for the United States and the Soviet Union. In 1979 the 
Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan to support a secular 
government. 
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around the world, we are engaged in a great struggle in the 

skies and on the seas and sands. We know why we’re there: 

We are Americans, part of something larger than ourselves. 

For two centuries, we’ve done the hard work of freedom. And 

tonight, we lead the world in facing down a threat to decency 

and humanity. . . . Yes, the United States bears a major share of 

leadership in this effort. Among the nations of the world, only 

the United States of America has both the moral standing and 

the means to back it up. We’re the only nation on this Earth 

that could assemble the forces of peace. This is the burden of 

leadership and the strength that has made America the beacon 

of freedom in a searching world. 

Osama bin Laden, who had hoped to raise a force com-
posed of Afghan War veterans to fi ght Iraq, was infuriated 
with the Saudi royal family for calling upon the United 
States for help. He appealed to Muslim clerics to issue 
a fatwa (ruling or decree) condemning the stationing 
of non-Muslim troops in Saudi Arabia. His request was 

denied, and eventually the Saudi royal family, tired of bin 
Laden’s incessant criticism, revoked his citizenship.

According to bin Laden (2001a), the “U.S. knows that 
I have attacked it, by the grace of God, for more than ten 
years now. . . . Hostility toward America is a religious duty 
and we hope to be rewarded for it by God. I am confi dent 
that Muslims will be able to end the legend of the so-called 
superpower that is America.” Osama bin Laden claimed 
credit for the 1993 World Trade Center bombings and 
attacks on U.S. soldiers in Somalia, the 1998 attacks on 
U.S. embassies in East Africa, and the 1998 attack on the 
USS Cole. While not formally claiming credit for the Sep-
tember 11, 2001, attacks on the United States, bin Laden 
(2001b) condoned them with the following religiously 
charged words: “Here is America struck by God Almighty 
in one of its vital organs, so that its greatest buildings are 
destroyed. Grace and gratitude to God. America has been 
fi lled with horror from north to south and east to west, 
and thanks be to God.” 

Civil Religion and the War on Terror

On September 20, 2001, President George W. Bush indi-
cated that a global war on terror would begin with air 
strikes against al-Qaida and Taliban strongholds in 
Afghanistan. The enemy was larger than Afghanistan, 
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The United States offered medical treatment and other assistance to 
mujahideen who were wounded fi ghting the Soviet Union. Here a U.S. 
medic plays cards with two wounded “freedom fi ghters,” the term the 
American government used to characterize the anti-communist guerril-
las, en route to a U.S. airbase in Germany for specialized medical care.

In 1941, the year when these children were reciting with hand over heart 
the Pledge of Allegiance, they said, “one Nation indivisible, with Liberty 
and Justice for all.” The words “under God” were added in the 1950s 
during the cold war. At that time, the U.S. government started stamping 
“In God We Trust” on its coins. 
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however; it was a “radical network of terrorists” and the 
governments (as many as 60) that supported them. Bush 
(2001a) indicated that the war would not end “until every 
terrorist group has been found, stopped, and defeated.” 

On March 22, 2003, Bush announced the beginning 
of Operation Iraqi Freedom. He described the mission as 
clear: “to disarm Iraq of weapons of mass destruction, to 
end Saddam Hussein’s support of terrorism (it has aided, 
trained, and harbored terrorists, including operatives of 
al-Qaida), and to free the Iraqi people.” We know now that 
Iraq had no weapons of mass destruction and no substan-
tiated links to al-Qaida. Our purpose here is not to address 
the question of whether the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan 
have been just or whether the war effort has succeeded. 
Rather, we focus on the language that presidents use to 
justify war and to articulate a national identity in time 
of war. Usually during such times, the nation assumes 
a sacred quality and the president projects a moral cer-
titude, as evidenced in the following statements. Some 
critics liken this moral certitude to “a kind of fundamen-
talism” and a “dangerous messianic brand of religion, one 
where self-doubt is minimal” (Hedges 2002).

• Every nation in every region now has a decision to 
make. Either you are with us or you are with the terror-
ists. (Bush 2001a)

• We’ll meet violence with patient justice—assured of 
the right men, of our cause, and confi dent of the vic-
tories to come. In all that lies before us, may God grant 
us wisdom and may He watch over the United States of 
America. (Bush 2001b) 

• We did not ask for this mission, but we will fulfi ll it. 
The name of today’s military operation is Enduring 
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Consider this legacy of the U.S.-supported training camps in Afghani-
stan during the cold war: key leaders behind every major terrorist 
attack on U.S. interests since then were veterans of the Afghan War.
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Five members of al-Qaida hijacked American Airlines fl ight 77 and 
then crashed the aircraft into the Pentagon, killing the 64 passengers 
onboard and 125 people on the ground. The Pentagon was one of three 
targets on September 11, 2001; the others being the twin towers of the 
World Trade Center and presumably the White House (which was spared 
when passengers brought their aircraft down in a Pennsylvania fi eld). 

After the U.S. military invaded and occupied Iraq, it destroyed this com-
pound, which was suspected of housing weapons of mass destruction. 
After the fact, U.S. troops inspected the site and declared it clear.
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Freedom. We defend not only our precious freedoms, 
but also the freedoms of people everywhere. (Bush 
2001b) 

• Operation Iraqi Freedom was carried out with a combi-
nation of precision and speed and boldness the enemy 
did not expect, and the world had not seen before. 
(Bush 2003a) 

• Those we lost were last seen on duty. Their fi nal act on 
this earth was to fi ght a great evil and bring liberty to 
others. All of you . . . have taken up the highest calling 
of history, . . . and wherever you go, you carry a message 
of hope—a message that is ancient and ever new. In the 
words of the prophet Isaiah, “to the captives ‘come out,’ 
and to those in darkness, ‘be free.’ ” (Bush 2003a)

The larger point of these examples is that the traits 
Durkheim cites as characteristic of religion apply to other 
events, relationships, and forces within society that many 

people might not defi ne as religious. One might argue that 
perhaps sociologists should develop a narrower, less inclu-
sive defi nition of religion than that proposed by Durkheim. 
Narrow defi nitions are problematic as well, however. Sup-
pose that we narrow the defi nition of religion to “the belief 
in an ever-living God.” This defi nition would exclude 
polytheistic religions, such as Hinduism, which has more 
than 640 million adherents. It would also exclude reli-
gions in which a deity plays little or no role, such as Bud-
dhism, which has more than 300 million followers. As you 
can see, narrow defi nitions of religion do not necessarily 
improve on broad ones.

Despite its shortcomings, Durkheim’s defi nition of reli-
gion remains one of the best and most widely used. No 
sociologist with any standing in the discipline can study 
religion without encountering and addressing Durkheim’s 
defi nition. Besides proposing a defi nition of religion, 
Durkheim wrote extensively about the functions of reli-

NO BORDERS, NO BOUNDARIES

Countries with Signifi cant Percentages of Muslims

age of people practice Islam. Here signifi cant percentage is 
defi ned as “at least 2 percent of the population (or 1 in 
every 50 persons).” 

Less than 10%

10–24%

25–49%

50–74%

75% or more

▲ Figure 14.3
Source: U.S. Central Intelligence Agency (2007).

THE PROPHET MUHAMMAD’S fi rst recitations of 
the Qur’an occurred in Arabia around AD 610. Islam’s 
spread has made it one of the world’s major religions. 
The map shows countries where a signifi cant percent-



gion. His work laid the foundation for the functionalist 
perspective on religion.

The Functionalist Perspective

■ CORE CONCEPT 4: The functionalist perspective maintains 

that religion serves vital social functions for the individual and 

for the group. Some form of religion appears to have existed 
for as long as humans have lived (at least 2 million years). 
In view of this fact, functionalists maintain that religion 
must serve some vital social functions for the individual 
and for the group. On the individual level, people embrace 
religion in the face of uncertainty; they draw on religious 
doctrine and ritual to comprehend the meaning of life and 
death and to cope with misfortunes and injustices (such as 
war, drought, and illness).

Life would be intolerable without reasons for existing or 
without a higher purpose to justify the trials of existence 
(Durkheim 1951). Try to imagine, for example, how people 
might cope with the immense devastation and destruction 
resulting from decades of war. When Soviet troops invaded 
Afghanistan in 1979, they attacked civilian populations, 
burned village crops, killed livestock, used lethal and non-
lethal chemical weapons, planted an estimated 10 million 
mines, and engaged in large-scale high-altitude carpet 
bombing. “In the countryside it was standard Soviet prac-
tice to bombard or even level whole villages suspected of 
harboring resistance fi ghters. Sometimes women, children, 
and old men were rounded up and shot. This devastation 
of towns and villages forced many civilians to seek refuge 
in Kabul, whose prewar population of less than 1 million 
swelled to nearly 2 million” (Kurian 1992, p. 5).

Even after the Soviets withdrew from Afghanistan in 
1989, the civil war continued, as various political par-
ties competed to fi ll the power vacuum. Table 14.1 sum-
marizes the tragic results of more than 20 years of war in 
this country. In light of this situation, is it any wonder that 
Afghan people might turn to religion to cope with the dev-
astation and restore a sense of order out of chaos?

Besides turning to religion in the face of intolerable cir-
cumstances, people rely on religious beliefs and rituals to 
help them achieve a successful outcome (such as the birth 
of a healthy child or a job promotion) and to gain answers 
to questions of meaning: How did we get here? Why are 
we here? What happens to us when we die? According to 
Durkheim, people who have communicated with their 
God or with other supernatural forces (however conceived) 
report that they gain the inner strength and the physical 
strength to endure and to conquer the trials of existence:

It is as though [they] were raised above the miseries of the 

world. . . . Whoever has really practiced a religion knows very 

well . . . these impressions of joy, of interior peace, of serenity, 

of enthusiasm, which are, for the believer, an experimental 

proof of his beliefs. (Durkheim 1915 pp. 416–417)
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Almost half of all Afghan children are malnourished. These four-year-
old twins have not grown since infancy. 

Table 14.1 Profi le of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan 

Before the United States began its military attacks on Afghanistan 
in 2001, the country was already devastated. Barnett Rubin (1996) 
argues that no one paid more for the U.S. cold war victory than 
did Afghanistan and its people: “Millions of unknown people sacri-
fi ced their homes, their land, their cattle, their health, their families, 
with barely hope of success or reward, at least in this world” 
(p. 21). Following the Soviet withdrawal, the country experienced 
a decade of civil war, Taliban rule, and severe drought (1999–
2001). One has to go back to the early 1800s to fi nd a time when 
Afghanistan could be considered a unifi ed country (Halloran 2004).

Population  31.9 million

Persons dependent on 
food aid 6.0 million

Refugees 2.2 million

Deaths as a result of war   500,000 military, 1.5 million civilian 
(since 1979)

Life expectancy at birth   Males: 43.6 years; females: 43.9 
years

Malnutrition  49.3% of children younger than 
age 5 underweight for age

Access to drinking water   60% of households with no safe 
drinking water 

Literacy rate   Males: 43.2%; females: 14.1%; 
overall: 28.7%

Maternal mortality   Catastrophic levels1

Infant mortality   257 babies per 1,000 live births 
before age 5

Birth rates   47.27 births per 1,000 people2

Illicit drugs  World’s largest producer of opium3 

1Catastrophic means that Afghanistan has one of the highest maternal 
mortality rates in the world.
2The highest birth rate possible is around 50 per 1,000 people. This means 
that Afghan women are having babies as fast as biologically possible. To 
put it another way, millions of women are in a “constant cycle of pregnancy 
and birth” (Gall 2003).
3Opium production may account for one-third of Afghanistan’s GDP; 
80–90% of heroin consumed in Europe comes from Afghan opium.

Sources: U.S. Central Intelligence Agency (2007); United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees (2005).
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Religion functions in several ways to promote group 
unity and solidarity. First, shared doctrines and rituals 
create emotional bonds among believers. Second, theo-
retically, all religions strive to raise individuals above 
themselves—to help them achieve a life better than they 
would lead if left to their own impulses. In this sense, reli-
gion offers ideas of proper conduct that carry over into 
everyday life. When believers violate this code of conduct, 
they feel guilt and remorse. Such feelings, in turn, moti-
vate them to make amends. Third, although observance 
of many religious rituals functions to alleviate individual 
anxieties, uncertainties, and fears, it also establishes, 
reinforces, or renews social relationships—thereby bind-
ing individuals to a group. Finally, religion functions as a 
stabilizing force in times of severe social disturbance and 
abrupt change. During such times, many regulative forces 
in society may break down. In the absence of such forces, 
people are more likely to turn to religion in search of a 
force that will bind them to a group. This tie helps people 
think less about themselves and more about some com-
mon goal (Durkheim 1951)—whether that goal is to work 
for peace or to participate more fervently in armed con-
fl ict. From a functionalist point of view, one could argue 
that the Taliban enforced their version of strict Islamic 
law in Afghanistan because they believed that drastic poli-
cies would restore order after decades of chaos wrought 
by war.

That religion functions to meet individual and societal 
needs, and that people create sacred objects and rituals, 
led Durkheim to reach a controversial but thought-pro-
voking conclusion: the “something out there” that people 
worship is actually society.

Society as the Object of Worship

■ CORE CONCEPT 5: The variety of religious responses is end-

less, because people play a fundamental role in determining 

what is sacred and how they should act in its presence. If we 
operate under the assumptions that all religions are true in 
their own fashion and that the variety of religious responses 
is virtually endless, we find support for Durkheim’s con-
clusion that people create everything encompassed by 
religion—gods, rites, sacred objects. That is, people play a 
fundamental role in determining what is sacred and how 
to act in the presence of the sacred. Consequently, at some 
level, people worship what they (or their ancestors) have 
created. This point led Durkheim to conclude that the real 
object of worship is society itself—a conclusion that many 
critics cannot accept (Nottingham 1971). 

Let us give Durkheim the benefi t of the doubt, however, 
and ask, Is there anything about the nature of society that 
makes it deserving of such worship? In reply to this ques-
tion, Durkheim gave what sociologist W. S. F. Pickering 
(1984) calls a “virtual hymn to society, a social Gloria in 

Excelsis” (p. 252). Durkheim maintained that society tran-
scends the individual life, because it frees people from the 
bondage of nature (as in “nature versus nurture”). How 
does it accomplish this task? Chapter 4 presented cases 
showing the consequences of extreme isolation, neglect, 
and limited social contact. Such cases make it clear that “it 
is impossible for a person to develop without social inter-
action” (Mead 1940, p. 135). In addition, studies of mature 
and even otherwise psychologically and socially sound 
persons who experience profound isolation—astronauts 
orbiting alone in space, prisoners of war placed in solitary 
confi nement, individuals who volunteer to participate in 
scientifi c experiments in which they are placed in depriva-
tion tanks—show that when people are deprived of contact 
with others, they lose a sense of reality and personal iden-
tity (Zangwill 1987). The fact that we depend so strongly 
on society supports Durkheim’s view that for the individ-
ual “it is a reality from which everything that matters to us 
fl ows” (Durkheim, cited in Pickering 1984, p. 252).

Durkheim does not, however, claim that society pro-
vides us with perfect social experiences: “Society has its 
pettiness and it has its grandeur. In order for us to love and 
respect it, it is not necessary to present it other than it is. If 
we were only able to love and respect that which is ideally 
perfect, . . . God Himself could not be the object of such 
a feeling, since the world derives from Him and the world 
is full of imperfection and ugliness” (quoted in Pickering 
1984, p. 253). Durkheim observed that whenever any group 
of people has strong conviction, that conviction almost 
always takes on a religious character. Religious gatherings 
and affi liations become ways of affi rming convictions and 
mobilizing the group to uphold them, especially when the 
group is threatened.

A Critique of the Functionalist 
Perspective of Religion

■ CORE CONCEPT 6: The functionalist perspective tends to 

underestimate the negative ways in which people use religion. 

To claim that religion functions as a strictly integrative 
force is to ignore the long history of wars between different 
religious groups and the many internal struggles between 
factions within the same religious group. For example, 
although the Afghan mujahideen united to oppose the 
Soviet occupation and its secular government, many com-
peting factions existed within the mujahideen. After the 
Soviets withdrew from Afghanistan, the former mujahi-
deen commanders became the major power brokers, and 
each took control of different cities outside Kabul. At this 
point, as had happened in the past, the same rugged ter-
rain that made it impossible for the Soviets to gain control 
over the entire country likewise made it difficult for any 
one internal group to consolidate its power. Tribal elders 
and religious students, in turn, tried to wrestle control 



from rebel commanders (U.S. Central Intelligence Agency 
2001).

Eventually, the Taliban, with the help of the Pakistani 
government, rose to power and came to control 90 percent 
of the country. Its ultimate aim was to establish a pure 
Islamic state. At fi rst, the Taliban seemed a welcome relief 
to the chaos of decades of war. Later, its strict interpreta-
tion of Islamic laws, which were enforced by amputations 
and public executions, created widespread resentment 
among the Afghan people.

This example suggests that religion is not entirely an 
integrative force. If it were, then it could not be used as the 
justifi cation for destroying persons who did not support a 
religion or version of a religion. An Amnesty International 

(1996c) document, Afghanistan: Grave Abuses in the Name 
of Religion, outlines numerous human rights violations 
committed by the Taliban in the name of religion. Those 
abuses included “indiscriminate killings, arbitrary and 
unacknowledged detention of civilians, physical restric-
tions on women for reasons of their gender, the beat-
ing and ill-treatment of women, children and detainees, 
deliberate and arbitrary killings, amputations, stoning 
and executions.” 

The functionalist perspective tends to overemphasize 
the constructive consequences associated with religions’ 
unifying, bonding, and comforting functions. Strict func-
tionalists, who focus only on the consequences that  lead to 
order and stability, tend to overlook the fact that  religion 

INTERSECTION OF  BIOGRAPHY AND SOCIETY

Personal Images of Jesus

THE RELIGIOUS PAINTER and illustrator Warner 
Salman (pictured on the right) created the image of Jesus 
Christ (in the background) in 1940. The number of times 
this image has been reproduced on “church bulletins, cal-
endars, posters, book marks, prayer cards, tracts, buttons, 
stickers and stationery” is more than 500 million (Grimes 
1994). As a result, many people in the United States have 
come to think of Jesus’ physical appearance as such. Given 
that Jesus was born in Bethlehem (according to the Chris-
tian Bible), a town in the Middle East, is the Salman image 
the most accurate representation of how Jesus might have 
looked? Archaeological evidence suggests that the aver-
age man at the time of Jesus was 5 feet, 3 inches tall and 
weighed approximately 110 pounds (Gibson 2004). Stu-
dent comments suggest that many accept Salman’s image 
but others have come to question it: 

• Whenever I think about what Jesus looks like, I always 
see Salman’s image. However, I believe that Jesus can-
not look like that because of the geographic region in 
which he was born. I like to think that maybe God is 
female.

• I really can’t believe that my image of Jesus is a man-
made one. Warner Salman’s image has been in my head 
so long I cannot even comprehend another image.

• It is shocking to me to learn that Jesus probably had 
dark skin, hair, and facial features, because I have 
always imagined Jesus to look like Salman’s paintings.

• My image of Jesus used to be that of a Caucasian male, 
but I remember reading in the Bible that he had “hair 
like sheep’s wool and dark skin.” 

• The Bible does not give an exact physical description 
of Jesus, but it does say that he was “unattractive to the 
eye.” People think that he was beautifully pale with 
long wavy brown hair, when really he was unattract-
ive. Now, no one really knows what he looks like. That’s 
why I belong to a church that’s Christian nondenomi-
national and that doesn’t display or worship pictures of 
Jesus.
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can also unify, bond, and comfort believers in such a 
way that it supports war and other forms of confl ict. The 
confl ict perspective acknowledges the unifying and com-
forting functions of religion, but views such functions as 
ultimately problematic.

The Confl ict Perspective

■ CORE CONCEPT 7: Conflict theorists focus on ways in 

which people use religion to repress, constrain, and exploit 

others. Scholars who view religion from the conflict per-
spective focus on how religion turns people’s attention 
away from social and economic inequality. This perspec-
tive stems from the work of Karl Marx, who believed that 
religion was the most humane feature of an inhumane 
world and that it arose from the tragedies and injustices 
of human experience. He described religion as the “sigh of 
the oppressed creature, the sentiment of a heartless world, 
and the soul of soulless conditions. It is the opium of the 
people” (Pelikan and Fadiman 1990, p. 80). According to 
Marx, people need the comfort of religion to make the 
world bearable and to justify their existence. In this sense, 
he said, religion is analogous to a sedative.

Even though Marx acknowledged the comforting role 
of religion, he focused on its repressive, constraining, and 
exploitative qualities. In particular, he conceptualized 
religion as an ideology that justifi es the status quo. That is, 
religion is used to rationalize existing inequities or down-
play their importance. This aspect of religion is especially 
relevant with regard to the politically and economically 
disadvantaged. For them, Marx said, religion serves as a 
source of false consciousness. That is, religious teachings 
encourage the oppressed to accept the economic, political, 
and social arrangements that constrain their chances in 
this life because they are promised compensation for their 
suffering in the next world. 

This kind of ideology led Marx to conclude that religion 
justifi es social and economic inequities and that religious 
teaching inhibits protest and revolutionary change. He 
went so far as to claim that religion would be unnecessary 
in a truly classless society—that is, a propertyless society 
providing equal access to the means of production. In the 
absence of material inequality, exploitation and injus-
tice—the experiences, he claimed, that cause people to 
turn to religion—would not occur. In sum, Marx believed 
that religious doctrines shift people’s attention away from 
unjust political and economic arrangements, and these 
doctrines rationalize and defend the political and eco-
nomic interests of the dominant social classes. For some 
contemporary scholars, this legitimating function explains 
why most religions allow only a specifi c category of peo-
ple—men—to be leaders and to handle sacred items. 

Consider a more extreme example of religion-inspired 
inequity: after the Taliban took control of Afghanistan, 
they placed, in the name of Islam, severe restrictions 

on women and the population in general. Women were 
required to appear covered from head to toe; they had 
to stay home unless accompanied by a close male rela-
tive and could not work outside the home or go to school. 
Nonreligious schools were closed; music, television, and 
other forms of entertainment were banned; homosexuals 
were killed. The Taliban’s funding came from two major 
sources: Osama bin Laden and revenue from the produc-
tion of opium for heroin (Judah 2001).

Sometimes believers twist religion in ways that serve 
the interests of dominant groups or of groups seeking 
dominance. During the days of slavery, for example, some 
Christians prepared special catechisms for slaves to study. 
Such catechisms included questions and answers like 
these:

Q: What did God make you for?

A: To make a crop.

Q: What is the meaning of Thou shalt not commit adultery?

A: To serve our heavenly Father, and our earthly Master, obey 

our overseer, and not steal anything. (Wilmore 1972, p. 34)

A Critique of the Confl ict 
Perspective of Religion

■ CORE CONCEPT 8: Conflict theory underestimates the way 

people are inspired by religion to confront social and eco-

nomic inequalities. The major criticism leveled at Marx 

Ironically, in its quest to support groups that would fi ght against the 
Soviet occupation of Afghanistan, the United States supported produc-
ers of opium poppies. As the mujahideen insurgents pushed the Soviets 
out, they ordered peasants to plant opium. U.S. support helped to turn 
Afghanistan into the world’s largest producer of opium and processed 
heroin. Today the Afghan economy depends on opium, and profi ts from 
its production fund Taliban operations against the United States (Judah 
2001). 
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and the conflict perspective of religion is that, contrary 
to that perspective, religion is not always a sign or tool of 
oppression. Sometimes religion has been used as a vehicle 
for protesting or working to change social and economic 
inequities (see Working For Change: “Faith-Based Organi-
zations in the United States”). Consider that 95 Christian 
leaders sent President George W. Bush a letter emphasiz-
ing the fundamental moral responsibility the Bible states 
that humans have for protecting the environment; they 
pointed out that the book of Genesis “records that God 
beholds creation as ‘very good’ and commands us to ‘till 
and tend the garden’” (New York Times 2004).

Liberation theology represents one such approach to 
religion. Liberation theologians maintain that Christians 
have a responsibility to demand social justice for the mar-
ginalized peoples of the world, especially landless peas-
ants and the urban poor, and to take an active role at the 
grassroots level to bring about political and economic jus-
tice. Ironically, this interpretation of Christian faith and 
practice is partly inspired by Marxist thought, in that it 
advocates raising the consciousness of the poor and teach-
ing them to work together to obtain land and employment 
and to preserve their cultural identity. 

Sociologist J. Milton Yinger (1971) identifi es at least two 
interrelated conditions under which religion can become a 
vehicle of protest or change. In the fi rst condition, a gov-
ernment or other organization fails to advance its ideals 
(such as equal opportunity, justice for all, or the right to 
bear arms). In the second condition, a society becomes 
polarized along class, ethnic, or sectarian lines. In such 
cases, disenfranchised or disadvantaged groups may form 
sects or cults and “use seemingly eccentric features of the 
new religion to symbolize their sense of separation” and to 
rally their followers to fi ght against the establishment, or 
the dominant group (p. 111). In the United States, one reli-
gion that emerged in reaction to society’s failure to ensure 
equal opportunity was the Nation of Islam. 

 WORKING FOR CHANGE

Faith-Based Organizations in the United States

• And perhaps most signifi cantly, faith inspires the faith-
ful to love their neighbors as they’d love themselves. 
Nearly one-quarter of all Americans volunteer their 
time and effort through faith-based organizations. 
Many of America’s best ideas—and best results—for 
helping those in need have come not from the federal 
government but from grassroots communities, private 
and faith-based organizations of people who know 
and care about their neighbors. For years, America’s 
churches and charities have led the way in helping the 
poor achieve dignity instead of despair, self-suffi ciency 
instead of shame. 

Sources: Excerpted from “President Bush’s Faith-Based and Community Initia-
tive,” www.whitehouse.gov/fbci (August 1, 2004); prepared remarks of Attorney 
General John Ashcroft, White House Faith-Based and Community Initiatives 
Conference (June 13, 2004).

liberation theology A religious movement based on the idea that 
organized religions have a responsibility to demand social justice for 
the marginalized peoples of the world, especially landless peasants 
and the urban poor, and to take an active role at the grassroots level 
to bring about political and economic justice.
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BASIC STATISTICS SUGGEST that faith-based orga-
nizations operate as signifi cant agents of change in Ameri-
can life:

• Faith ministers to the less fortunate. Eighty percent 
of the more than 300,000 religious congregations in 
America provide services to those in need.

• Faith shapes lives. Over 90 percent of urban congrega-
tions provide social services, ranging from preschool to 
literacy programs to health clinics.

• Faith shepherds communities. Polls estimate that 
between 60 and 90 percent of America’s congregations 
provide at least one social service, and about 75 percent 
of local congregations provide volunteers for social ser-
vice programs.

• Faith nurtures children. One out of every six child 
care centers in America is housed in a religious facility. 
The nation’s largest providers of child care services are 
the Roman Catholic Church and the Southern Baptist 
Convention.

www.whitehouse.gov/fbci
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In the 1930s, black-nationalist leader W. D. Fard 
(who went by a variety of names, including Wallace Fard 
Muhammad) founded the Nation of Islam and began 
preaching in the Temple of Islam in Detroit. (When Fard 
disappeared in 1934, he was replaced by his chosen succes-
sor, Elijah Mohammed.) According to Fard, the white man 
was the personifi cation of evil, and black people, whose 
religion had been stripped from them upon enslavement, 
were Muslim. In addition, he taught that the way out was 
not through gaining the “devil’s” (that is, the white man’s) 
approval but through self-help, discipline, and educa-
tion. Members received an X to replace their “slave name” 
(hence, Malcolm X). In the social context of the 1930s, 
this message was very attractive:

You’re talking about Negroes. You’re talking about niggers, who 

are the rejected and the despised, meeting in some little, fi lthy, 

dingy little [room] upstairs over some beer hall or something, 

some joint that nobody cares about. Nobody cares about these 

people. . . . You can pass them on the street and in 1930, if they 

don’t get off the sidewalk, you could have them arrested. That’s 

the level of what was going on. (National Public Radio 1984a)

The Nation of Islam is merely one example of a reli-
gious organization working to improve life for African 
Americans. Historically, African American churches 

have reached out to millions of black people who have felt 
excluded from the U.S. political and economic system (Lin-
coln and Mamiya 1990). For example, African American 
churches did much to achieve the overall successes of the 
civil rights movement. Indeed, some observers argue that 
the movement would have been impossible if the churches 
had not become involved (Lincoln and Mamiya 1990). 

The Interplay between Economics 
and Religion

■ CORE CONCEPT 9: Modern capitalism emerged and flourished 

in Europe and the United States because Calvinism supplied an 

ideologically supportive spirit or ethic. Max Weber wanted 
to understand the role of religious beliefs in the origins 
and development of modern capitalism—an economic 
system that involves careful calculation of costs of pro-
duction relative to profits, borrowing and lending money, 
accumulating all forms of capital, and drawing workers 
from an unrestricted global labor pool (Robertson 1987).

In his book The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of 
Capitalism, Weber (1958) asked why modern capitalism 
emerged and fl ourished in Europe rather than in China 
or India (the two dominant world civilizations at the end 
of the 16th century). He also asked why business leaders 
and capitalists in Europe and the United States were over-
whelmingly Protestant.

To answer these questions, Weber studied the major 
world religions and some of the societies in which these 
religions were practiced. He focused on how norms gen-
erated by different religious traditions infl uenced the 
adherents’ economic orientations and motivations. Based 
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Confl ict theorists underestimate the ways in which religion inspires 
people to confront social and economic inequalities. This nun helps run 
the Sisters of Charity Baby Clinic in Madagascar.
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Elijah Muhammad, the man who succeeded the founder of the Nation of 
Islam, is shown here addressing his followers in 1964, at the height of 
the civil rights movement. One of his best-known followers is in atten-
dance: Cassius Clay, who later changed his name to Muhammad Ali.

modern capitalism An economic system that involves careful calcula-
tion of costs of production relative to profi ts, borrowing and lending 
money, accumulating all forms of capital, and drawing labor from an 
unrestricted global labor pool.



on his comparisons, Weber concluded that a branch of 
Protestant tradition—Calvinism—supplied a “spirit” or 
an ethic that supported the motivations and orientations 
required by capitalism.

Unlike other religions that Weber studied, Calvinism 
emphasized this-worldly asceticism—a belief that people 
are instruments of divine will and that God determines 
and directs their activities. Consequently, Calvinists glo-
rifi ed God when they accepted a task assigned to them, 
carried it out in an exemplary and disciplined fashion, and 
did not indulge in the fruits of their labor (that is, when 
they did not use money to eat, drink, or otherwise relax 
to excess). In contrast, Buddhism, a religion that Weber 
defi ned as the Eastern parallel and opposite of Calvinism, 
“emphasized the basically illusory character of worldly life 
and regarded release from the contingencies of the every-
day world as the highest religious aspiration” (Robertson 
1987, p. 7). Calvinists conceptualized God as all-powerful 
and all-knowing; they also emphasized predestination—
the belief that God has foreordained all things, including 
the salvation or damnation of individual souls. According 
to this doctrine, people could do nothing to change their 
fate. To compound matters, only relatively few people were 
destined to attain salvation.

Weber maintained that such beliefs created a crisis 
of meaning among adherents as they tried to determine 
how they should behave in the face of their predetermined 
fate. Such pressures led them to look for concrete signs 
that they were among God’s chosen people, destined for 
salvation. Consequently, accumulated wealth became an 
important indicator of whether one was among the cho-
sen. At the same time, this-worldly asceticism “acted pow-
erfully against the spontaneous enjoyment of possessions; 
it restricted consumption, especially of luxuries” (Weber 
1958, p. 171). Frugal behavior encouraged people to accu-
mulate wealth and make investments—important actions 
for the success of capitalism.

This calculating orientation was not an offi cial part of 
Calvinist doctrine per se. Rather, it grew out of and was 
supported by Calvinist asceticism and predestination. 
Given this distinction, we must not misread the role that 
Weber attributed to the Protestant ethic in supporting the 
rise of a capitalist economy. According to Weber, the ethic 
was a signifi cant ideological force; it was not the sole cause 
of capitalism but “one of the causes of certain aspects of 
capitalism” (Aron 1969, p. 204). Unfortunately, many peo-
ple who encounter Weber’s ideas overestimate the impor-
tance that he assigned to the Protestant ethic for achieving 
economic success, drawing a conclusion that Weber him-
self never reached: The reason that some groups and soci-
eties are disadvantaged is simply that they lack this ethic.

Finally, note that Weber was writing about the origins 
of industrial capitalism, not about the form of capitalism 
that exists today, which places a heavy emphasis on con-
sumption and self-indulgence. He maintained that once 

established, capitalism would generate its own norms and 
become a self-sustaining force. In fact, Weber argued, 
“Capitalism produces a society run along machine-like, 
rational procedures without inner meaning or value and 
in which men operate almost as mindless cogs” (Turner 
1974, p. 155). In such circumstances, religion becomes an 
increasingly insignifi cant factor in maintaining the capi-
talist system. 

Some sociologists argue that industrialization and sci-
entifi c advances—both driving forces of capitalism—cause 
society to undergo unrelenting secularization—a process 
in which religious infl uences become increasingly irrel-
evant not only to economic life, but also to most aspects 
of social life. Others argue that as religion becomes less 
relevant to economic and social life in general, a signifi -
cant number of people take on a fundamentalist view; that 
is, they reexamine their religious principles in an effort 
to identify and return to the most basic principles (from 
which believers have departed) and to hold those princi-
ples up as the defi nitive and guiding blueprint for life.

this-worldly asceticism A belief that people are instruments of 
divine will and that God determines and directs their activities.

predestination The belief that God has foreordained all things, 
including the salvation or damnation of individual souls.
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This print, whose setting is New York City’s Trinity Church, shows men 
who were considered empire builders in U.S. history: James J. Hill, 
Andrew Carnegie, Cornelius Vanderbilt, John D. Rockefeller, J. Pierpont 
Morgan, Jay Cooke or Edward H. Harriman, and Jay Gould. Notice the 
caption below: “Those Christian men to whom God in his infi nite wis-
dom has given control of the property interests of the country.” 
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Secularization and 
Fundamentalism

■ CORE CONCEPT 10: Secularization and fundamentalism fuel 

each other’s growth. Secularization, a process by which reli-

gious influences on thought and behavior are reduced, invites a 

fundamentalist response—a belief in the timelessness of sacred 

writings and a belief that such writings apply to all kinds of 

environments. Secularization and fundamentalism are 
processes that have become increasingly popular. Each 
has expanded in spite of the other’s growth, or possibly in 
opposition to it. This section examines these two oppos-
ing trends.

Secularization

In the most general sense, secularization is a process by 
which religious infl uences on thought and behavior are 
reduced. It is diffi cult to generalize about the causes and 
consequences of secularization because they vary across 
contexts. Americans and Europeans tend to associate 
secularization with an increase in scientifi c understand-
ing and in technological solutions to everyday problems of 
living. In effect, science and technology assume roles that 
were once fi lled by religious belief and practice. Muslims, 
in contrast, tend not to attribute secularization to science 
or to modernization; indeed, many devout Muslims are 
physical scientists. 

From a Muslim perspective, secularization is a West-
ern-imposed phenomenon—specifi cally, a result of expo-
sure to what many people in the Middle East consider the 
most negative of Western values. This point is illustrated 
by the following two observations—one by a Muslim stu-
dent attending college in Great Britain and another by a 
Muslim artist:

• If I did not watch out [while I was in college], I knew 
that I would be washed away in that culture. In one 
particular area, of course, was exposure to a society 
where free sexual relations prevailed. There you are not 
subject to any control, and you are faced with a very 
serious challenge, and you have to rely upon your own 
strength, spiritual strength to stabilize your character 
and hold fast to your beliefs. (National Public Radio 
1984b)

• You can’t be against foreign infl uence, because art and 
culture and science are things that you learn from peo-

ple and [that] we exchange. It depends on what kind 
of foreign infl uence is being exerted. For example, 
if we speak of the United States, the U.S. has a tradi-
tion of science and of art and culture . . . which can 
be extremely useful and can enrich our own culture if 
there is an exchange. But the type of culture that we are 
getting from the U.S. at the moment is the Dallas [TV] 
series, the cowboy serials, crimes, commodity values, 
big cars, luxury, things like that. This kind of culture 
can’t help. (National Public Radio 1984b)

While secularization is a broad term used to describe 
the decline of religious infl uences over everyday life, sub-
jective secularization describes a decrease in the number 
of people who view the world and their place in it from a 
religious perspective. In other words, paradigms shift from 
an understanding of the world grounded in religious faith 
to an understanding grounded in observable evidence and 
the scientifi c method. In the face of uncertainty, secular 
thinkers do not turn to religion or to a supernatural power 
to intervene; rather, they rely on human intervention or 
scientifi c explanation.

Consider the case of the lightning rod. For centuries, the 
Christian Church maintained that lightning was a visible 
sign of divine wrath. The most common targets of lighting 
were the bell towers of churches and cathedrals, as they 
were the tallest structures. When bell towers were dam-
aged or destroyed, clergy launched campaigns to address 
local wickedness and to raise money to repair the towers. 
When Ben Franklin invented the lightning rod, the clergy 
was forced to admit either that Franklin had the power to 
thwart divine will or that lightning was simply a natural 
phenomenon (Stark and Bainbridge 1985). 

U.S.-led troops distribute dolls and other toys to orphaned Afghan girls. 
What does it mean to receive such toys, which challenge Islamic beliefs 
about modest dress and other aspects of life? 
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secularization A process by which religious infl uences on thought 
and behavior are reduced.

subjective secularization A decrease in the number of people who 
view the world and their place in it from a religious perspective.



Considerable debate exists over the extent to which sec-
ularization is taking place. Data collected by the Gallup 
Organization over the past 25 years show little change in 
the degree of importance that Americans assign to religion. 
Polls show that 88 percent say they have a religious prefer-
ence, almost 63 percent are members of one of the more 
than 250,000 places of worship within the United States 
(Lyons 2005; White House press release 1995), and 40 per-
cent indicate that they have attended church in the past 
seven days. According to polls, 57 percent of Americans 
state that religion is very important in their lives (Gallup 
2006), 82 percent “believe in God” (CBS News Poll 2006), 
and 43 percent claim to be “born again” or “evangelical” 
(Gallup 2006). Americans classifi ed as black are more 
likely than those classifi ed as white to claim “born-again” 
status (63 percent versus 39 percent) (Winseman 2005). 

Fundamentalism

In “Popular Conceptions of Fundamentalism,” anthropol-
ogist Lionel Caplan (1987) offers his readers an extremely 
clear overview of a complex religious phenomenon: funda-
mentalism—a belief in the timelessness of sacred writings 
and a belief that such writings apply to all kinds of envi-
ronments. In its popular usage, the term fundamentalism 
is applied to a wide array of religious groups around the 
world, including the Moral Majority in the United States, 
Orthodox Jews in Israel, and various Islamic groups in the 
Middle East. 

Religious groups labeled as fundamentalist are usually 
portrayed as “fossilized relics . . . living perpetually in a 
bygone age” (Caplan 1987, p. 5). Americans frequently 
employ this simplistic analysis to explain events in the 
Middle East, especially the causes of political turmoil 
that threatens the interests of the United States (includ-
ing its demand for oil). Such oversimplifi cation misrep-
resents fundamentalism, however, and it cannot explain 
the widespread appeal of contemporary fundamentalist 
movements within several of the world’s religions.

The Complexity of Fundamentalism

Fundamentalism is a more complex phenomenon than 
popular conceptions would lead us to believe. It is impos-
sible to defi ne a fundamentalist in terms of age, ethnic-
ity, social class, political ideology, or sexual orientation, 
because this kind of belief appeals to a wide range of peo-
ple. Moreover, fundamentalist groups do not always posi-
tion themselves against those in power; in fact, they are 
equally likely to be neutral or to support existing regimes 
fervently. Perhaps the most important characteristic of 
fundamentalists is their belief that a relationship with 
God, Allah, or some other supernatural force provides 
answers to personal and social problems. In addition, fun-

damentalists often wish to “bring the wider culture back 
to its religious roots” (Lechner 1989, p. 51).

Caplan (1987) identifi es a number of other traits that 
seem to characterize fundamentalists. First, fundamen-
talists emphasize the authority, infallibility, and timeless 
truth of sacred writings as a “defi nitive blueprint” for life 
(p. 19). This characteristic does not mean that a defi nitive 
interpretation of sacred writings actually exists. Indeed, 
any sacred text has as many interpretations as there are 
groups that claim it as their blueprint. Even members of 
the same fundamentalist organization may disagree about 
the true meaning of the texts they follow.

Second, fundamentalists usually conceive of history as 
a “process of decline from an original ideal state, [and] 
hardly more than a catalog of the betrayal of fundamen-
tal principles” (p. 18). They conceptualize human history 
as a “cosmic struggle between good and evil”: the good 
results from one’s dedication to principles outlined in 
sacred scriptures, and the evil is an outcome of countless 
digressions from sacred principles. To fundamentalists, 
truth is not a relative phenomenon; it does not vary across 
time and place. Instead, truth is unchanging and know-
able through the sacred texts.

Third, fundamentalists do not distinguish between the 
sacred and the profane in their day-to-day lives. Religious 
principles govern all areas of life, including family, busi-
ness, and leisure. Religious behavior, in their view, does 
not take place only in a church, a mosque, or a temple.

Fourth, fundamentalist religious groups emerge for a 
reason, usually in reaction to a perceived threat or crisis, 
whether real or imagined. Consequently, any discussion 
of a particular fundamentalist group must include some 
reference to an adversary.

Fifth, one obvious concern for fundamentalists is the 
need to reverse the trend toward gender equality, which 
they believe is symptomatic of a declining moral order. In 
fundamentalist religions, women’s rights often become 
subordinated to ideals that the group considers more 
important to the well-being of the society, such as the tra-
ditional family or the “right to life.” Such a priority of ide-
als is regarded as the correct order of things.

Islamic Fundamentalism

In The Islamic Threat: Myth or Reality? (1992), professor 
of religious studies John L. Esposito maintains that most 
Americans’ understanding of fundamentalism does not 
apply very well to contemporary Islam. The term funda-
mentalism has its roots in American Protestantism and the 

fundamentalism A belief in the timelessness of sacred writings and 
a belief that such writings apply to all kinds of environments.
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20th-century movement that emphasized the literal inter-
pretation of the Bible. 

Fundamentalists are portrayed as static, literalist, ret-
rogressive, and extremist. Just as we cannot apply the term 
fundamentalism to all Protestants in the United States, we 
cannot apply it to the entire Muslim world, especially when 
we consider that Muslims make up the majority of the 
population in at least 45 countries. Esposito believes that 
a more appropriate term is Islamic revitalism or Islamic 
activism. The form of Islamic revitalism may vary from 
one country to another, but it seems to be characterized by 
the following responses to the belief that existing political, 
economic, and social systems have failed: disenchantment 
with, and even rejection of, the West; soul-searching; a 
quest for greater authenticity; and a conviction that Islam 
offers a viable alternative to secular nationalism, social-
ism, and capitalism (Esposito 1986). 

Esposito (1986) asks, “Why has religion [specifi cally 
Islam] become such a visible force in Middle East poli-
tics?” He believes that Islamic revitalism represents a 
“response to the failures and crises of authority and legiti-
macy that have plagued most modern Muslim states” (p. 
53). Recall that after World War I, France and Great Brit-
ain carved up the Middle East into nation-states, drawing 
the boundaries to meet the economic and political needs 
of Western powers. Lebanon, for example, was created 
in part to establish a Christian tie to the West; Israel was 
envisioned as a refuge for persecuted Jews when no coun-
try seemed to want them; the Kurds received no state; Iraq 
became virtually landlocked; and resource-rich territories 
were incorporated into states with very sparse popula-
tions (for example, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, the United Arab 
Emirates). Their citizens viewed many of the leaders who 
took control of these foreign creations “as autocratic heads 
of corrupt, authoritarian regimes that [were] propped up 
by Western governments and multinational corporations” 
(p. 54).

When Arab armies from six states lost “so quickly, com-
pletely, and publicly” in a war with Israel in 1967, Arabs 
were forced to question the political and moral structure 
of their societies (Hourani 1991, p. 442). Had the leaders 
and the people abandoned Islamic principles or deviated 
too far from them? Could a return to a stricter Islamic 
way of life restore confi dence to the Middle East and give 
it an identity independent of the West? Questions of social 
justice also arose. Oil wealth and modernization poli-

cies had led to rapid increases in population and urban-
ization and opened up a vast chasm between the oil-rich 
countries, such as Kuwait and Saudi Arabia, and the poor, 
densely populated countries, such as Egypt, Pakistan, and 
Bangladesh. Western capitalism, which was seen as one of 
the primary forces behind these trends, seemed blind to 
social justice, instead promoting unbridled consumption 
and widespread poverty. Likewise, Marxist socialism (a 
godless alternative) had failed to produce social justice. It 
is no wonder that the Taliban and other Muslim groups in 
Afghanistan rejected secular nationalism, Western capi-
talism and Marxist socialism. After all, the disintegra-
tion of Afghanistan was a direct product of the cold war 
between the United States and the Soviet Union.

For many people, Islam offers an alternative vision for 
society. According to Esposito (1986), fi ve beliefs guide 
Islamic activists (who follow many political persuasions, 
ranging from conservative to militant): 

Islamic revitalism Responses to the belief that existing political, 
economic, and social systems have failed—responses that include a 
disenchantment with, and even a rejection of, the West; soul-searching; 
a quest for greater authenticity; and a conviction that Islam offers a 
viable alternative to secular nationalism, socialism, and capitalism. 
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An Afghan child holds up a leafl et warning against picking up unex-
ploded ordinance. The warning extends to unexploded ordinance that 
has accumulated over the last 25 years of war. In light of history, is 
it any wonder that Afghans have rejected nationalism, socialism, and 
capitalism in favor of Islam? 



1. Islam is a comprehensive way of life relevant to politics, 
law, and society.

2. Muslim societies fail when they depart from Islamic 
ways and follow the secular and materialistic ways of 
the West.

3. An Islamic social and political revolution is necessary 
for renewal.

4. Islamic law must replace laws inspired or imposed by 
the West.

5. Science and technology must be used in ways that 
refl ect Islamic values, to guard against the infi ltration 
of Western values.

Muslim groups differ dramatically in their beliefs 
about how quickly and by what methods these principles 
should be implemented. Most Muslims, however, are will-
ing to work within existing political arrangements; they 
condemn violence as a method of bringing about political 
and social change.

The information presented in this section points out 
the complex interplay of religion with political, economic, 
historical, and other social forces. Fundamentalism can-
not be viewed in simple terms; rather, any analysis must 
consider the context. Focusing on context allows us to see 
that fundamentalism can represent a reaction to many 
events and processes, including secularization, foreign 
infl uence, failure or crisis in authority, the loss of a home-
land, and rapid change.

Jihad and Militant Islam

In thinking about the meaning of jihad, it is important 
to distinguish between religious and political jihad. Many 
Islamic scholars have pointed out that in the religious 
sense of the word, true jihad is the “constant struggle of 
Muslims to conquer their inner base instincts, to fol-
low the path to God, and to do good in society” (Milten 
2002). But as Daniel Pipes (2003) points out in Militant 

Islam Reaches America, jihad as used by those who lead 
political organizations such as Egyptian Islamic Jihad, 
Yemeni Islamic Jihad, and International Islamic Front 
for the Jihad against Jews and Christians means “armed 
struggle against non-Muslims” and against “Muslims who 
fail to live up to the requirements of their faith” (p. 264). 
Militant Islam is an “aggressive totalitarian ideology that 
ultimately discriminates barely, if at all, among those who 
stand in its path” (p. 249). In other words, non-Muslims 
as well as Muslims (who do not share the militants’ out-
look or who happen to be in the wrong place at the wrong 
time) can be targets of attack.

How many militant Islamist political jihadists exist in 
the world today? Some estimates follow: 

• 15,000—based on the number believed to have been 
trained in al-Qaida training camps 

• 5,000 living in the United States—based on FBI fi gures 
created in response to pressure from Congress to iden-
tify a number (Scheiber 2003) 

• 100,000 or more—based on the U.S. State Department’s 
terrorist watch list or “no-fl y list” (Lichtblau 2003) 

• Several thousand—the number of people believed to 
make up the inner core of militant Islamist organiza-
tions (Pipes 2003).

Daniel Pipes suggests that it is also important to go 
beyond the core believers to include second and third rings 
of adherents. Based on “election data, survey research, and 
anecdotal evidence, and the opinions of informed observ-
ers,” Pipes estimates that the second ring consists of 100 
to 150 million persons worldwide who support militant 
Islam but are not part of the core. A third ring consists of 
an estimated 500 million persons “who do not accept all 
the particulars” of militant Islam but are sympathetic and 
supportive of the anti-American stance. “That such a mul-
titude hates the United States is sobering indeed” (Pipes 
2003, p. 248). 
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 428 Chapter 14 RELIGION

■ VISUAL SUMMARY OF CORE CONCEPTS

■ CORE CONCEPT 1: When sociologists study religion, 
they are guided by the scientific method and by the 
assumption that no religions are false. 
When sociologists study religion, they adhere to the 
scientifi c method, which requires them to study only 
observable and verifi able phenomena. When studying 
religions, sociologists must assume that no religions are 
false, and they must rid themselves of all preconceived 
notions of what religion should be. 

■ CORE CONCEPT 2: All religions have at least three essential 
characteristics: beliefs about the sacred and the profane, rituals, 
and a community of worshipers. 
Durkheim believed that all religions (past and present) have three 
essential features: (1) beliefs about the sacred and the profane, 
(2) rituals, and (3) a community of worshipers. Ideas about what 
is sacred are such an important element of religious activity that 
many researchers classify religions as sacramental, prophetic, or 
mystical, according to the type of phenomenon their followers 
consider sacred. Sociologists have identifi ed at least fi ve broad types 
of religious organizations or communities of worshipers: ecclesiae, 
denominations, sects, established sects, and cults. 

■ CORE CONCEPT 3: Civil religion is an institutionalized set of 
beliefs about a nation’s past, present, and future and a correspond-
ing set of rituals that take on a sacred quality and elicit feelings of 
patriotism. The dynamics of civil religion are most notable during 
times of crisis and war and on national holidays.
Civil religion forges ties between religion and a nation’s needs and 
political interests. Even in the face of internal divisions, national 
beliefs and rituals can inspire awe, respect, and reverence for 
country. In times of war, presidents have woven the situation into 
a historical and mythological framework that gives the country’s 
involvement in the war moral justifi cation and offers the public a 
vision and an identity for the country. America’s civil religion can 
be traced to a 19th-century political doctrine known as manifest destiny—the belief that the United 
States had a divine mission to serve as a democratic model to the rest of the world, that the country was 
a redeemer exerting its good infl uence upon other nations, and that it represented hope to the rest of 
the world.
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■ CORE CONCEPT 4: The functionalist perspective maintains that 
religion serves vital social functions for the individual and for the 
group.
That some form of religion appears to have existed for as long as 
humans have lived encourages functionalists to maintain that reli-
gion must serve some vital social functions for the individual and 
for the group. On the individual level, people embrace religion in 
the face of uncertainty, in intolerable circumstances, and to achieve 
a successful outcome. Religion functions in several ways to promote 
group unity and solidarity: (1) shared doctrines and rituals create 
emotional bonds among believers; (2) all religions strive to raise 
individuals above themselves; (3) religious rituals function to alle-
viate individual anxieties, uncertainties, and fears; (4) religion functions as a stabilizing force in times 
of severe social disturbance and abrupt change. 

■ CORE CONCEPT 5: The variety of religious responses 
is endless, because people play a fundamental role in 
determining what is sacred and how they should act in 
its presence.
If we operate under the assumptions that all religions are 
true in their own fashion and that the variety of religious 
responses is virtually endless, we must realize the role 
people play in creating religion and in determining what 
is sacred and how to act in the presence of the sacred. 
Consequently, at some level, people worship what they 
(or their ancestors) have created. 

■ CORE CONCEPT 6: The functionalist perspective tends 
to underestimate the negative ways in which people use 
religion. 
To claim that religion functions as a strictly integrative 
force is to ignore the long history of wars between dif-
ferent religious groups and the many internal struggles 
between factions within the same religious group. 
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■ CORE CONCEPT 7: Conflict theorists focus on ways 
in which people use religion to repress, constrain, and 
exploit others. 
Confl ict theorists focus on how religion turns people’s 
attention away from social and economic inequality 
and on religion’s repressive, constraining, and exploit-
ative qualities. From this point of view, religion is used 
to rationalize existing inequities or to downplay their 
importance. 

■ CORE CONCEPT 8: Conflict theory underestimates the way 
people are inspired by religion to change social and economic 
inequalities.
Religion is not always a sign or tool of oppression; it has been used 
as a vehicle for protesting or working to change social and economic 
inequities. In particular, liberation theologians maintain that they 
have a responsibility to demand social justice for the marginalized 
peoples of the world, especially landless peasants and the urban 
poor, and to take an active role at the grassroots level to bring about 
political and economic justice. 

■ CORE CONCEPT 9: Modern capitalism emerged and flourished in Europe 
and the United States because Calvinism supplied an ideologically supportive 
spirit or ethic. 
Max Weber focused on understanding how norms generated by different 
religious traditions infl uenced adherents’ economic orientations and motiva-
tions. Based on his comparisons, Weber concluded that a branch of Protestant 
tradition—Calvinism—supplied a “spirit” or an ethic that supported the 
motivations and orientations required by capitalism. In particular, Calvinism 
emphasized this-worldly asceticism—a belief that people are instruments of 
divine will and that God determines and directs their activities. This belief led 
followers to look for concrete signs that they were among God’s chosen people, 
destined for salvation. Consequently, accumulated wealth became an impor-
tant indicator of whether one was among the chosen, and frugal behavior encouraged people not only 
to accumulate wealth but also to make investments—important actions for the success of capitalism. 
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church 408
civil religion 411
cults 410
denomination 409
ecclesia 408
established sects 410
fundamentalism 425

Islamic revitalism 426
liberation theology 421
modern capitalism 422 
mystical religions 406
predestination 423
profane 406
prophetic religions 405

rituals 407
sacramental religions 404
sacred 403
sect 409
secularization 424
subjective secularization 424 
this-worldly asceticism 423

■ CORE CONCEPT 10: Secularization and fundamentalism fuel each 
other’s growth. Secularization, a process by which religious influ-
ences on thought and behavior are reduced, invites a fundamental-
ist response—a belief in the timelessness of sacred writings and a 
belief that such writings apply to all kinds environments.
Secularization is a broad term used to describe the decline of reli-
gious infl uences over everyday life, as indicated by a decrease in the 
number of people who view the world and their place in it from a 
religious perspective. In the face of uncertainty, secular thinkers do 
not turn to religion or to a supernatural power to intervene; rather, 
they rely on human intervention or scientifi c explanation.
 Fundamentalism is a belief in the timelessness of sacred writings 
and a belief that such writings apply to all kinds of environments. They conceive of history as a process 
of decline and betrayal of fundamentalist principles, and they often wish to restore the wider culture to 
its religious roots. Fundamentalists do not distinguish between the sacred and the profane in their day-
to-day life, as religious principles govern all areas of life. 

Resources on the Internet

 Sociology: A Global Perspective Book Companion Web Site

www.cengage.com/sociology/ferrante

Visit your book companion Web site, where you will fi nd fl ash cards, practice quizzes, Internet links, 
and more to help you study.

Just what you need to know NOW!

Spend time on what you need to master rather than on information you have already learned. Take 
a pre-test for this chapter, and CengageNOW will generate a personalized study plan based on your 
results. The study plan will identify the topics you need to review and direct you to online resources to 
help you master those topics. You can then take a post-test to help you determine the concepts you have 
mastered and what you will need to work on. Try it out! Go to www.cengage.com/login to sign in with 
an access code or to purchase access to this product.

Key Terms 
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When sociologists study populations, they consider the rates at which 
people are born, die, and move into or out of a country or other designated 
geographical area. They also consider the social factors that infl uence 
these rates.

With Emphasis on India

Population and Urbanization

CHAPTER OUTLINE
The Study of Population

Age-Sex Composition

The Theory of Demographic 
Transition

The Demographic Transition 
in Labor-Intensive Poor 
Economies

Urbanization

■ VISUAL SUMMARY OF 
CORE CONCEPTS
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▲ India is one of only two countries in the world with a population of over one billion; 41 percent of 
its population is age 19 or under. 
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India?
INDIA HAS THE second largest population in the world, after 
the People’s Republic of China. In the next 50 years, the coun-
try is projected to add 500 million more people, becoming 
the world’s most populous country in 2050. At the time of this 
writing, India’s population stands at 1.13 billion and China’s 
population totals 1.32 billion. The country with the third largest 
population in the world—the United States, with approximately 
302 million people—has 828 million fewer people than does 
India (see Table 15.1). Although India accounts for 17 percent 
of the world’s population, it covers only 2.4 percent of the 
world’s land mass. India is about one-third the physical size 
of the United States (U.S. Department of State 2007), and yet 
it has a population larger than the entire continent of Africa. 
Given India’s large population and relatively small physical size, 
you may be surprised that only 28 percent of its population 
lives in urban areas. 

Indian government offi cials pronounced the birth of India’s 
1 billionth living member as “a moment of celebration, a 
moment to ponder” (Misra 2000). On the one hand, it was “a 
moment of celebration,” because this milestone could have 
been reached much sooner had the Indian government not 
been the fi rst in the world to adopt a national family planning 
program in the early 1950s (Kapoor 2000). At that time, India’s 
population was 370 million and was increasing by a rate of 
1.9 percent per year. If the country had maintained that rate of 
increase, its population would have reached 1 billion in 1989. 
Instead, it reached that mark in 2000, 11 years later.

On the other hand, the birth of its billionth member was 
“a moment to ponder,” because at its current rate of growth, 
India’s population will double to 2 billion in 43.8 years. In addi-
tion, almost one-third of India’s current population—343 million 
people—is classifi ed as hungry. That is, these people con-
sume 80 percent or less of the minimum energy requirements 
(Kumar 1999). About 25 percent of India’s population has an 
income below the poverty level. The country faces severe 
strains on its natural resources and environment, including 
deforestation, soil erosion, overgrazing, desertifi cation, air 
pollution, and water pollution (U.S. Central Intelligence Agency 
2007).

How did India’s population grow from 370 million in 1950 to 
1 billion 50 years later? How do we know that India’s popula-
tion will surpass that of China in another 50 years? How can 

we be sure that a third country will probably never reach 1 
billion in population in this century? Why does India have a 
relatively low level of urbanization? These questions can be 
answered rather easily, provided that one has a basic under-
standing of concepts and principles that guide sociological 
analysis of population. 

This young man in India is suffering so greatly from malnutrition that 
he is too weak to sit up to beg for food. Improper nutrition weakens 
the human immune system, making the malnourished susceptible to all 
forms of disease.
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The Study of Population

■ CORE CONCEPT 1: Demography, a subspecialty within soci-

ology, focuses on births, deaths, and migration—major factors 

that determine population size and rate of growth. Demogra-
phy is a subspecialty within sociology that focuses on the 
study of human populations, particularly on their size and 
rate of growth. Population size is determined by births, 
deaths, age-sex composition, and migration. Most orga-
nizations—private, public, and governmental—have an 
interest in knowing population characteristics, if only for 
planning purposes. For example, school officials need to 
know the size of the school-age population and whether it 
is projected to decline or increase, as this will affect deci-

sions to expand or consolidate the number of schools. 
Health care planners need to know the size of the popula-
tion age 65 and older and whether it is projected to decline 
or increase, as this age group has some of the greatest 
health care needs. As a final example, city planners need 
to know the size of the population and whether that popu-
lation is expected to decline or increase as the result of in- 
or out-migration, if only to determine the demand for city 
services like garbage collection (see Working For Change: 
“The U.S. Census Bureau”). Although we are using basic 
demographic concepts and principles to study India’s pop-
ulation, they can be applied to any population—from that 
of a neighborhood block to that of the world.

Births

Births add new people to a population. Each year, India 
adds through births approximately 27 million people and 
the United States adds about 4.2 million. For comparison, 
demographers often convert the number of births into a 

Table 15.1 The World’s Most Populous Countries, 2007

    % of 

 Rank Country Population World’s Population

  1 People’s Republic of China 1,321,000,000 20.1

  2 India 1,129,000,000 17.1

  3 United States 301,819,700 4.6

  4 Indonesia 234,950,000 3.6

  5 Brazil 186,500,000 2.8

  6 Pakistan 163,630,000 2.5

  7 Bangladesh 150,500,000 2.3

   8 Russia 141,400,000 2.2

  9 Nigeria 134,700,000 2

 10 Japan 127,720,000 1.9

Source: U.S. Central Intelligence Agency 2007

FACTS TO CONSIDER

demography A subspecialty within sociology that focuses on the 
study of human populations, particularly on their size and rate of 
growth.

● On May 11, 2000, India’s one bil-
lionth resident was born at 5:05 
a.m. The country has added more 
than 130 million people since pass-
ing that population milestone.

● India is only the second country in 
the world, after the People’s Repub-
lic of China, to pass the 1 billion 

population mark (Census of India 
2001).

● The United States has the third larg-
est population in the world, with 
302 million people.

● Every hour, 467 babies are born in 
the United States while 2,788 are 
born in India.

● To appreciate the difference 
between the population sizes of 
India and the United States, con-
sider that counting at the rate of 
1 unit per second to 302 million 
would take almost 9 years; counting 
to 1.13 billion would take 35 years.



rate. The crude birth rate is the annual number of births 
per 1,000 people in a designated area. That designated area 
may be the world, a region of the world, a country, or a 
neighborhood. To calculate the birth rate, we divide the 
number of births in a year by the size of the area’s popula-

tion at the onset of that year and then multiply that fi gure 
by 1,000. In 2007 India’s crude birth rate was 24 per 1,000 
population; the United States’ rate was 14 per 1,000.

Sometimes demographers want to know the birth rate 
for a specifi c age group within the population. Of particu-
lar interest is the birth rate among women of childbearing 
age (15–54 years old). This rate is called the age-specifi c 
birth rate. In 2007, the 300.5 million women of child-
bearing age in India gave birth to 27,116,788 babies. The 
age-specifi c birth rate for this group was 90.2 per 1,000 
women. In the United States, the age-specifi c birth rate 
was 43.5 per 1,000.

In addition to the birth rate, demographers are inter-
ested in the total fertility rate, which states the average 
number of children that women in a specifi c population 
bear over their lifetime. The average woman in India bears 
2.6 children over her lifetime, whereas the average woman 
in the United States bears 2.1 children. When we consider 
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 WORKING FOR CHANGE

The U.S. Census Bureau

• School construction

• Transportation systems

• Police and fi re services

• Public housing construction

• Public utilities

Data analysts use census data to make determinations 
such as these:

• How cities are growing and changing

• Sites for new businesses.

• Whether a community has the workforce a company 
needs

• Future demand for products

• Sites for day care and nursing care

Source: Adapted from U.S. Census Bureau (2007)

Birth is one of two ways that societies add people; the other 
is in-migration.
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crude birth rate The annual number of births per 1,000 people in a 
designated geographic area.

age-specifi c birth rate The annual number of births per 1,000 
women of a specifi c age group.

total fertility rate The average number of children that women in a 
specifi c population bear over their lifetime.

EVERY TEN YEARS, the U.S. Census Bureau surveys 
the population of the United States. Among other things, 
the information gathered allows us to know how many 
people were born since the last census, moved from one 
location to another within the United States, and moved 
into the United States from a foreign country, as well as 
the age-sex composition of the population. The Census 
Bureau normally employs nearly 12,000 people, but it 
expands its workforce dramatically when the census is 
taken every 10 years. About 860,000 temporary workers 
were hired for Census 2000. 

Local and state governments use statistical information 
the Census Bureau provides to distribute money to cities 
and towns. The census data help offi cials plan and fund 
items such as these: 
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that a woman has the potential to bear 20 to 25 children 
over her lifetime, we are led to ask, “What factors help 
to explain why most women do not have this many chil-
dren?” We will address this question later in the chapter.

Deaths

Deaths reduce the size of a population. Each year, India 
loses about 7.9 million people to death; the United States 
loses 2.4 million people. This loss is often expressed as a 
rate. The crude death rate is the annual number of deaths 
per 1,000 people in a designated area. Like the crude birth 

rate, it is calculated by dividing the number of deaths in a 
year by the area’s population size at the onset of that year 
and then multiplying that number by 1,000 (see Table 
15.2). The crude death rate for India is 7 deaths per 1,000 
population, while the rate for the United States is 8 deaths 
per 1,000 population. One reason India has a lower death 
rate is that its population has a greater proportion of young 
people than the U.S. population has. 

 As with birth rates, we can calculate the death rates for 
specifi c segments of the population, such as for men, for 
women, or for specifi c age categories such as one year old 
or younger. 

The death rate among children one year old or younger 
is called the infant mortality rate. Infant mortality is cal-
culated by dividing the number of deaths among those 
one year old or younger by the total number of births in 
that year and then multiplying that result by 1,000. In the 
United States, the infant mortality rate is approximately 6 
per 1,000; in India the rate is 40 per 1,000. Thus, for every 
1,000 babies born in India, 40 die before they reach the age 
of one year.

Migration

Migration is the movement of people from one residence 
to another. That movement increases a population if 
the people are moving in, reduces the population if they 
are moving out, or makes no difference if they are sim-
ply moving within the geographic area of interest. Each 
year about 56,500 more people leave India than move into 
the country. By comparison, almost 1 million more peo-
ple enter the United States than leave it each year. Often 
migration is expressed as a rate. To calculate the migra-
tion rate, we fi rst determine the difference between the 
number of people entering and the number of people leav-
ing a designated geographic area in a year. Next we divide 
that difference by the size of the relevant population, and 
then we multiply the result by 1,000. We can calculate the 
migration rate for towns, cities, counties, states, countries, 
or any other region of the world.

Migration results from two factors. Push factors are 
the conditions that encourage people to move out of an 
area. Common push factors include religious or politi-
cal persecution, discrimination, depletion of natural 
resources, lack of employment opportunities, and natu-
ral disasters (droughts, fl oods, earthquakes, and so on). 
A dramatic example of a push factor was the 2005 Hur-
ricane Katrina, which pushed 60 percent of New Orleans’ 
population out of the city, changing overnight the city’s 
size from 454,863 to 187,525 (U.S. Bureau of the Census 
2006). If we consider the entire Gulf Coast population, the 
number of people pushed out of the area exceeds one mil-
lion (Nossiter 2006)

Pull factors are the conditions that encourage peo-
ple to move into an area. Common pull factors include 

crude death rate The annual number of deaths per 1,000 people in a 
designated geographic area.

infant mortality rate The annual number of deaths of infants one 
year old or younger for every 1,000 such infants born alive.

migration The movement of people from one residence to another.

migration rate A rate based on the difference between the number 
of people entering and the number of people leaving a designated 
geographic area in a year. We divide that difference by the size of the 
relevant population and then multiply the result by 1,000.

push factors The conditions that encourage people to move out of a 
geographic area.

pull factors The conditions that encourage people to move into a 
geographic area.

Death reduces a society’s population size. When deaths outnumber 
births and in-migration, societies decline in size.
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employment opportunities, favorable climate, and toler-
ance. Migration can be placed into two broad categories: 
international and internal.

International Migration. International migration involves 
the movement of people between countries. Demogra-
phers use the term emigration to denote the departure of 
individuals from one country or other geographic area to 
take up residence elsewhere, and the term immigration to 
denote the entrance of individuals into a country or other 
geographic area of which they are not natives to take up 
residence there. Most governments restrict the numbers 
of people who can immigrate. Sometimes governments 
encourage the immigration of certain categories of peo-
ple, such as nurses, to fi ll occupations characterized by a 
shortage of workers. An estimated 110,000 nursing posi-
tions go unfi lled each year in the United States. To relieve 
the shortage, the United States has recruited nurses from 
Canada, Ireland, the Philippines, and, most recently, India 
(Rai 2003).

Worldwide, three major fl ows of intercontinental (and 
thus, international) migration occurred from 1600 and 
through the early 20th century: 

• The massive exodus of European peoples to North 
America, South America, Asia, and Africa to estab-
lish colonies and commercial ventures. In some cases, 
the colonizers eventually displaced native peoples and 
established independent countries (as occurred in what 
are now the United States, Brazil, Argentina, Canada, 
New Zealand, Australia, and South Africa).

• The smaller fl ow of Asian migrants to East Africa, the 
United States (including Hawaii, which did not become 

a state until 1959), and Brazil, where they provided 
cheap labor for major transportation and agricultural 
projects.

• The forced migration of some 11 million Africans by 
Spanish, Portuguese, French, Dutch, and British slave 
traders to the United States, South America, the Carib-
bean, and the West Indies.

India became entangled in these international migra-
tion fl ows after the British Empire abolished slavery in 
1833 and the French abolished it in 1844. After aboli-
tion, the British established an indentured labor system 
that encouraged Indians to migrate from India to other 
colonies to replace the lost slave labor. From 1883 to 1914, 
hundreds of thousands of Indians (mostly males) left for 
Mauritius, Jamaica, Natal, British Guiana, French Guiana, 
Burma, South Africa, and other destinations. Emigration 
rates for Indians were especially high during major famines 
and epidemics in India, such as occurred in 1837 (when 8.5 
million Indians died), 1861 (when 13.3 million died), 1866 
(when 16.2 million died), 1874 (when 17.7 million died), 
and 1877 (when 26.9 million died) (Chailiand and Rageau 
1995).

Today the government of India estimates that 20 mil-
lion Indians are living abroad and that their combined 
income represents 35 percent of India’s gross domestic 

In 2005 Hurricane Katrina pushed more than one million people out of the Gulf Coast region of the United 
States. Some with cars were able to leave; many without cars were stranded in their homes or made their way 
to shelters such as the Super Dome. 
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emigration The departure of individuals from one country or other 
geographic area to take up residence elsewhere.

immigration The entry of individuals into a country or other 
geographic area of which they are not natives to take up residence 
there.
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product. For example, an estimated 3–4 million Indians 
work in the Persian Gulf region and send home $7 billion 
in remittances each year (Waldman 2003a, 2003b). In con-
trast to these numbers, an estimated 6.6 million Ameri-

cans (excluding military and government personnel) live 
abroad in more than 160 countries; it is not known how 
much remittance income they send home (see No Borders, 
No Boundaries: “Countries That Attract the Most Ameri-
cans Living Abroad”).

Internal Migration. In contrast to international migra-
tion, internal migration involves movement of people 

INTERSECTION OF  BIOGRAPHY AND SOCIETY

per when the drill instructor got in my face. . . . But I told 
myself it was just a mind game. I had trouble speaking in 
third person (as required in boot camp). Instead of saying 
‘This recruit requests permission to use the head,’ I would 
say, ‘I would like to use the head.’ Drill instructors didn’t 
really like that.” When the Crucible—the grueling 54-hour 
fi eld exercise that is the culmination of boot camp—came, 
Tabue found his role in the platoon. “He stepped up,” drill 
instructor Marine Staff Sgt. Nathan Nofziger said. “He 
wasn’t a squad leader, but he acted as one.” After Marine 
Corps recruit training, Tabue will become a mortar man 
in the Marine Corps Reserve. 

Source: “West African Immigrant Heeds Father’s Words, Joins U.S. Marines” by 
Lance Cpl. Dorian Gardner, USMC Special to American Forces Press Service. 

Moving to the United States from Liberia

THERE ARE MORE than 33,000 non-U.S. citizens 
serving in the U.S. military, which means that at some 
point in their life each immigrated to the United States. 
One among the 33,000 is a Liberian native named Nim-
ley Tabue. Tabue’s parents came from different tribes. He 
said his parents’ tribal differences did not affect his family 
until a war between the tribes erupted in 1989. “My father 
refused to kill, so [rebels] tried to kill him,” Tabue said. 

Tabue remembers fl eeing through the country for three 
days as a child. “We stopped by a river once to get some 
water,” said Tabue, who was with his mother and siblings 
at the time. “I held my 4-month-old brother in my arms as 
he died.” According to Tabue, his father, Aloysius Tabue, 
traveled to America searching for ways to improve his 
family’s life, and he called home often. “I learned about 
the Marines from my father,” Tabue said. “He would say, 
‘If you guys come over here, make sure you do something 
with your life. The Marines will give you something no 
other service can.’” 

Because of the ongoing war around him, school became 
less of a priority, and Tabue was taken out of school fol-
lowing the second grade. He, along with his mother and 
sister, came to Chicago to live with his father. At 12 years 
old, Tabue jumped back into the school swing. But after 
four years without touching a book, school presented a 
new challenge. “I forgot how to do math, and my English 
was bad,” Tabue said. “I had to go to school over the sum-
mer and take extra classes.” 

After years of extra classes, Tabue’s name was added 
to the high school honor roll. Tabue had not planned 
on leaving Chicago, but he remembered what his father 
had always told him about the Corps. “He told me, ‘This 
is where they separate the men from the boys,’” Tabue 
said. Adjusting to boot camp was harder than any English 
class. . . . “The fi rst day was horrible. I almost lost my tem-

People move for reasons. Sociologists use push and pull factors to 
describe those reasons. Those push and pull factors are often the 
remote and impersonal forces of history. In the case of the Liberian 
man profi led above, the push factor was civil war within his home coun-
try and the pull factor was opportunity in the United States, especially 
the chance to join the Marine Corps.
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internal migration The movement of people within the boundaries of 
a single country—from one state, region, or city to another.



within the boundaries of a single country—from one state, 
region, or city to another. Demographers use the term 
in-migration to denote the movement of people into a 
designated area and the term out-migration to denote the 
movement of people out of a designated area. One major 
type of internal migration is the rural-to-urban move-
ment (urbanization) that accompanies industrialization. 
This type of internal migration will be discussed in the 
second half of this chapter.

The United States is a country characterized by high rates 
of internal migration. Consider that each year 43.4 million 

NO BORDERS, NO BOUNDARIES

Countries That Attract the Most Americans Living Abroad

Country Number of Americans

Mexico  1,036,300

Canada  687,700

United Kingdom  224,000

Germany  210,880

Israel  184,195

▲ Figure 15.1
The map shows the top 25 countries in which Americans living abroad reside. The table gives the estimated 
numbers of Americans living in each of the top 10 destination countries. 

Country Number of Americans

 Italy  166,967

Philippines  105,000

Australia  102,800

France  101,750

Spain  94,513

Note: The latest breakdown on Americans living abroad by country is from 1999. Since that time the number is believed to 
have increased from 4.1 million to 6.6 million (a 61 percent increase). 

Sources: U.S. Department of State (2002), Association of Americans Resident Overseas (2007).

in-migration The movement of people into a designated geo-
graphic area, such as a country, region, or city.

out-migration The movement of people out of a designated 
geographic area, such as a country, region, or city.

Americans move (change residences). More than 56 per-
cent of that number move from one residence to another 
within the same county. Approximately 20 percent move 
from one county to another within the same state. Another 
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20 percent (8.7 million people) move from one state to 
another (U.S. Census Bureau 2000). Yet, despite this high 
interstate mobility, 70 percent or more of residents in some 
states—Ohio, Pennsylvania, Kentucky—have lived there 
all their life (U.S. Census Bureau 2000). 

An estimated 30 percent of India’s total population 
has been involved in some sort of migration in the past 
10 years. This migration has been dominated, however, by 
short-distance rural-to-rural movements among females 
upon marriage. Usually the woman moves from her vil-
lage to a nearby village where her husband lives (Stephen-
son et al. 2003).

Population Growth

The population size of a geographic area constantly 
changes, depending on births, deaths, and migration fl ows. 
Demographers calculate annual growth in population size 
according to the following formula: (number of births – 
number of deaths) + (in-migration – out-migration). Each 
year, India’s population grows by about 19 million and 
the U.S. population grows by about 2.7 million (see Table 
15.2). To determine the rate of population growth in India 
and the United States, divide each of these numbers by the 
country’s population size at the beginning of the year. The 
annual growth rate for India is 1.5 percent, whereas the 
rate for the United States is 0.9 percent.

Sometimes sociologists choose to focus on a popula-
tion’s natural increase, the number of births minus the 
number of deaths occurring in a year. When we divide this 
number by the size of a population at the beginning of the 
year, we establish the rate of natural increase. The natural 
increase for the planet is about 0.6 percent per year. At this 
annual rate of natural increase, the world’s population will 
double from its current size of 6.6 billion in 60 years.

Table 15.2 Key Demographic Indicators for the United States, India, and the World

  United States  India  World

Total Population (July 2007)  301,139,947   1,129,866,154   6,602,224,175 

Births      

Number of Births  4,218,971 27,116,788 132,704,706

Crude Birth Rate 14.01/1,000  24/1,000  20.1/1,000

Number of Women Age 15–54 97,061,559 300,527,000 1,880,405,535

Age-Specifi c Birth Rate 

(Women Age 15–54)  43.5/1,000  90.2/1,000  70.6/1,000

Fertility Rate 2.1 2.9 2.6

Deaths      

Number of Deaths 2,409,119 7,909,063 54,798,461

Crude Death Rate 8/1,000 7/1,000 8.3/1,000

Deaths Within First Year of Life 25,313 316,362 2,384,808

Infant Mortality Rate 6/1,000 40/1,000 43.5/1,000

Migration      

Net Migration 933,534 -56,493 NA

Migration Rate 3.1/1,000 -0.00005 NA

Population Growth      

Rate of Natural Increase  0.6 1.7 1.16

Population Change (July 2007–June 2008)* 2,743,384 19,151,232 72,906,245

Growth Rate 0.9 1.7 1.2

Total Population (June 31, 2008)  303,883,333 1,149,017,386 6,680,130,420

* Population change =  births – deaths + net migration.

Sources: U.S. Bureau of the Census 2007; U.S. Central Intelligence Agency 2007.

natural increase The number of births minus the number of deaths 
occurring in a population in a year.

rate of natural increase The number of births minus the number of 
deaths occurring in a population in a year, divided by the size of the 
population at the beginning of the year.



Doubling time is the estimated number of years 
required for a country’s population to double in size. 
India, with a natural growth rate of 1.7 percent, will dou-
ble its population of 1.13 billion in about 49 years. The 
United States, with a natural growth rate of 0.6 percent, 
will double its population in about 126 years. However, if 
we factor in population increase due to immigration, the 
United States’ growth rate is 0.9 percent and its doubling 
time is estimated at 80 years.

Figure 15.2 shows world population growth since AD 1. 
Note that the population has doubled fi ve times in the last 
2,000 years and that the time between the doublings has 
decreased dramatically, even alarmingly. The graph shows 
that it took approximately 1,150 years for the world’s pop-
ulation to double from 170 million in AD 1 to 340 million 
in 1150. In 1960 the world’s population reached 3.04 bil-
lion, and it took just 30 years to double to 6.26 billion.

From 1920 to 1930 the world’s population reached 2 bil-
lion people, taking less than 100 years to double from 1 
billion in 1850. Because of this dramatic increase, demog-
raphers sought to explain and predict population growth 
by putting forth the theory of the demographic transition.

Age-Sex Composition

■ CORE CONCEPT 2: The age-sex composition of a popula-

tion helps demographers predict birth, death, and migration 

rates. A population’s age and sex composition is com-
monly depicted as a population pyramid, a series of hori-
zontal bar graphs, each representing a different five-year 

age cohort. A cohort is a group of people born around the 
same time—in this case, within a five-year time frame—
who share common experiences and perspectives by virtue 
of the time they were born. To create a population pyra-
mid, we construct two bar graphs for each cohort—one for 
males and  the other for females. We place the bars end to 
end, separating them by a line representing zero. Typically, 
the left side of the pyramid depicts the number or percent-
age of males that make up each cohort, and the right side 
depicts the number or percentage of females. We stack the 
bar graphs according to age—the age 0–4 cohort forming 
the base of the pyramid and the age 70–90+ cohort form-
ing the apex. The population pyramid allows us to com-
pare the sizes of the cohorts and to compare the numbers 
or percentages of males and females in each cohort.

The population pyramid offers a snapshot of the num-
ber of males and females in the various cohorts at a par-
ticular time. Generally, a country’s population pyramid 
approximates one of three shapes: expansive, constric-
tive, or stationary. An expansive pyramid is triangular; it 
is broadest at the base, and each successive bar is smaller 
than the one below it. The relative sizes of the cohorts in 
expansive pyramids show that the population is increas-
ing and consists disproportionately of young people. A 
constrictive pyramid is narrower at the base than in the 
middle. This shape shows that the population consists 
disproportionately of middle-aged and older people. A 
stationary pyramid is similar to a constrictive pyramid, 
except that all cohorts other than the oldest are roughly 
the same size (see Figure 15.3). 

Knowing age-sex composition helps demographers 
predict birth, death, and migration rates. For example, 
almost 60 percent of India’s population consists of men 

doubling time The estimated number of years required for a coun-
try’s population to double in size.

population pyramid A series of horizontal bar graphs, each repre-
senting a different fi ve-year age cohort, that allows us to compare 
the sizes of the cohorts. 

cohort A group of people born around the same time (such as a 
specifi ed fi ve-year period) who share common experiences and 
perspectives by virtue of the time they were born.

expansive pyramid A triangular population pyramid that is broad-
est at the base, with each successive cohort smaller than the one 
below it. This pyramid shows that the population consists dispropor-
tionately of young people.

constrictive pyramid A population pyramid that is narrower at 
the base than in the middle. It shows that the population consists 
disproportionately of middle-aged and older people.

stationary pyramid A population pyramid in which all cohorts 
(except the oldest) are roughly the same size.

▲ Figure 15.2 World Population Growth, AD 1 to 2007

The graph shows that the world’s population reached 1 billion around 
1850. Eighty years later, the population doubled to 2 billion. Today the 
world’s population stands at 6.6 billion.

B
ill

io
n

s 
o

f 
P

eo
p

le

Year

A.D. 1

1.0

2.0

3.0

4.0

5.0

6.0

7.0

2004500 1000 1500

A.D. 1 170 million 1850 1 billion

1930 2 billion

1960 3.04 billion

2004 6.26 billion

1650 500 million

1150 340 million

 AGE-SEX COMPOSITION 441



 442 Chapter 15 POPULATION AND URBANIZATION

70−74
65−69
60−64
55−59
50−54
45−49
40−44
35−39

85+
80−84
75−79

30−34
25−29
20−24
15−19
10−14

5−9
0−4

0 16

Female
United States: 2007

Population (in millions)
16 0

Male

2 144 6 108 121214 10 8 46 2

70−74
65−69
60−64
55−59
50−54
45−49
40−44
35−39

100+
95−99
90−94
85−89
80−84
75−79

30−34
25−29
20−24
15−19
10−14

5−9
0−4

0 10 20 30 5040 60 70

Female
India: 2007

Population (in millions)
70 60 50 40 2030 10 0

Male

70−74
65−69
60−64
55−59
50−54
45−49
40−44
35−39

100+
95−99
90−94
85−89
80−84
75−79

30−34
25−29
20−24
15−19
10−14

5−9
0−4

0.0 3.0

Female
Italy: 2007

Population (in millions)
3.0 0.0

Male

0.5 1.0 1.5 2.52.02.5 2.0 1.01.5 0.5

▲ Figure 15.3 Expansive, Constrictive, and Stationary Population Pyramids 

(a) India’s population pyramid is classifi ed as expansive, because it is broadest at the base, and each succes-
sive bar is smaller than the one below it. The relative sizes of the cohorts indicate that India’s population is 
increasing and consists disproportionately of young people.
(b) The United States age-sex distribution yields a nearly stationary pyramid, because, except for the older 
categories, each cohort is roughly the same size.
(c) The age-sex distribution for Italy can be labeled constrictive, because it is narrower at the base than in the 
middle—showing that the population consists disproportionately of middle-aged and older people.
Source: U.S. Census Bureau (2007).



and women age 15–54—the childbearing age for women. 
This fact helps explain why India’s birth rate is higher 
than that of the United States and how India’s population 
is growing by approximately 15.4 million people each year. 
Understanding age-sex composition also helps explain 
why the death rate in India is lower than the U.S. death 
rate. India has an offi cial death rate of 8, while the United 
States has one of 7. Approximately 12.4 percent of the U.S. 
population is older than age 65, compared with only 5 per-
cent of India’s population. 

If we know age-sex composition, we can calculate the 
sex ratio—the number of females for every thousand 
males (or another preferred constant, such as 10, 100, or 
10,000). India’s population pyramid shows about 65 mil-
lion males and 59 million females age 0–4. That translates 
into 900 females for every 1,000 males. Sex ratios that 
heavily favor males are affected by the practice of female 
infanticide, the general neglect of females, maternal mor-
tality, and migration patterns. Cultural beliefs and values 
about the worth of women relative to men also play an 
important role. In India (as in China) sons are valued 
more than daughters. Why? By tradition, a male and his 
bride live with his parents and support and care for them 
in their old age. When a son marries, the bride’s family 
pays his family a dowry (Rhode 2003). This practice may 
explain why mobile ultrasound companies advertise with 
the slogan “Pay 500 rupees now and save 50,000 later” 
(Economist 2003).

The Theory of Demographic 
Transition

■ CORE CONCEPT 3: The demographic transition links the birth 

and death rates in Western Europe and North America to the 

level of industrialization and economic development. In the 
1920s and early 1930s, demographers observed birth and 
death rates in various countries. They soon noticed that 
both birth and death rates were high in Africa, Asia, and 
South America. In eastern and southern Europe, death 
rates were declining and birth rates remained high. In 
Western Europe and North America, birth rates were 
declining and death rates were low. At that time, demogra-
phers observed that Western Europe and North America 
had the following sequence of birth and death rates: 

1. Birth and death rates remained high until the mid-18th 
century, when death rates began to decline.

2. As the death rates decreased, the population grew rap-
idly, because more births than deaths occurred. The 
birth rates began to decline around 1800.

3. By 1920, both birth and death rates had dropped below 
20 per 1,000 (see Figure 15.4).

Based on these observations, demographers put forth 
the theory of the demographic transition. They proclaimed 
that the characteristics of a country’s birth and death rates 
are linked to its level of industrial or economic develop-
ment, and they hypothesized that the less economically 
and industrially developed countries would follow this 
pattern.

Note that this three-stage model documents the gen-
eral situation; it should not be construed as a detailed 
description of the experiences of any single country. Even 
so, we can say that all countries have followed the essen-
tial pattern of the demographic transition, although they 
have differed in the timing of the declines and the rates at 
which their populations have increased since death rates 
began to fall. The theory of the demographic transition 
also sought to explain the events that caused birth and 
death rates to drop in Western Europe and North Amer-
ica, and to predict when these declines would occur in the 
rest of the world.

Stage 1: High Birth and Death Rates

For most of human history—the fi rst 2 to 5 million years—
populations grew very slowly, if at all. The world popula-
tion remained at less than 1 billion until around AD 1850, 
when it began to grow explosively. Demographers specu-
late that growth until that time was slow because mortal-
ity crises—violent fl uctuations in the death rate, caused 

The sex ratio can be used to describe any group of people. The Epidemic 
Intelligence Service (EIS) graduating class of 2004 consists of medical 
doctors, researchers, and scientists who belong to epidemic surveil-
lance and response units that travel all over the world. Pictured are 30 
males and 52 females—a sex ratio of 17 females for every 10 males. 
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sex ratio The number of females for every thousand males (or 
another preferred constant, such as 10, 100, or 10,000).

mortality crises Violent fl uctuations in the death rate, caused by 
war, famine, or epidemics.
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by war, famine, or epidemics—were a regular feature of 
life. Stage 1 of the demographic transition is often called 
the stage of high potential growth: if something happened 
to cause the death rate to decline—for example, improve-
ments in agriculture, sanitation, or medical care—the 
population would increase dramatically. In this stage, life 
is short and brutal; the death rate almost always exceeds 
50 per 1,000. When mortality crises occur, the death 
rate seems to have no limit. Sometimes half the popula-
tion is affected, as when the Black Death struck Europe, 
the Middle East, and Asia in the mid-14th century (the 
plague recurred periodically for approximately 300 years). 
Within 20 years of its onset, the plague killed an estimated 
three-fourths of all people in the affected populations.

Another mortality crisis—but one that has not received 
as much attention as the Black Death—affected the indig-
enous populations of North America when Europeans 
arrived in the 15th century. A large proportion of the 
native population died because they had no resistance 
to diseases such as smallpox, measles, tuberculosis, and 
infl uenza, which the colonists brought with them. His-
torians continue to debate what proportion of the native 
population died because of this contact; estimates range 
from 50 to 90 percent.

In stage 1, then, average life expectancy at birth 
remained short—perhaps 20 to 35 years— with the most 
vulnerable groups being women of reproductive age, 
infants, and children younger than age 5. It is believed that 
women gave birth to large numbers of children and that 
the crude birth rate was about 50 per 1,000—the high-
est rate recorded, and thus believed possible, for humans. 
Families remained small, however, because one of every 
three infants died before reaching age 1, and another 
died before reaching adulthood. If the birth rate had not 
remained high, the society would have become extinct. 
Demographer Abdel R. Omran (1971) estimates that in 
societies where life expectancy at birth is 30 years, each 
woman must have an average of seven live births to ensure 
that two children survive into adulthood. She must bear 
six sons to ensure that at least one son survives into adult-
hood. In Western Europe before 1650, high mortality rates 
were associated closely with food shortages and famines. 
Even when people did not die directly from starvation, 
they died from diseases that preyed on their weakened 
physical state. 

Thomas Malthus ([1798] 1965), a British economist 
and an ordained Anglican minister, concluded that “the 
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▲ Figure 15.4 The Demographic Transition

The theory of the demographic transition can be represented by a graph of the historical 
changes in birth and death rates in Western Europe and the United States.

The plague known as the Black Death hit Europe, the Middle East, and 
Asia in the mid-14th century, recurring periodically for approximately 
300 years. The plague’s name came from one of its symptoms: gangrene. 
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power of population is so superior to the power in the 
earth to produce subsistence for man, that premature 
death must in some shape or other visit the human race” 
(p. 140). According to Malthus, positive checks served 
to keep population size in line with the food supply. He 
defi ned positive checks as events that increase deaths, 
including epidemics of infectious and parasitic diseases, 
war, famine, and natural disasters. An estimated 20.1 mil-
lion people died over the past century due to drought (10 
million), fl oods (6.9 million), windstorms (1.2 million), 
earthquakes (1.9 million), volcanoes (96,000), and land-
slides (54,000) (Marsh 2005). Malthus believed that the 
only moral ways to prevent populations from growing 
beyond what the food supply could support were delayed 
marriage and celibacy. 

Stage 2: Transition

Around 1650, mortality crises became less frequent in 
Western Europe; by 1750, the death rate there had begun 

to decline slowly. This decline was triggered by a complex 
array of factors associated with the onset of the Indus-
trial Revolution. The two most important factors were (1) 
increases in the food supply, which improved the nutri-
tional status of the population and increased its ability to 
resist diseases, and (2) public health and sanitation mea-
sures, including the use of cotton to make clothing and 
new ways of preparing food. The following excerpt elabo-
rates on these trends:

The development of winter fodder for cattle was important; 

fodder allowed the farmer to keep his cattle alive during the 

winter, thereby reducing the necessity of living on salted meats 

during half of the year. . . . [C]anning was discovered in the 

positive checks Events that increase deaths—including epidemics of 
infectious and parasitic diseases, war, famine, and natural disasters—
and thus keep population size in line with the food supply.

Malthus used the misleading phrase “positive checks” for events that 
increase death, such as a massive landslide that destroyed an entire 
Filipino village. Here U.S. Marines search for 1,000 missing persons. 
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Preserving foods in air-tight jars, cans, or pouches and then heating to 
destroy contaminating microorganisms improved the nutritional status 
of the population in industrialized societies, leading to lower death 
rates.
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early nineteenth century. This method of food preservation laid 

the basis for new and improved diets throughout the industri-

alized world. Finally, the manufacture of cheap cotton cloth 

became a reality after mid-century. Before then, much of the 

clothes were seldom if ever washed, especially among the poor. 

A journeyman’s or tradesman’s wife might wear leather stays 

and a quilted petticoat until they virtually rotted away. The new 

cheap cotton garments could easily be washed, which increased 

cleanliness and fostered better health. (Stub 1982, p. 33)

Contrary to popular belief, advances in medical tech-
nology had little infl uence on death rates until the turn of 
the 20th century—well after improvements in nutrition 
and sanitation had caused dramatic decreases in deaths 
due to infectious diseases. Over a 100-year period, the 
death rate fell from 50 per 1,000 to less than 20 per 1,000, 
and life expectancy at birth increased to approximately 50 
years of age. As the death rate declined, fertility remained 
high. Fertility may even have increased temporarily, 
because improvements in sanitation and nutrition enabled 
women to carry more babies to term. With the decrease 
in the death rate, the demographic gap—the difference 

between the birth rate and the death rate— widened, and 
the population grew substantially.

Accompanying the unprecedented growth in popula-
tion was urbanization, an increase in the number of cit-
ies and growth in the proportion of the population living 
in cities. (As recently as 1850, only 2 percent of the world’s 
people lived in cities with populations of 100,000 or more.) 
Around 1880, fertility began to decline. The factors that 
caused birth rates to drop are unclear and continue to 
inspire debate among demographers. But one thing is clear: 
the decline was not caused by innovations in contraceptive 
technology, because the methods available in 1880 had been 
available throughout history. Instead, the decline in fertility 
seems to have been associated with several other factors.

First, the economic value of children declined in indus-
trial and urban settings, as children no longer represented 
a source of cheap labor but rather became an economic 
liability to their parents. Second, with the decline in infant 
and childhood mortality, women no longer had to bear a 
large number of children to ensure that a few survived. 
Third, a change in the status of women gave them greater 
control over their reproductive life and made childbearing 
less central to their life.

Stage 3: Low Death Rates 
and Declining Birth Rates

Around 1930, both birth and death rates fell to less than 20 
per 1,000, and the rate of population growth slowed con-
siderably. Life expectancy at birth surpassed 70 years—an 

demographic gap The difference between a population’s birth rate 
and death rate.

urbanization An increase in the number of cities in a designated 
geographic area and growth in the proportion of the area’s population 
living in cities.

It is not uncommon for people born from 1945 to 1963 in the United States to have fi ve to nine siblings (left). 
People born after 1980 are more likely to have just one sibling (right).
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unprecedented statistic. The remarkable successes in 
reducing infant, childhood, and maternal mortality rates 
permitted accidents, homicides, and suicide to become the 
leading causes of death among young people. The reduc-
tion of the risk of dying from infectious diseases ensures 
that people who would have died of infectious diseases 
in an earlier era can survive into middle age and beyond, 
when they face an elevated risk of dying from degenerative 
and environmental diseases (such as heart disease, can-
cer, and strokes). For the fi rst time in history, people age 
50 and older account for more than 70 percent of annual 
deaths. Before stage 3, infants, children, and young women 
accounted for the largest share of deaths (Olshansky and 
Ault 1986).

As death rates decline, disease prevention becomes an 
important issue. The goal is to live not merely a long life but 
a “quality life” (Olshansky and Ault 1986; Omran 1971). 
As a result, people become conscious of the link between 
health and lifestyle (sleep, nutrition, exercise, and drink-
ing and smoking habits). In addition to low birth and 
death rates, stage 3 is distinguished by an unprecedented 
emphasis on consumption (made possible by advances in 
manufacturing and food production technologies).

Theoretically, Japan and all of the countries of West-
ern Europe and North America now occupy stage 3 of 
the demographic transition. At one time, some sociolo-
gists and demographers maintained that the so-called 
developing countries would follow this model of develop-
ment. But industrialization in these countries has differed 
so fundamentally from that in Western Europe and the 
United States that they are unlikely to follow the exact 
same path.

Industrialization: An Uneven Experience

■ CORE CONCEPT 4: Industrialization was not confined to West-

ern Europe and North America. It pulled people from across the 

planet into a worldwide division of labor and created long-last-

ing, uneven economic relationships between countries. As we 
learned elsewhere in this textbook (see Chapters 1, 5, and 6), 
the Industrial Revolution was not unique to Western Europe 
and the United States. In fact, during this revolution, people 
from even the most seemingly isolated and remote regions 
of the planet became part of a worldwide division of labor. 
Industrialization’s effects were not uniform; they varied 
according to country and region of the world.

With regard to industrialization the countries of the 
world are commonly placed into two broad categories, such 
as “developed” and “developing.” Comparable but equally 
misleading terms for this dichotomy include industrialized/
industrializing and fi rst world/third world. These terms are 
misleading because they suggest that a country is either 
industrialized or not industrialized. The dichotomy implies 
that a failure to industrialize is what makes a country poor, 
and it camoufl ages the fact that as Europe and North Amer-
ica plunged into industrialization, they took possession of 
Asia, Africa, and South America—establishing economies 
there that served the industrial needs of the colonizers, not 
the needs of the colonized. The point is that countries we 
label as “developing” or “industrializing” were actually part 
of the Industrial Revolution from the beginning.

India, for example, was considered the “crown jewel” 
of the British Empire, because “she has been for her 
masters the richest and most valuable of their colonies 
of exploitation” (Demangeon 1925, p. 238) (see Global 
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The British Empire used its colonies to supply the world with goods: “the 
gold and diamonds of South Africa; the wood, wheat, butter, and meat of 
Australia; the wheat, fi sh, and timber of Canada; the sugar of the West 
Indies; the rubber and tin of Malaysia; the wheat, cotton, jute, rice, and 
tea of India” (Demangeon 1925, p. 14). Here we see female workers in a 
Bombay textile mill and tea pickers in the Himalayas of India. 
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Comparisons: “World Map of the British Empire and 
Commonwealth”). 

The World Bank, the United Nations, and other inter-
national organizations use a number of indicators to 
distinguish between so-called developed and developing 
countries, including the following: doubling time, infant 
mortality, total fertility, per capita income, percentage 
of the population engaging in agriculture, and per cap-
ita energy consumption. Instead of the term developing, 
industrializing, or third-world, we will use the term labor-

labor-intensive poor economies Economies that have a lower level 
of industrial production and a lower standard of living than core 
economies. They differ markedly from core economies on indica-
tors such as doubling time, infant mortality, total fertility, per capita 
income, and per capita energy consumption.

core economies Economies that have a higher level of industrial 
production and a higher standard of living than labor-intensive poor 
economies. They include the wealthiest, most highly diversifi ed econo-
mies in the world.

GLOBAL COMPARISONS

World Map of the British Empire and Commonwealth

▲ Figure 15.5

The territories the map shown in red were part of the British Empire and Commonwealth (including all the 
dominions, colonies, protectorates, and mandates) when it was at its peak in the 1930s. The British Empire 
lasted 350 years; at its peak it controlled (on some level) 25 to 30 percent of the world’s land and 25 percent 
of its population.

British Empire

intensive poor economies. Instead of the term developed, 
industrialized, or fi rst-world we will use the term core 
economies. Table 15.3 shows how labor-intensive poor 
economies differ from core economies on a number of 
important indicators, such as per capita electricity con-
sumption and doubling time.

The Demographic Transition in 
Labor-Intensive Poor Economies

■ CORE CONCEPT 5: The theory of the demographic transi-

tion does not apply to India and most other former colonies. 

Birth rates have remained high relative to death rates and have 

taken longer to decline; the level of rural-to-urban migration 

has been unprecedented. Colonization and its legacy help 
explain why the model of the demographic transition does 
not exactly apply to India and most other former colonies. 
Labor-intensive poor economies differ from core econo-
mies in several characteristics: in particular, they have 
experienced relatively high birth rates despite declines 



in their death rates, resulting in more-rapid population 
growth and unprecedented levels of rural-to-urban migra-
tion (urbanization).

Birth and Death Rates

Birth rates, although still relatively high, are declining in 
most labor-intensive poor economies. The demographic 
gap remains wide, however. Figure 15.6 shows high birth 
rates in India until the 1920s, when the rates began a grad-
ual decline to the present level of 23.3 per 1,000.

Sociologists Bernard Berelson (1978) and John Samuel 
(1997) have identifi ed some important “thresholds” asso-
ciated with declines in fertility: 

1. Less than 50 percent of the labor force is employed in 
agriculture. (The economic value of children decreases 
in industrial and urban settings.)

2. At least 50 percent of persons between the ages of 5 and 
19 are enrolled in school. (Especially for women, edu-
cation “widens horizons, sparks hope, changes status 
concepts, loosens tradition, and reduces infant mortal-
ity” (Samuel 1997).

3. Life expectancy is at least 60 years. (With increased life 
expectancy, parents can expect their children to sur-
vive infancy and early childhood.)

4. Infant mortality is less than 65 per 1,000 live births. 
(When parents have confi dence that their babies 
and children will survive, they limit the size of their 
families.)

5. Eighty percent of the females between the ages of 15 
and 19 are unmarried. (Delayed marriage is important 
when it is accompanied by delayed sexual activity or 
protected premarital sex.)

In India total fertility has declined during the past four 
decades from 5.9 children per woman to 2.9. Two of the 
thresholds Berelson names (life expectancy and infant 
mortality) have been met in India. Note the current data 
for India: 

1. Almost 60 percent of India’s labor force is employed in 
agriculture.

2. About 47 percent of Indian women and 59 percent of 
Indian men have at least a secondary education.

3. Life expectancy in India is 69 years.

Almost 60 percent of India’s labor force makes a living in the agricul-
tural sector of the economy.
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Table 15.3 Demographic Differences between Labor-Intensive Poor Economies and Core Economies

Labor-intensive poor economies differ markedly from core economies on a number of important indicators, including doubling time, infant 
mortality, total fertility, and per capita income.

 Population Doubling  Infant Mortality  Total  Per Capita 

 Time (years) (per 1,000) Fertility Income ($U.S.)

Labor-Intensive Poor Economies    

Afghanistan 20.7  157.4 6.6 800

Haiti 41.9 63.9 4.9 1,800

India 46 40 2.9 3,700

Core Economies    

United States 76 6 2.1 43,500

Japan  636 2.8 1.2 33,100

Germany 1,750 4.1 1.4 31,400

Source: U.S. Central Intelligence Agency (2007).
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4. In India infant mortality is 40 per 1,000 live births.
5. Almost all women in India are married by age 19.

Another factor responsible for declining birth and fer-
tility rates is a country’s family planning policies. At times, 
India’s population policies and programs have been taken 
to disastrous extremes. The most well-known example 
occurred during the Emergency Period of 1975–1977, 
when the government, under Prime Minister Indira Gan-
dhi, promoted forced sterilizations and vasectomies and 
offered people “incentives” to “volunteer” for these pro-
cedures. Although forced and targeted sterilizations are 
no longer offi cial government policy, female sterilization 
appears to be a major form of contraception. In 2002–2003, 
an estimated 4.6 million tubal ligations were performed in 
India, compared with only 114,426 vasectomies (New York 
Times 2003). Of course, India’s government is not the only 
one in the world to establish contraceptive policies. Until 
1999 the Japanese government banned low-dose oral con-
traception, arguing that its use promoted promiscuity and 
reduced reliance on condoms (both promiscuity and fail-
ure to use condoms increase the risk of contracting HIV 
and other sexually transmitted diseases) (Queenan 1999).

As a second example, the U.S. government designates 
$80 million per year for sex education programs that must 
teach an abstinence-only (no premarital sex) curriculum 
and must emphasize “that sexual activity outside of mar-
riage is likely to have harmful psychological and physical 
effects” (Lancet 2002, p. 97).

Death Rates

Death rates in the labor-intensive poor economies have 
declined much more rapidly than they did in the core 
economies. Demographers attribute the relatively rapid 
decline to cultural diffusion. That is, the labor-intensive 
poor economies imported Western technology—such as 
pesticides, fertilizers, immunizations, antibiotics, sanita-
tion practices, and higher-yield crops—which caused an 
almost immediate decline in the death rates. In India the 
death rate was so high at the beginning of the 20th cen-
tury that the gap between the birth rate and the death rate 
was relatively small. Around 1920 the death rate began to 
steadily decline because of medical advancements, espe-
cially mass inoculations.

The swift decline in death rates and relatively slower 
decline in birth rates has caused the populations in India 
and other labor-intensive poor economies to grow very 
rapidly. Some demographers believe that such countries 
may be caught in a demographic trap—the point at which 
population growth overwhelms the environment’s carry-
ing capacity:

Once populations expand to the point where their demands 

begin to exceed the sustainable yield of local forests, grasslands, 

croplands, or aquifers, they begin directly or indirectly to con-

sume the resource base itself. Forests and grasslands disappear, 

soils erode, land productivity declines, water tables fall, or wells 

go dry. This in turn reduces food production and incomes, trig-

gering a downward spiral. (Brown 1987, p. 28)

A United Nations World Food Programme (WFP) 
report takes issue with the idea that rapid population 
growth, by itself, overwhelms the environment’s carrying 
capacity. In fact, the WFP argues that enough food exists 
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▲ Figure 15.6 Crude Birth and Death Rates: United States and India

These graphs show that as the death rate declined, the demographic gap was much wider and more persistent 
in India than in the United States. The U.S. graph shows dramatically how the 1950s earned the name “baby 
boom.” Notice that there is a wider gap between India’s birth and death rates which suggests that India’s 
population growth increased more dramatically than did U.S. population growth.  

demographic trap The point at which population growth overwhelms 
the environment’s carrying capacity.



to nourish the estimated 800 million people in the world 
who go to bed hungry each night. The WFP maintains 
that “many poor people simply do not have the money to 
buy enough food” (UN World Food Programme 2001).

The world economy is structured so that access to food, 
and to the economic resources needed to acquire adequate 
amounts of food, remains highly uneven across the globe. 
Consider that an estimated 350 million Indians are classi-
fi ed as malnourished. Yet, over the years, the Indian gov-
ernment has stored 58.1 metric tons of surplus wheat and 
rice, much of which has rotted. The root of the crisis is a 
government policy of buying grain from farmers at high 
prices while reducing food subsidies to consumers. This 
policy has resulted from pressure exerted by farm lobby-
ists, who seek higher prices for farmers, and international 
lenders, who advise the Indian government to reduce sub-
sidies to consumers (Sengupta 2006; Waldman 2002a). 
This food surplus situation undermines the belief that 
famines are caused by shortages of food or drastic declines 
in food production. Upon closer examination, we fi nd 
that the cause is soaring food prices and low wages, which 
combine to make it hard for low-income people to buy the 
food (Massing 2003).

Regarding food shortages, we could also point to prob-
lems in the ways that chemical technologies and geneti-
cally modifi ed seeds have been used. During the 1960s 
and 1970s the Indian government encouraged chemical 
companies such as Union Carbide to locate in the coun-
try. These fi rms were supposed to be part of the Green 
Revolution, a plan to relieve chronic food shortages and 
help the country become self-suffi cient in food produc-
tion through agricultural technologies, including treated 
seeds, pesticides, and fertilizers (Derdak 1988). In addi-
tion, the chemical companies used local labor and regional 
raw materials, thereby creating employment opportuni-
ties. The manufactured chemicals were used to prevent 
malaria and other insect-borne diseases and to protect 
crops and harvests from insects, rodents, and diseases.

Agricultural yields have indeed been impressive; India 
is now the second largest grain producer in the world 
(Indo-Asian News Service 2005). Nevertheless, the means 
chosen to achieve self-suffi ciency in food production have 
had negative long-term consequences. For example, only 
the wealthiest Indian farmers have been able to purchase 
the chemicals. In conjunction with mechanization, the 
chemicals have allowed these farmers to farm more effi -
ciently. As a result, they have pushed the poor, small farm-
ers, who have been unable to compete, off the land and out 
of business:

Ironically, as food production rises, so do the numbers of 

hungry and poor in that the poor are pushed off the land and 

are unable to buy the food produced. In India, Monsanto has 

promoted their herbicide Roundup—a big part of their GM 

package—partly on the grounds that it will reduce costs by 

reducing the need for labor. That is, instead of income going to 

local people for weeding the fi elds, wealth will instead fl ow to 

the corporation. (Christian Aid 2005)

In the end, millions of poor farmers have migrated 
to the cities in search of work, but the cities have been 
unable to absorb them. Moreover, agricultural chemicals 
and genetically modifi ed seeds have effectively destroyed 
India’s biodiversity. Before the Green Revolution, India 
produced some 200,000 varieties of rice (Times of India 
2005). Now, those varieties may have been reduced by as 
much as 75 percent.

The speed at which death rates have declined in relation 
to birth rates in labor-intensive poor economies consti-
tutes only one of several important differences that distin-
guish these countries from the core economies. Another 
important difference concerns urbanization.

Urbanization

■ CORE CONCEPT 6: Urbanization is a transformative process 

by which people migrate from rural to urban areas and change 

the way they use land, interact, and make a living. Urbaniza-
tion encompasses (1) the process by which a population 
becomes concentrated in urban areas and (2) the cor-
responding changes in land use, social interaction, eco-
nomic activity, and landscape. What constitutes an urban 
area varies by country. Some countries, such as the United 
States, define a city or town as urban if its population is at 
least 2,500. Other countries set the population at 20,000. 
In addition to population size, urban areas may be defined 
on the basis of population density or according to the per-
centage of the population working in the manufacturing 
or service sectors (Population Reference Bureau 2001).

The world has 337 agglomerations, urban areas with 
populations of 1 million or more (Mongabay.com 2007). 
Of these, 24 lie within India and nine within the United 
States. Within the agglomeration category is the mega city. 
This term was fi rst introduced by the United Nations in 
the 1970s to designate agglomerations of 8 million or more 
people. In the 1990s the U.S. government revised the defi -
nition of a mega city to include populations of at least 10 
million people. According to this new defi nition, 23 mega 
cities exist in the world. Three lie in the United States: New 
York (29.9 million in urban area, 8.1 million in city), Los 
Angeles (16.5 million in urban area, 3.8 million in city), 

agglomerations Urban areas with populations of 1 million or more.

mega city An agglomeration of at least 8 million (UN defi nition) or 
10 million (U.S. defi nition) people.
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and Chicago (10.8 million in urban area, 2.9 million in 
city). Three lie in India: Bombay (12.7 million in urban 
area), Calcutta (11.3 million in urban area), and Delhi 
(16.7 million in urban area, 10 million in city). Approxi-
mately 4.2 percent (26.6 million) of all people in the world 
live in mega cities (Brockerhoff and Brennan 1998). There 
are 2,747 smaller urbanized areas with populations from 
100,000 to 999,999 residents. Approximately one-third of 
the world’s population lives in an urban area with a popu-
lation of 100,000 or more (Mongabay.com 2004).

Urbanization in Labor-Intensive Poor 
Economies versus Core Economies

Urbanization in labor-intensive poor economies differs in 
several major ways from urbanization in core economies. 
At comparable points in the demographic transition, the 
rate of urbanization in labor-intensive poor economies 
far exceeds that of the core economies. Consider that dur-
ing the 25 years of its most rapid growth, New York City 

increased its population by 2.3 million. During the 25 
years of its most rapid growth, Bombay, India, added 11.2 
million people (Brinkhoff 2001).

Why such a difference? For one thing, “new worlds” 
existed to siphon off the population growth of Europe 
(Light 1983). Millions of Europeans who were pushed off 
the land were able to migrate to sparsely populated places, 
such as North America, South America, South Africa, 
New Zealand, and Australia. If the people who fl ed Europe 
for other lands in the 18th and 19th centuries had been 
forced to make their living in the European cities, the con-
ditions there would have been much worse than they actu-
ally were:

Ireland provides the most extreme example. The potato famine 

of 1846–1849 deprived millions of peasants of their staple crop. 

Ireland’s population was reduced by 30 percent in the period 

1845–1851 as a joint result of starvation and emigration. The 

immigrants fl ed to industrial cities of Britain, but Britain did 

not absorb all the hungry Irish. North America and Australia 

also received Irish immigrants. Harsh as life was for these 

impoverished immigrants, the new continents nonetheless 

offered them a subsistence that Britain was unable to provide. 

(Light 1983, pp. 130–131)

In India, the problem of urbanization is compounded 
by the fact that many people who migrate to the cities 
come from some of the most economically precarious sec-
tions of India. In fact, most rural-to-urban migrants are 
not pulled into the cities by employment opportunities; 
rather, they are forced to move there because they have no 
alternatives. When these migrants come to the cities, they 
face not only unemployment, but also a shortage of hous-
ing and a lack of services (electricity, running water, waste 
disposal). One distinguishing characteristic of cities in 
labor-intensive poor economies is the prevalence of slums 
and squatter settlements, which are much poorer and 
larger than even the worst slums in the core economies.

It is a familiar sight in so-called underdeveloped countries to 

fi nd somewhere, in the midst of great poverty, . . . a gleam-

ing, streamlined new factory, created by foreign enterprise. 

. . . Immediately outside the gates you might fi nd a shanty 

town of the most miserable kind teeming with thousands of 

people, most of whom are unemployed and do not seem to 

have a chance of ever fi nding regular employment of any kind. 

(Schumacher 1985, p. 490)

Sociologist Kingsley Davis uses the term over-
 urbanization to describe a situation in which urban 
 misery—poverty, unemployment, housing shortages, and 
insuffi cient infrastructure—is exacerbated by an infl ux of 
unskilled, illiterate, and poverty-stricken rural migrants, 
who have been pushed into cities out of desperation. In 
this regard, the United Nations estimates that one billion 
people worldwide live in slums lacking essential services 
such as water and sanitation (Dugger 2007).

over-urbanization A situation in which urban misery—poverty, 
unemployment, housing shortages, insuffi cient infrastructure—is exac-
erbated by an infl ux of unskilled, illiterate, and poverty-stricken rural 
migrants, who have been pushed into cities out of desperation.

One of the most recognizable symbols of urbanization is traffi c jams, 
such as this one on the road between Nasik and Bombay, India. One 
notable difference between Indian and U.S. traffi c patterns relates to 
the number of passengers per vehicle. Notice that most cars in this 
photo are full.
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One vivid and dramatic example is the city of Bhopal, 
India. This was the site of one of the worst industrial acci-
dents in human history in 1984, when approximately 40 
tons of a highly toxic, volatile, infl ammable gas used in 
making pesticides escaped from a Union Carbide stor-
age tank and blanketed the densely populated city. Some 
800,000 residents awoke coughing and vomiting, with 
eyes burning and watering. The accident is known to have 
killed 22,149 people and to have injured an estimated 
578,000. More than 20 years later, 10 to 15 people die each 
month from injuries related to the accident, and most of 
the injured live with chronic side effects of their exposure, 
including lung and kidney damage, visual impairment, 
and skin diseases and eruptions (Everest 1986; Sharma 
2000). More than 20 years after the accident, Union Car-
bide has still not cleaned up the Bhopal site. Moreover, the 
company has not revealed the composition of the released 
gas, claiming trade secrets as the reason (Bhopal.net 2004; 
Waldman 2002b).

The population of Bhopal stood at 102,000 in 1966. 
After Union Carbide and other industries settled there in 
the 1960s, the population grew to 385,000 in 1971, 670,000 
in 1981, and 800,000 in 1984. At the time of the accident, 
approximately 20 percent of Bhopal’s 800,000 residents 
lived in squatter settlements. The location of two of these 
settlements—directly across from the Union Carbide 
plant—explains why the deaths occurred disproportion-
ately among the poorer residents. The people who lived 
in these settlements were paid poverty-level wages, which 
prevented them from acquiring decent living quarters.

Urban versus Nonmetropolitan 

According to the latest American Housing Survey (2005), 
the United States had 124.4 million year-round housing 
units. Of these units, 94.5 million (76 percent) lie in a met-
ropolitan statistical area (MSA). An MSA includes one or 
more cities with at least 50,000 residents, surrounded by 
densely populated counties. In the United States, 261 geo-
graphical areas are classifi ed as MSAs. The 94.5 million 
housing units can be further classifi ed as being either part 
of a central city or a suburb. A central city is the largest 
city within an MSA. In some MSAs two or more cities are 
designated as central cities (U.S. Census Bureau 2000b). 
Some 35.8 million housing units lie in central cities in the 
United States. 

Almost 60 million U.S. housing units lie in a sub-
urb, an urban area outside the political boundaries of a 
city. Almost 30 million housing units lie in geographical 
areas classifi ed as nonmetropolitan—geographical areas 
beyond the political boundaries of a central city and its 
suburbs.

As you might imagine, it is diffi cult to generalize about 
central cities, because they can range in size from 50,000 
to almost 8 million residents. Likewise, suburbs can be 

part of cities or towns that range in size from 2,500 to 
250,000 residents. To complicate matters further, the rela-
tionship between suburbs and central cities is so interde-
pendent that it is impossible to think of them as distinct 
geographic units. The U.S. Conference of Mayors issued 
a report encouraging community leaders and the public 
to view cities and their suburbs as socially and economi-
cally interdependent units. In fact, the seven largest met-
ropolitan areas in the United States are among the world’s 

metropolitan statistical area (MSA) One or more cities with at 
least 50,000 residents, surrounded by densely populated counties.

central city The largest city within a metropolitan statistical area 
(MSA).

suburb An urban area outside the political boundaries of a city.

nonmetropolitan Characteristic of a geographical area beyond the 
political boundaries of a central city and its suburbs.

In 2004 a tsunami hit six countries around the Indian Ocean, including 
coastal areas of India, leaving more than 8,000 people there dead. 
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30 largest economies. For example, the economy of the 
New York metropolitan area ranks 14th in the world, just 
behind the economy of South Korea, and it ranks higher 
than the economies of Australia, the Netherlands, Taiwan, 
and Russia (Schmitt 2001). The other six U.S. metropoli-
tan areas ranking among the world’s top 30 economies are 
Los Angeles (16th), Chicago (18th), Boston (23rd), Wash-
ington, D.C. (27th), Philadelphia (29th), and Houston 
(30th).

Regions classifi ed as nonmetropolitan are equally 
diverse. They include rural communities, for example. 
Our views of rural communities may be infl uenced by 
popular conceptions (or misconceptions) of these places 
as being insular and having low crime rates, strong social 
connections among members, few employment opportu-
nities, distrust of outsiders, high poverty rates, low liter-
acy rates, and few social services and amenities. In reality, 
communities classifi ed as rural may differ greatly from 
one another. One rural area may be economically depen-
dent on a single factory there; another rural community 
may be the site of a regional or state university.

India’s equivalent of a nonmetropolitan area is the vil-
lage, a settlement containing fewer than 5,000 people. An 
estimated 500,000 villages lie across India, and 80 percent 
of them have less than 1,000 residents. Village farmers 
grow wheat, rice, lentils, vegetables, fruits, and many other 
crops to feed themselves and the nation. While the word 
village may elicit images of self-suffi cient communities, an 
Indian village is usually connected to other villages and to 

urban areas. Village landowners may hire tenant farmers 
and laborers to till the soil; villagers who live near urban 
areas may commute to cities to work. Some migrate to the 
cities to work for months at a time (Library of Congress 
(2001a, 2001b).

An interdependent relationship exists between a city and its suburbs. 
The bridges connecting northern Kentucky to downtown Cincinnati 
illustrate this interdependence.
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■ CORE CONCEPT 1: Demography, a subspecialty within sociol-
ogy, focuses on births, deaths, and migration—major factors that 
determine population size and rate of growth. 
Population size is determined by births, deaths, and migration. 
Births add new people to a population and can be expressed as a 
crude birth rate or an age-specifi c birth rate. Deaths reduce the 
size of a population. As with the birth rate, we can calculate the 
death rate for entire populations or for specifi c segments. Migra-
tion is the movement of people from one residence to another. 
That movement adds new people to a population if they are 
moving in, reduces the population size if people are moving out, 
or makes no difference. Migration, which can be international or 
internal, results from push and pull factors. 

■ CORE CONCEPT 2: The age-sex composition of a 
 population helps demographers predict birth, death, 
and migration rates.
A population’s age and sex composition is commonly 
depicted as a population pyramid, which offers a snapshot 
of the number of males and females in the various age 
cohorts at a particular time. Generally, a country’s popula-
tion pyramid approximates one of three shapes: expansive, 
constrictive, or stationary. Knowing age-sex composition 
helps demographers predict birth, death, and migration 
rates and calculate the sex ratio. 

■ CORE CONCEPT 3: The demographic transition links 
the birth and death rates in Western Europe and North 
America to the level of industrialization and economic 
development.
The theory of the demographic transition connects 
the fall in a population’s birth and death rates to level 
of industrialization and economic development. Birth 
and death rates in Western Europe and North America 
changed in the following sequence: (1) Birth and death 
rates remained high until the mid-18th century, when 
death rates began to decline. (2) As the death rates 
decreased, the population grew rapidly, because more 
births than deaths occurred. The birth rates began to 
decline around 1800. (3) By 1920 both birth and death 
rates had dropped below 20 per 1,000. Based on these 
observations, demographers put forth the theory of the 
demographic transition. 
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■ CORE CONCEPT 4: Industrialization was not confined to Western 
Europe and North America. It pulled people from across the planet 
into a worldwide division of labor and created long-lasting, uneven 
economic relationships between countries. 
The Industrial Revolution was not unique to Western Europe and 
North America. In fact, during this revolution people from even the 
most seemingly isolated and remote regions of the planet became 
part of a worldwide division of labor. Industrialization’s effects were 
not uniform; rather, they varied according to country and region 
of the world. Consequently, with regard to industrialization, we 
can place the countries of the world into two broad categories: core 
economies and labor-intensive poor economies. 

■ CORE CONCEPT 5: The theory of the demographic transition 
does not apply to India and most other former colonies. Birth rates 
have remained high relative to death rates and have taken longer 
to decline; the level of rural-to-urban migration has been unprec-
edented.
Colonization and its legacy help explain why the model of the 
demographic transition does not exactly apply to India and most 
other former colonies. Labor-intensive poor economies have not 
reached a number of milestones associated with declines in birth 
rates. These milestones include the following: less than 50 percent 
of the labor force is employed in agriculture, at least 50 percent of 
persons between the ages of 5 and 19 are enrolled in school, life 
expectancy is at least 60 years, infant mortality is less than 65 per 1,000 live births, and 80 percent of 
the females between the ages of 15 and 19 are unmarried. 

■ CORE CONCEPT 6: Urbanization is a transformative process by which 
people migrate from rural to urban areas and change the way they use 
land, interact, and make a living. 
The world has 337 agglomerations, urban areas with populations of 1 
million or more. Urbanization in labor-intensive poor economies far 
exceeds that in the core economies, if only because no “new worlds” exist 
to siphon off such countries’ population growth as existed for Europe. 
In addition, rural migrants tend to come from the most economically 
precarious segments of the population. The result is over-urbanization, 
a situation in which urban misery—poverty, unemployment, housing 
shortages, and insuffi cient infrastructure—is exacerbated by an infl ux of 
unskilled, illiterate, and poverty-stricken rural migrants, who have been 
pushed into cities out of desperation. 
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When sociologists study social change, they ask at least three key questions: 
What has changed? What factors triggered that change? What are the 
consequences of that change?

With Emphasis on Greenland 

Social Change

CHAPTER OUTLINE
Social Change

Changes in Social Activity

Triggers of Social Change

Consequences of Change

■ VISUAL SUMMARY OF 
CORE CONCEPTS

▲ Polar bears standing on melting ice fl oes is one image popularly associated 
with climate change.
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Greenland?
IN 2007 THE Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (a 
joint venture between two United Nations agencies, the World 
Meteorological Organization and the Environment Programme) 
issued the report Climate Change 2007. The report took six 
years to write and involved 1,250 authors and 2,500 scientifi c 
expert reviewers from 130 countries. The report’s message is 
summarized in this Reuters headline: “U.N. Climate Panel Says 
Warming Is Man-Made.” That same year, a bipartisan U.S. 
congressional delegation visited Greenland to see “fi rst-hand 
evidence that climate change is a reality.” After the trip, one 
U.S. representative remarked, “There is just no denying it. We 
saw the impact on the local people: on their hunting, their fi sh-
ing, their economic survival” (Kirschbaum 2007).

While climate change is a complex phenomenon, some of 
the most publicized and vivid images center on one element of 
the process—melting ice sheets—which the UN report names 
as “very likely” (90–99 percent probability) contributing to 
sea-level rise. Images of ice sheets collapsing and polar bears 
seemingly stranded on ice fl oes turn our attention to places 
like Greenland, which features prominently in the former vice 
president Al Gore’s documentary fi lm An Inconvenient Truth. 

Greenland, a territory of Denmark near the North Pole, pos-
sesses the largest reservoir of freshwater on the planet after 
Antarctica. If Greenland’s ice sheet, which covers about 85 
percent of the territory, melted entirely, it would release enough 
water to raise the global sea level by almost 23 feet. In reality, 

the sea level has risen by .07 inches per year since 1961, for a 
total of 3.96 inches. Melting ice from Greenland and Antarctica 
have “very likely” contributed between .06 inches to .33 inches 
of that rise (representing 1.5 to 8.3 percent of total sea rise in 
the past 55 years) (United Nations 2007). Given Greenland’s 
freshwater resources, we should not be surprised to learn that 
a senior UN water advisor pointed to Greenland as a source 
of freshwater to meet the world’s increasing water shortage. In 
fact, the Canadian-based Iceberg Corporation of America and 
a Greenland-based international shipping company have been 
harvesting Greenland’s ice and producing spring water from it 
for at least 15 years (Business Wire 2000). 

We use the concepts and theories in this chapter to answer 
three important questions: (1) What about social activity has 
changed since 1750, making it heavily dependent upon fossil 
fuels? (2) What factors trigger changes in social activity? 
(3) What are the consequences of those changes? It is not until 
we answer the third question that we will consider Greenland’s 
situation—specifi cally how fossil-fuel–dependent social activi-
ties and climate change have affected that country. Note that 
from here on out, we use the term climate change, in keeping 
with the UN report, rather than global warming. 

FACTS TO CONSIDER

WHY FOCUS ON

● Since 1750, humans have burned 
fossil fuels to transport people and 
goods, fi rst in trains and then also 
in cars, buses, and planes; to run 
appliances and light the night; and 
to regulate temperatures in houses, 
offi ce buildings, and other indoor 
environments.

● In 2007 the United Nations issued 
a report that involved 1,250 

authors and 2,500 scientifi c experts 
from 130 countries. That report 
announced that climate change can 
no longer be denied or doubted and 
that human or social activity since 
1750 has “very likely” caused the 
rise in the planet’s temperatures. 

● The Petition Project (2007) chal-
lenges the idea that climate change 
has been man-made and fossil-fuel 

driven. The project claims sup-
port from 17,100 basic and applied 
scientists—all from one country, 
the United States. 

● The United States accounts for 4.6 
percent of the world’s population 
and contributes 25 percent of all 
greenhouse gas emissions.
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 Social Change

■ CORE CONCEPT 1: When sociologists study any social change, 

they take particular interest in identifying tipping points—situ-

ations in which previously rare events snowball into com-

monplace ones. Sociologists define social change as any 
significant alteration, modification, or transformation in 
the organization and operation of social activity. When 
sociologists study change, they must first identify the 
social activity that has changed or is changing. The list of 
possible topics is virtually endless. It includes changes in 
the division of labor; in how people communicate; in the 
amounts of goods and services people produce, sell, or buy 
from others; in the size of the world population; and in the 
average life span (Martel 1986). 

Sociologists are particularly interested in tipping 
points, situations in which a previously rare (or seemingly 
rare) event, response, or opinion becomes dramatically 
more common. The process by which the rare becomes 
commonplace is gradual; at fi rst the change seems so small 
that few if any people notice it, and if they notice it, they 
dismiss it as an aberration or simply reject it out of hand. 
But at some point a critical mass is reached so that the 
next small increment of change “tips” the system in a dra-
matic way. The concept “tipping point” is borrowed from 
physics, which applies it to a situation in which very small 
weights are continually added to a balanced object. At 
some point when adding the weights, the object suddenly 
and completely topples. The moment before this occurs is 
the tipping point. 

 In sociology the concept has been applied to white 
fl ight—a situation in which residents classifi ed as white 
decide en masse to move out of a neighborhood because 
there is “one too many” new residents classifi ed as black. 
Researchers who studied white fl ight in the late 1950s and 
early 1960s found that white families did not move out 
when the fi rst black family moved in; they stayed as long as 
the number of black families remained very small; whites 
moved out en masse at the point when they judged there to 
be “one too many” black households (Grodzins 1958). 

Scientists predict that if climate change continues at the 
current pace, the ice covering about 85 percent of Green-
land will melt in the next 1,000 years (Lovgren 2004). 
While this seems like a long time, scientists warn that we 
may be approaching a tipping point. In the 12-year period 
1995–2006, 11 years rank among the 12 warmest recorded 
since 1850. The total rise in global surface temperature in 

the 100-year period 1906–2006 is equivalent to 1.3 degrees 
Fahrenheit; the 50-year period 1956–2006 has contributed 
1.17 degrees Fahrenheit to that total, accounting for 90 
percent of the increase. Scientists seek to identify the point 
at which the next slight rise in global surface temperature 
will trigger a far greater rise. For example, if Siberia’s fro-
zen peat bog was to thaw rapidly, it could release billions of 
tons of the greenhouse gas methane. That thawing could 
trigger a far greater increase in global surface temperature 
(Sample 2005). 

Sociologists who study changes in human social activ-
ity since 1750 are likewise interested in tipping points. 
Possible tipping points with regard to U.S. dependence on 
oil are the year when the United States became dependent 
on foreign countries to meet its domestic oil consumption 
needs, the year in which its dependence on foreign sources 
reached 50 percent or more, and the year that U.S. oil pro-
duction peaked. 

 Between 1957 and 1963 the United States produced 4 
million more barrels of oil per day than it consumed. By 

social change Any signifi cant alteration, modifi cation, or transforma-
tion in the organization and operation of social life.

tipping points Situations in which a previously rare (or seemingly 
rare) event, response, or opinion becomes dramatically more common.

Until 1971 the United States produced more oil than it consumed. This 
1944 image shows workers managing large valves that regulated the 
fl ow of oil into tanker ships. The oil was to be shipped for use by the 
U.S. armed forces and allies. At that time the United States was produc-
ing 1.6 billion barrels of oil per year. 
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1970 the amount of surplus oil had dropped to 1 million 
barrels per day. In 1971 the United States turned to foreign 
sources for the fi rst time in its history to meet domestic 
demand. In that year, the United States produced 11.3 
million barrels per day, an amount it would never exceed 
(Yergin 1991). In 1993 U.S. dependence on foreign oil 
exceeded 50 percent of demand; today that dependence 
hovers around 60 percent. Currently the United States 
produces 40 percent of the oil it needs—8 million bar-
rels per day. Total U.S. demand is expected to rise from 
20 million barrels per day to 28.3 million by 2025 (U.S. 
Department of Energy 2007). Sociologists are interested in 
how these landmark events are connected to such topics as 
U.S. military involvement around the world (especially in 
the Middle East) and U.S. relations with China and India 
(countries with increasing oil demand). 

Upon identifying a topic, sociologists ask at least three 
key questions:

• What has changed?

• What factors triggered that change? 

• What are the consequences of the change?

Changes in Social Activity

■ CORE CONCEPT 2: A number of key sociological concepts 

help sociologists answer the question “What about social activ-

ity has changed since 1750?” Those concepts describe ongo-

ing changes: industrialization and mechanization, globalization, 

rationalization, McDonaldization, urbanization, and the infor-

mation explosion. Social change is an important sociologi-
cal topic. In fact, sociology first emerged as a discipline 
attempting to understand social change. Recall that the 
early sociologists were obsessed with understanding the 
nature and consequences of the Industrial Revolution—
an event that triggered dramatic and seemingly endless 
changes in every area of human social activity. The disci-
pline of sociology offers a number of broad concepts to help 
us identify and describe the way social activity has changed 
since 1750. These concepts include industrialization and 
mechanization, globalization, rationalization, McDon-
aldization, urbanization, and the information explosion.

Industrialization and Mechanization

We learned in Chapter 1 that the Industrial Revolution 
is an ongoing process that started as early as 1300 but 
gained dramatic momentum between 1750 and 1850. The 
most critical factor driving the momentum was mecha-
nization—the addition of external sources of power, such 
as coal, oil, and natural gas, to hand tools and modes of 
transportation. Among other things, these new energy 
sources replaced wind- and human-powered sailboats 
with steamships and then freighters, and they replaced 
horse-drawn carriages with trains, cars, and trucks. The 
Industrial Revolution turned us into a “hydrocarbon 
society”—one in which the use of fossil fuels shapes vir-
tually every aspect of our personal and social lives (see 
Table 16.1). The energy source that lights the night, cools 
our houses and offi ces, and powers appliances and tools 
is likely coal; the energy source that heats our houses, 

Table 16.1 Fossil Fuel Consumption since 1850 and U.S. Share of World Consumption 

Energy Source Year First Used for Amount Used Amount Used % Consumed

 Industrial Purposes in 1850 in 2006 by U.S.

Coal 1748 994 million tons 5 billion tons 19

Oil 1859 5,475 barrels 30.2 billion barrels 25

Natural gas 1821  2,819 trillion cubic meters 22

Sources: World Coal Institute 2007; U.S. Central Intelligence Agency 2007.

This 1910 photograph shows a West Virginia coal miner operating the 
brakes on a motor train carrying coal. The United States has such 
abundant supplies of coal (unlike oil and natural gas) that it produces 
more coal each year than it consumes.
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workplaces, and water is likely natural gas; and the energy 
source that enables trains, planes, cars, and buses to move 
people and goods short and long distances is most cer-
tainly oil. When we burn fossil fuels to make the energy 
to do all these things, we emit greenhouse gases (such as 
carbon dioxide and methane) into the air. 

Globalization

In the most general sense, global interdependence is a sit-
uation in which social activity transcends national borders 
and in which one country’s problems—such as unemploy-
ment, drug abuse, water shortages, natural disasters, and 
the search for national security in the face of terrorism —
are part of a larger global situation. Because the level of 
global interdependence is constantly changing, it is part 
of a dynamic process known as globalization —the ever-
increasing fl ow of goods, services, money, people, informa-
tion, and culture across political borders (Held, McGraw, 
Goldblatt, and Perraton 1999). Sociologists debate the 
events that triggered globalization. Theoretically, one 
could trace its origins back 5 million years to East Africa 
(believed to be the cradle of human life) and to a time when 
humans began to spread out and eventually populate and 
dominate the planet. Other potential dates that mark the 
start of globalization include the invention of the print-
ing press (1436) and the steam engine (1769). Regardless 
of the date, there is no question that fossil fuels facilitated 
globalization. Obviously, humans use trains, cars, buses, 
boats, planes, phones, and the Internet to deliver people, 
products, services, and information across national bor-
ders (see No Borders, No Boundaries: “Facts about UPS, 
a Global Package Delivery System”). And as globalization 
has increased, so has the demand for fossil fuels. One of 
the most profound measures of global interdependence 
is that 25,000 shipments of imported food products enter 
the United States each day. That translates into 20 million 
shipments per year. For example, “92 percent of all fresh 
and frozen seafood consumed is imported; 52 percent of 

About 168 million barrels of oil per day (8 percent of global production) 
are needed to make plastic products (such as containers and toys) and 
plastic-encased products (such as computers, televisions, and radios) 
(Fiske 2007).
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That 20 million shipments of fresh, frozen, and processed food enter 
the United States each year is one measure of global interdependence. 
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global interdependence A situation in which the social, politi-
cal, fi nancial, and cultural lives of people around the world are so 
intertwined that one country’s problems—such as unemployment, drug 
abuse, environmental pollution, and the search for national security in 
the face of terrorism—are part of a larger global situation.

globalization The ever-increasing fl ow of goods, services, money, 
people, information, and culture across political borders.



the grapes; 75 percent of the apple juice; and 72 percent of 
the mushrooms” (Online Newshour 2007).

Rationalization

We learned in previous chapters that rationalization is
a process whereby thought and action rooted in emotion 
(such as love, hatred, revenge, or joy), superstition, respect 
for mysterious forces, and tradition are replaced by value-
rational thought and action. Value-rational thought and 

action involve striving to fi nd the most effi cient way to 
achieve a valued goal or result (Freund 1968). In the con-
text of industrialization, “the most effi cient way” means 

NO BORDERS, NO BOUNDARIES

Facts about UPS, a Global Package Delivery System

1907. That corporation depends on fossil-fueled vehicles 
to deliver 1.8 million packages per day to more than 200 
countries.

InternationalPackages
Delivered
per Day Domestic

1.8 million

13.8 million

1.8 millionPackages Picked Up per Day

Countries served 200+

Areas served in U.S. Every address

Employees

U.S.-based 360,000

Foreign-based 67,000

Daily Flights

Delivery Fleet

International 796

Domestic 1,130

94,542
Cars, vans,

tractors,
motorcycles

UPS jet aircraft 284

Chartered 
aircraft

323

15 millionHits on UPS.com per day

rationalization A process whereby thought and action rooted in 
emotion, superstition, respect for mysterious forces, and tradition 
are replaced by thought and action grounded in the logical assess-
ment of cause and effect or the means to achieve a particular end.
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ONE CORPORATION WHOSE 427,000 employees 
facilitate indirect interaction between package senders 
and receivers is United Parcel Service (UPS), founded in 
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the fastest and most cost-effective way to achieve a profi t 
(the valued goal). 

One important example of rationalization is the profi t-
making strategy known as planned obsolescence, which 
involves producing goods that are disposable after a single 
use, have a shorter life cycle than the industry is capable of 
producing, or go out of style quickly even though the goods 
can still serve their purpose (Gregory 1947). The market 
offers an endless number of disposable (single-use) prod-
ucts, including paper cups, paper towels, diapers, cameras, 
razors, plastic utensils, and paper table cloths. And the 
market offers many other products that do not seem to last 
as long as they once did. For example, refrigerators, ovens, 
washers, and dryers built since 2000 are expected to last 
8–12 years, while those built in the 1970s and 1980s lasted 
20 years or more (Repair2000.com). Many people buy a 
new car even though their old car is still in excellent-to-
good condition. Similarly, people tend to buy new clothes 
before they wear out the clothes they already have. Simply 
consider that we use fossil fuels to manufacture all such 
products, to deliver them to retailers or to buyers’ houses, 
to make them operate, and to haul them away when own-
ers decide to discard them. 

Sociologist Max Weber used the term rationalization to 
refer to the way in which daily life is organized socially 
to accommodate large numbers of people, and not neces-
sarily to accommodate the way that individuals actually 
think (Freund 1968). On an individual level, people may 
be aware that they do not “need” an automobile before the 
one they drive wears out, but they may fi nd the urge to buy 
a new car irresistible. Likewise, people may know that as 
the automobile burns fuel it emits greenhouse gases and 
other pollutants; they may know they should carpool, 
walk, or drive a more fuel-effi cient car. Still, they may 
fi nd the effi ciency and convenience the automobile offers 
irresistible. To compound matters, American society is 
organized around the automobile, so making alternative 
forms of transportation convenient and accessible is not 
something in which the American taxpayer has invested. 
As Weber argued, once people identify a valued goal and 
decide on the means (actions) to achieve it, they seldom 
consider less profi table or slower ways to reach the goal. 

The McDonaldization of Society 

In Chapter 6 we studied the organizational trend McDon-
aldization, a process whereby the principles governing the 
fast-food industry come to dominate other sectors of the 
American economy, society, and the world (Ritzer 1993). 
These principles are (1) effi ciency, (2) quantifi cation and 
calculation, (3) predictability, and (4) control. Effi ciency 
means offering a product or service that can move consum-
ers quickly from one state of being to another (say, from 
hungry to full, from fat to thin, from uneducated to edu-
cated, or from sleeplessness to sleep). Quantifi cation and 
calculation mean providing numerical indicators so cus-
tomers can easily evaluate a product or service (for exam-
ple: We deliver within 30 minutes! Lose 10 pounds in 10 
days! Earn a college degree in 24 months! Limit menstrual 
periods to four times—or to no times—a year! Obtain eye-
glasses in one hour!). Predictability means ensuring that 
a service or product will be the same no matter where or 
when it is purchased. Control means planning out in detail 
the process of producing and acquiring a service or product 
(for example, by assigning a limited task to each worker, by 
fi lling soft drinks from dispensers that automatically shut 
off, or by having customers stand in line).

planned obsolescence A profi t-making strategy that involves 
producing goods that are disposable after a single use, have a shorter 
life cycle than the industry is capable of producing, or go out of style 
quickly even though the goods can still serve their purpose.

McDonaldization A process whereby the principles governing the 
fast-food industry come to dominate other sectors of the American 
economy, society, and the world. 

Pharmacies have borrowed the concept of “drive-thru” service from 
the fast-food industry. This phenomenon is known as McDonaldization. 
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There is no question that McDonaldization is a fos-
sil fuel–driven phenomenon. For example, pharmacies, 
banks, and car wash businesses have adopted “drive-thru” 
services to facilitate their goal of moving customers from 
one state of being to another quickly. A bank customer 
drives up to the window or ATM with the goal of adding 
money to a checking account, deposits a check, and leaves 
with a receipt showing the higher balance to be recorded 
the next business day. A pharmacy customer pulls up to 
the window with the goal of feeling better, picks up a pre-
scription, and drives away with medicine to help manage 
or treat a health condition. A driver pulls up to a self-ser-
vice car wash with the goal of cleaning the outside of the 
car, inserts money into a machine, moves the car through 
a wash cycle, and drives away with a clean exterior. In 
all cases, services are rendered while automobile motors 
run. Of course, “drive-thru” service is not all there is to 
McDonaldization. Whatever the service offered—a col-
lege degree in 18 months, a medical checkup integrated 
into a one-stop shopping establishment, matchmaking 
with success guaranteed in six weeks, a prepaid funeral, 
or the cheapest air fl ight—we can fi nd one or more of the 
McDonaldization principles operating. 

Urbanization 

Another fossil fuel–driven phenomenon is urbanization —
a transformative process in which people migrate from 
rural to urban areas and change the way they use land, 
interact, and make a living. In 1900, 13 percent of the 
world’s population was considered urban; that percentage 
increased to 29 percent in 1950 and reached 40 percent in 
2005 (United Nations 2005). From a global perspective, 
urban populations include not only city dwellers but also 
suburbanites and even residents of small towns. No uni-
form defi nition states what constitutes an urban environ-
ment. Some countries defi ne urban in terms of the number 
of inhabitants; others defi ne it in terms of a specifi c num-
ber of people per square mile; still others may defi ne it 
in terms of the percentage of people engaged in nonagri-
cultural activities. In spite of these defi nitional problems, 
it is clear that industrialization has shifted a signifi cant 
percentage of the population away from labor-intensive 
agricultural occupations into manufacturing, informa-
tion, and service occupations—all of which depend heav-
ily on fossil fuels not only to make, distribute, and deliver 
goods and services but to gather employees together at a 
workplace (World Resource Institute 1996). 

Spatial sociologists argue that highways and automo-
biles have created urban sprawl and have made it diffi cult 
to distinguish between city, suburbs, and nonurban envi-
ronments (see Table 16.2). Urban sprawl spreads devel-
opment beyond cities by as much as 40 or 50 miles; puts 
considerable distance between homes, stores, churches, 
schools, and workplaces; and makes people automobile 

dependent (Sierra Club 2007). In addition, the automo-
bile and highway have allowed people to live in more space 
than they need. In the past 30 years, the average house size 
has increased from 1,400 to 2,330 square feet (National 
Association of Homebuilders 2007).

The Information Explosion

Sociologist Orrin Klapp (1986) wrote about the informa-
tion explosion, an unprecedented increase in the amount 

Table 16.2 Work-Related Transportation Statistics 

The table below shows that the United States has 133.1 million 
driving-age workers. Of these, 77 percent drive alone to work and 
take an average of 25 minutes to get there. About one-third of 
workers indicate that they live in a three-vehicle household. 

Workers Age 16 and Older 133,091,043

Means of Transportation to Work % of Workers

Car, truck, or van 87.7
Driving alone 77
Carpooling 10.7
Public transportation (excluding taxicab) 4.7
Walking 2.5
Bicycling 0.4
Taxicab, motorcycle, or other means 1.2
Working at home 3.6

Travel Time to Work (minutes) 

Less than 10  14.7
10 to 14  14.3
15 to 19  15.5
20 to 24  14.5
25 to 29  6.1
30 to 34  13.2
35 to 44  6.4
45 to 59  7.5
60 or more  7.9
Mean travel time to work: 25.1 minutes 

 Vehicles Available 

None 4.1
1  20.9
2  43.2
3 or more  31.8

Source: U.S. Census Bureau 2005. 

urbanization A transformative process in which people migrate 
from rural to urban areas and change the way they use land, interact, 
and make a living.

information explosion An unprecedented increase in the amount 
of stored and transmitted data and messages in all media (including 
electronic, print, radio, and television).
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of stored and transmitted data and messages in all media 
(including electronic, print, radio, and television). One 
can argue that the information explosion began with the 
invention of the printing press. Today the information 
explosion is driven by the Internet, a vast fossil fuel–pow-
ered computer network linking billions of computers 
around the world. The Internet has the potential to give 
users access to every word, image, and sound that has ever 
been recorded (Berners-Lee 1996).

Although it is virtually impossible to catalog all the 
changes associated with the Internet, we can say that 
it has (1) speeded up old ways of doing things, (2) given 
individuals access to the equivalent of a printing press, 
(3) allowed users to bypass the formalized hierarchy 
devoted to controlling the fl ow of information, (4) changed 
how students learn, and (5) allowed people around the 
world to exchange information on and communicate 
about any topic of interest. 

Klapp used a metaphor to describe the challenge of sort-
ing through and keeping up with the massive amounts of 

information generated. He envisioned a researcher “seated 
at a table fi tting pieces of a gigantic jigsaw puzzle. From a 
funnel overhead pieces are pouring onto the table faster 
than one can fi t them. Most of the pieces do not match up. 
Indeed, they do not belong to the same puzzle” (p. 110). 
The pieces falling from overhead represent information 
accumulating at a pace that overwhelms the brain’s capac-
ity to organize and evaluate it. While computer software 
and telecommunications technologies have increased the 
speed of data generation, fl ow, and exchange, people must 
still read, discuss, and contemplate the information to give 
it meaning. These activities are very slow compared with 
the speed at which the information is generated. 

To complicate matters, the information is often dis-
torted or exaggerated. Klapp offers two explanations for 
this fact. First, new technologies permit the existence of 
large numbers of magazines, newspapers, journals, radio 
stations, television channels, and Web sites. Message send-
ers must therefore compete for our attention by enticing 
us to read and listen to their message with eye-catching 

Spatial sociologists argue that highways and automobiles have created 
urban sprawl and have made it diffi cult to distinguish between city, 
suburbs, and nonurban environments.
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The information explosion gives people access to an unprecedented 
amount of words, images, and sounds. This information is generated 
and delivered much faster than the brain can process it. 
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images, misleading titles, and shocking stories. The titles 
might catch our attention, but they usually mask rather 
than reveal a more complex reality.

A second reason the information is often distorted or 
exaggerated is dearth of feedback. Much of the informa-
tion generated is not subjected to honest, constructive 
criticism, because there are too many messages and not 
enough critical readers and listeners to evaluate it before 
the material is released or picked up by the popular media. 
Without feedback, the information producers cannot cor-
rect their mistakes; as a result, the information has ques-
tionable value. 

Triggers of Social Change 

When we think about what triggers a specifi c social 
change, we usually cannot pinpoint a single factor. Change 
tends to result from a sequence of events. An analogy may 
help clarify this point. Suppose that a wide receiver, after 
catching the football and running 50 yards, is tackled at 
the 5-yard line by a cornerback. One could argue that the 
cornerback caused the receiver to fall to the ground. Such 
an account, however, does not fully explain the cause. For 
one thing, the tackle was not the act of one person seizing 
and throwing his weight onto the person with the ball; it 
was more complex than that. The teammates of both the 
wide receiver and the tackler determined how that play 
developed and ended. Furthermore, the wide receiver was 
doing everything in his power to elude the tackler’s grasp 
(Mandelbaum 2007). 

Similarly, social change—whether it be globalization, 
industrialization, urbanization or something else—is part 
of an endless sequence of interrelated events. Even though 
it is diffi cult to separate the causes of social change from 
this sequence, we can identify key factors that trigger 
change in general and have triggered increased depen-
dence on fossil fuels in particular. The triggers include 
innovations, revolutionary ideas, confl ict, the pursuit of 
profi t, and social movements. 

Innovations

■ CORE CONCEPT 3: An invention can trigger changes in 

social activity. For an invention to emerge, however, the cul-

tural base must be large enough to support it. Innovation
is the invention or discovery of something, such as a new 
idea, process,  practice, device, or tool. Innovations can be 
placed into two broad categories: basic or improving. The 
distinction between the two is not always clear-cut, how-
ever. Basic innovations are revolutionary, unprecedented, 
or groundbreaking inventions or discoveries that form 
the basis for a wide range of applications. Basic innova-
tions include the cotton gin, steam engine, and first-gen-
eration PC (personal computer). The discoveries of the 

industrial uses for coal (1748), natural gas (1821), and oil 
(1853) certainly qualify as basic innovations. Improving 
innovations, by comparison, are modifications of basic 
inventions that improve upon the originals—for example, 
making them smaller, faster, more user-friendly, more 
efficient, or more attractive. 

Each “upgrade” of the 1903 Wright Flyer (the fi rst 
successful airplane, which Orville and Wilbur Wright 
designed, built, and fl ew) increased the airplane’s capac-
ity to fl y farther, higher, faster, and with more passengers. 
Thirty years and many innovations after the 1903 Wright 
Flyer, Boeing unveiled the fi rst modern passenger airliner, 
which could carry 10 passengers at the speed of 155 miles 
per hour. In 1958 the jet age arrived when Boeing unveiled 
the fi rst U.S. passenger jet, capable of carrying 181 passen-
gers at the speed of 550 miles per hour. In 1969, wide-body 

dearth of feedback A situation in which much of the information 
released or picked up by the popular media is not subjected to hon-
est, constructive criticism, because the critical audience that exists 
is too small to evaluate the information before it is used.

innovation The invention or discovery of something, such as a new 
idea, process, practice,  device, or tool.

basic innovations Revolutionary, unprecedented, or groundbreak-
ing inventions or discoveries that form the basis for a wide range of 
applications.

improving innovations Modifi cations of basic inventions that 
improve upon the originals—for example, making them smaller, faster, 
less complicated, more effi cient, more attractive, or more profi table.

Each year, fossil fuel–powered airplanes carry an estimated 4.4 billion 
passengers to destinations around the world. 
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jets, capable of seating 450 passengers, made their debut 
(Airport Transport Association 2001). The signifi cance of 
this series of improving innovations is evident when we 
consider that in 2006 a total of 4.4 billion passengers trav-
eled by airplane (Airports Council International 2007). 
The number of international passengers reached 842 
million, up from an estimated 50,000 passengers in 1950 
(World Tourism Organization 2007). This number is 
expected to increase to 1.6 billion by 2020.

The Cultural Base and the Rate of Change. Anthropolo-
gist Leslie White (1949) maintained that once a basic or an 
improving innovation has emerged, it becomes part of the 
cultural base, which he defi ned as the number of existing 
innovations. The size of the cultural base determines the 
rate of change. White defi ned an invention as a synthesis 
of existing innovations. For example, the fi rst successful 

airplane was a synthesis of many preceding innovations, 
including the gasoline engine, the rudder, the glider, and 
the wheel. 

White suggested that the number of innovations in 
the cultural base increases geometrically—1, 2, 4, 8, 16, 
32, 64, and so on. (Geometric growth is equivalent to a 
state of runaway expansion.) He argued that for an inven-
tion to emerge, the cultural base must be large enough 
to support it. If the Wright brothers had lived in the 14th 
century, for example, they could never have invented the 
airplane, because the cultural base did not contain the 
ideas, materials, and innovations to support its inven-
tion. The seemingly runaway expansion, or increase in the 
volume, of inventions prompted White to ask a question: 
Are people in control of their inventions, or do inventions 
control people? For all practical purposes, he believed that 
inventions control us. White cited two arguments to sup-
port this conclusion. First, he suggested that the old adage 
“Necessity is the mother of invention” is naive. In too many 
cases, the opposite idea—that invention is the mother of 
necessity—is true. That is, an invention becomes a neces-
sity because we fi nd uses for the invention after it comes 
into being: “We invent the automobile to get us between 

NO BORDERS, NO BOUNDARIES

Number of Airline Passengers Traveling between 

U.S. and Foreign Airports Annually, by Region

Mexico
13,400,000

Canada
15,994,588*

*Does not include border crossings by car or foot and excludes departures.

South and Central America
and the Caribbean

14,289,426

Asia
10.8%

Middle East
1,031,012

Asia/Pacific
12,944,750

Africa
420,050

Western and Eastern Europe
23,131,424

▲ Figure 16.1 The map shows by region the number of airline passengers traveling between 

U.S. and foreign airports each year.

Source: International Trade Administration (2007).

cultural base The number of existing innovations, which forms the 
basis for further inventions.

invention A synthesis of existing innovations.



two points faster, and suddenly we fi nd we have to build 
new roads. And that means we have to invent traffi c reg-
ulations and put in stop lights [and build garages]. And 
then we have to create a whole new organization called the 
Highway Patrol—and all we thought we were doing was 
inventing cars” (Norman 1988, p. 483).

Second, White (1949) argued that when the cultural base 
is capable of supporting an invention, then the invention 
will come into being whether people want it or not. White 
supported this conclusion by pointing to simultaneous -
independent inventions—situations in which more or less 
the same invention is produced by two or more persons 
working independently of one another at about the same 
time (sometimes within a few days or months). He cited 
some 148 such inventions—including the telegraph, the 
electric motor, the steamboat, the car, and the airplane—
as proof that someone will make the necessary synthesis if 
the cultural base is ready to support a particular invention. 
In other words, the light bulb and the airplane would have 
been developed regardless of whether Thomas Edison and 
the Wright brothers (the people we traditionally associate 
with these inventions) had ever been born. According to 
White’s conception, inventors may be geniuses, but they 
must also be born in the right place and the right time—
that is, in a society with a cultural base suffi ciently devel-
oped to support their inventions. None of the inventors 
associated with the inventions just mentioned could have 
delivered their products if fossil fuels had not already been 
adapted for industrial use. 

According to White’s theory, if the parts are present, 
someone will eventually put them together. The implica-
tions are that people have little control over whether an 
invention comes into being and that they adapt to inven-
tions after the fact. Sociologist William F. Ogburn (1968) 
calls the failure to adapt to a new invention cultural lag.

Cultural Lag. In his theory of cultural lag, Ogburn (1968) 
distinguishes between material culture and nonmate-
rial culture. Recall from Chapter 3 that material culture 
includes tangible things—including resources (such as 
oil, coal, natural gas, trees, and land), inventions (such as 
paper and the automobile), and systems (such as factories 
and package delivery)—that people have produced or, in 
the case of resources such as oil, have identifi ed as having 
the properties to serve a particular purpose. Nonmate-
rial culture, by contrast, includes intangible things, such 
as beliefs, norms, values, roles, and language. Although 
Ogburn maintains that both material and nonmaterial 
culture are important agents of social change, his theory 
of cultural lag emphasizes the material component, which 
he suggests is the more important of the two. The case of 
the automobile illustrates how this piece of material cul-
ture changed the United States. 

The availability of cheap energy and an inexpensive, 
mass-produced car soon transformed the American land-

scape. Suddenly there were roads everywhere—paid for, 
naturally enough, by a gas tax. Towns that had been too 
small for the railroads were now reachable by roads, and 
farmers could get to once unattainable markets. Country 
stores that stood at old rural crossroads and sold every 
conceivable kind of merchandise were soon replaced by 
specialized stores, catering to people who could drive off 
and shop where they wanted. Families that had necessar-
ily been close and inwardly focused, in part because there 
was nowhere but home to go at night, weakened somewhat 
when family members could get in their cars and take off 
to do whatever they wanted to do (Halberstam 1986, pp. 
78–79). 

Ogburn believes that one of the most urgent challenges 
facing people today is the need to adapt to material inno-
vations in thoughtful and constructive ways. He uses the 
term adaptive culture to describe the nonmaterial com-
ponent’s role in adjusting to material innovations. One 
can argue that Americans adapted easily to the automobile 
because it supported deeply-rooted norms—values and 
beliefs that applied to a nation composed mostly of immi-
grants, who by defi nition had separated from their native 
lands and traditions. The automobile simply extended a 
tradition of forsaking, voluntarily or involuntarily, “the 
region and habits of their parents” and striking out on 
their own (Halberstam 1986, p. 79). On the other hand, 
calls to cut back driving to lessen the nation’s dependence 
on foreign sources of oil have made little to no impact on 
most Americans. They resist changing the norms that gov-
ern their driving habits, a value system that defi nes the car 
as the measure of personal freedom and independence, 
and a belief system that holds the car to be the most effi -
cient method of transportation. 

The case of the automobile suggests that adjustments 
are not always immediate. Sometimes they take decades; 
sometimes they never occur. Ogburn uses the term cul-
tural lag to refer to a situation in which adaptive culture 
fails to adjust in necessary ways to a material innova-
tion. Despite Ogburn’s emphasis on material culture as 
the key force driving change, he is not a technological 
 determinist—someone who believes that humans have 

simultaneous-independent inventions Situations in which more or 
less the same invention is produced by two or more persons working 
independently of one another at about the same time.

adaptive culture The portion of nonmaterial culture (norms, values, 
and beliefs) that adjusts to material innovations.

cultural lag A situation in which adaptive culture fails to adjust in 
necessary ways to material innovation.

technological determinist Someone who believes that human 
beings have no free will and are controlled entirely by their material 
innovations.

 TRIGGERS OF SOCIAL CHANGE 469



 470 Chapter 16 SOCIAL CHANGE

no free will and are controlled entirely by their material 
innovations. Instead, he notes that people do not adjust 
to new material innovations in predictable and unthink-
ing ways; rather, they choose to create them and only then 
choose how to use them. Ogburn argues that if people have 
the power to create material innovations, then they also 
have the power to destroy, ban, regulate, or modify those 
innovations. The challenge lies in convincing people that 
they need to address an innovation’s potentially disruptive 
consequences before those consequences materialize. 

In our discussion about innovations as triggers of social 
change, we have emphasized material inventions (such as 
devices and tools). But innovations can also consist of 
nonmaterial inventions, such as a revolutionary idea.

Revolutionary Ideas

■ CORE CONCEPT 4: Social change occurs when someone 

breaks away from or challenges a paradigm. A scientific revo-

lution occurs when enough people in the community break with 

the old paradigm and orient their research or thinking accord-

ing to a new paradigm. In The Structure of Scientific Revo-
lutions, Thomas Kuhn (1975) maintains that people tend 
to perceive science as an evolutionary enterprise. That is, 
they imagine scientists as problem solvers building on 
their predecessors’ achievements. Kuhn takes issue with 
this evolutionary view, arguing that some of the most sig-
nificant scientific advances have been made when some-
one has broken away from or challenged a paradigm. He 
defines paradigms as the dominant and widely accepted 
theories and concepts in a particular field of study. Para-
digms gain their status not because they explain every-
thing, but rather because they offer the “best way” of 
looking at the world at that time. On the one hand, para-
digms are important thinking tools; they bind a group of 
people with common interests into a scientific or national 
community. Such a community cannot exist without 
agreed-on paradigms. On the other hand, paradigms can 
act as blinders, limiting the kinds of questions that people 
ask and the observations that they make.

The explanatory value—and hence the status—of 
a paradigm is threatened by any anomaly, an observa-
tion that the paradigm cannot explain. The existence of 
an anomaly by itself usually does not persuade people to 
abandon a particular paradigm. According to Kuhn, before 
people discard an old paradigm, someone must articulate 
an alternative paradigm that accounts convincingly for 
the anomaly. He hypothesizes that the people most likely 

to put forth new paradigms are those who are least com-
mitted to the old paradigms—the young and those new to 
a fi eld of study.

A scientifi c revolution occurs when enough people in 
the community break with the old paradigm and change 
their research or thinking to favor the new paradigm. 
Kuhn considers a new paradigm to be incompatible with 
the one it replaces, because it “changes some of the fi eld’s 
most elementary theoretical generalizations” (1975, p. 85). 
The new paradigm causes converts to see the world in an 
entirely new light and to wonder how they could possibly 
have taken the old paradigm seriously. “When paradigms 
change, the world itself changes with them. Led by a new 
paradigm, scientists adopt new instruments and look in 
new places” (p. 111).

Perhaps the best example of a scientifi c revolution can 
be found in the work of Nicolaus Copernicus, author of 
On the Revolutions of the Heavenly Spheres (1543), which 
challenged a long-held belief that Earth (and by exten-
sion, humankind) was the stationary center of the solar 
system, with the sun, moon, and planets revolving around 
it. Copernicus maintained that the stationary center of 
the solar system was the sun and that Earth and the other 
planets revolved around that center. Copernicus’s ideas 
did not take hold immediately. In 1633 (90 years later), 
powerful church inquisitors threatened to torture and kill 
Galileo, who had embraced Copernicus’s theory, if he did 
not renounce it; upon renouncing it, Galileo was impris-
oned for life. “Of all discoveries and opinions, none may 

paradigms The dominant and widely accepted theories and concepts 
in a particular fi eld of study.

anomaly An observation that a paradigm cannot explain.

New paradigms, such as the one advanced by Copernicus that upset 
the paradigm of humankind as “the center of the universe,” caused 
converts to see the world in an entirely new light and to wonder how 
they could possibly have taken the old paradigm seriously.
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have exerted a greater effect on the human spirit than the 
doctrine of Copernicus. The world had scarcely become 
known as round and complete in itself when it was asked 
to waive the tremendous privilege of being the center of 
the universe. Never, perhaps, was a greater demand made 
on mankind—for by this admission so many things van-
ished in mist and smoke!” (Goethe 2004). 

We can apply Kuhn’s theory to the paradigm governing 
capitalism—a paradigm that defi nes profi t as the measure 
of success. Thus, capitalism succeeds when it creates new 
markets to sell products and when it lowers production 
costs by fi nding the cheapest sources of labor and raw 
materials. The anomaly in this paradigm is this: if you 
pay workers too little, they cannot afford to purchase the 
products of their labor, thus denying capitalists a market. 
Henry Ford was one of the fi rst people to recognize this 
anomaly. In 1913—a year of great advances in mechaniza-
tion and of high labor turnover—Ford doubled the pay 
of his autoworkers, from $2.50 to $5.00 per day. Ford was 
attacked for this move as a traitor to his class. The Wall 
Street Journal labeled it an “economic crime” and the New 
York Times called it “distinctly utopian” (Halberstam 
1986). Eventually, other capitalists were forced to match 
Ford’s wages. Higher wages, of course, allowed workers 
to purchase cars and other mass-produced products. The 
Ford “revolution” was one factor that fueled production of 
automobiles. In 1913 about 600,000 cars and trucks were 
produced worldwide; today 70 million are produced each 
year (International Organization of Motor Vehicle Manu-
facturers, 2007).

Confl ict

■ CORE CONCEPT 5: Conflict—especially when it involves efforts 

to resolve a dispute or gain the upper hand—can create new 

norms, relationships, ways of thinking, and innovations. So-
ciologist Lewis Coser (1973) argues that conflict occurs 
whenever a group takes action to increase its share of 
wealth, power, prestige, or some other valued resource 
and when those actions are resisted by people who ben-
efit from the current distribution system. In other words, 
those who control valued resources strive to protect their 
interests from those who hope to gain a share.

Confl ict, whether it involves violent clashes or pub-
lic debate, is both a consequence and a cause of change. 
In general, any kind of change has the potential to trig-
ger confl ict between those who stand to benefi t from the 
change and those who stand to lose because of it. When 
the bicycle was invented in the 1840s, horse dealers orga-
nized against it because it threatened their livelihood. 
Physicians declared that people who rode bicycles risked 
getting “cyclist sore throat” and “bicycle stoop.” Church 
groups protested that bicycles would swell the ranks of 
“reckless” women (because bicycles could not be ridden 
sidesaddle).

Confl ict can lead to change as well. It can be a construc-
tive and invigorating force that prevents a social system 
from becoming stagnant, unresponsive, or ineffi cient. 
Confl ict—especially when it involves efforts to resolve a 
dispute or gain the upper hand—can create new norms, 
relationships, and ways of thinking. It can also generate 
new, more-effi cient communication technologies. The 
Internet, for example, emerged as an outgrowth of the 
cold war, when U.S. government leaders pulled together 
scientists from three sectors—military, industrial, and 
academic—to coordinate their research and expertise 
and thereby serve the war effort. Because these scientists 
worked in offi ces and laboratories all around the United 
States, Department of Defense offi cials worried about the 
consequences of an attack on a military laboratory, defense 
contractor, or university site. The offi cials realized that they 
needed a computer network that would allow information 
stored at one site to be transferred to another site in the 
event of an attack, especially a nuclear attack. At the same 
time, the computer network had to be designed so that if 
one or more parts of the network failed or were knocked 
out by a bomb, the other parts could continue to operate.

Such a design meant that no central control could 
exist for the network. After all, if central control was 
destroyed, the entire network would crash. The Internet 
began in the late 1960s as ARPANET (Advanced Research 

War—a most extreme form of confl ict—is responsible for the invention 
of lifesaving technologies. In fact, the kinds of injuries sustained by 
soldiers in World War II pushed doctors to develop a system for collect-
ing and preserving blood plasma. Of course, the plasma arrived on the 
battlefi eld via fossil fuel –powered vehicles. 
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 Projects Agency), linking four universities: the Univer-
sity of California–Los Angeles (UCLA), the University of 
California–Santa Barbara (UCSB), the University of Utah, 
and Stanford University. Thus, the Internet was origi-
nally designed to (1) transfer information from one site 
to another quickly and effi ciently in the event of war and 
(2) create an information-sharing system without central 
control. Today an estimated 1.1 billion people—16 per-
cent of the world’s population—are connected to the fossil 
fuel–driven Internet (worldinternetstats.com 2007). 

The Pursuit of Profi t 

■ CORE CONCEPT 6: The profit-driven capitalist system drives 

change as it seeks to revolutionize production, create new 

products, and expand markets. Karl Marx believed that 
an economic system, capitalism, ultimately caused the 
explosion of technological innovation and the enormous 
and unprecedented increase in the amount of goods and 
services produced during the Industrial Revolution. In a 
capitalist system, profit is the most important measure 
of success. To maximize profits, the successful entrepre-
neur reinvests them to expand consumer markets and to 
obtain technologies that allow products and services to be 
produced in the most cost-effective manner. The capital-
ist system acts as a vehicle of change, because the instru-
ments of production must be revolutionized constantly. 
Marx believed that the capitalist thirst for profit “chases 
the bourgeoisie over the whole surface of the globe” (Marx 
[1881] 1965, p. 531). Marx’s theories influenced a group of 
contemporary sociologists—world system theorists—to 
write about capitalism as the key agent of change underly-
ing global interdependence.

Immanuel Wallerstein (1984) is the sociologist most 
frequently associated with world system theory, a modern 
theory about capitalism. According to Wallerstein, by the 
late 19th century, the capitalist world economy included 
virtually the whole inhabited earth, and it is now striv-
ing to overcome the technological limits to cultivating the 
remaining corners—the deserts, the jungles, the seas, and 
indeed the other planets of the solar system (p. 165). 

How has capitalism helped create a fossil fuel–depen-
dent global network of economic relationships? One 
answer lies in the profi t-generating strategies capitalists 
use to respond to economic stagnation and downturns. 
These strategies include (1) fi nding new markets, (2) cre-

ating new products that consumers will feel the “need” to 
buy (such as computers, MP3 players, and cell phones), 
(3) improving products and thus making old versions 
obsolete, and (4) instituting new ways to put “cash” into 
consumers’ hands so they can buy more goods and ser-
vices (such as no payments for 1 year and 40-year loans). 
Consider that fossil fuels are essential to manufacturing, 
powering, and delivering the new products, and in dis-
carding the old. 

Social Movements

■ CORE CONCEPT 7: Social movements occur when enough 

people organize to resist a change or to make a change. A 
social movement is formed when a substantial number of 
people organize to make a change, resist a change, or undo 
a change in some area of society. It depends on (1) an actual 
or imagined condition that enough people find objection-
able; (2) a shared belief that something needs to be done 
about the condition; and (3) an organized effort to attract 
supporters, articulate the condition, and define a strat-
egy for addressing the condition. Usually those involved 
in social movements work outside the system to advance 
their cause, because the system has failed to respond. To 
draw attention to their cause and accomplish their objec-
tives, supporters may strike, demonstrate, walk out, sit in, 
boycott, go on hunger strikes, riot, or terrorize. Note that 
“oil executives never hold demonstrations in the street, 
stage boycotts, or engage in collective violence to advance 
their interests. They don’t have to; their resources are so 
massive and their links with government representatives 
so direct that they can get things done without these less-
than-fully institutionalized means” (Goode 1992, p. 408).

Social movements include the environmental move-
ment, the civil rights movement, the women’s movement, 
Amnesty International, the abortion rights movement, 
and the antiabortion movement. Each movement encom-
passes dozens to hundreds of specifi c groups that have 
organized to address the conditions they fi nd objection-
able. The environmentalist movement, for example, con-
sists of thousands of specifi c organizations devoted to 
reducing air and water pollution, preserving wilderness, 
protecting endangered species, and limiting corporate 
activities that harm the environment (see Working For 
Change: “Protecting the Environment”). 

Social movements can be placed into four broad cat-
egories, depending on the scope and direction of change 
being sought: regressive, reformist, revolutionary, and 
counterrevolutionary. Defi nitions and global examples of 
each category follow. Keep in mind that the distinctions 
between the four categories are not always clear-cut. As 
a result, you might fi nd that some examples fi t into more 
than one category.

Regressive or reactionary movements seek to turn 
back the hands of time to an earlier condition or state 

social movement A situation in which a substantial number of people 
organize to make a change, resist a change, or undo a change in some 
area of society.

regressive or reactionary movements Social movements that seek 
to turn back the hands of time to an earlier condition or state of being, 
one sometimes considered a “golden era.”



of being, one sometimes considered a “golden era.” The 
International Forum on Globalization (2007) represents 
such an effort. A global alliance of 60 organizations in 25 
countries, its aims to seriously question the widely held 
belief that a globalized economy “lifts all boats” and to 
“reverse the globalization process by encouraging ideas 
and activities that revitalize local economies and commu-
nities, and ensure long-term ecological stability.” Among 
other things, it advocates “local self-reliance in food 
production” and critical examination of trade policies 
that “undermine local food security by emphasizing an 
import-export, [fossil fuel–driven] model, making people 
dependent on food sources thousands of miles away.” 

Reformist movements target a specifi c feature of soci-
ety as needing change. The nonprofi t organization Polar 
Bears International (2007) focuses on saving the polar bear 

population and its habitat from extinction. Its goals are to 
use education and research to conserve the world’s polar 
bears, offer educational resources to the public, encourage 
constructive dialogue, and build an international organi-
zation dedicated to saving this population. 

Revolutionary movements seek broad, sweeping, and 
radical structural changes to a society’s basic social insti-
tutions or to the world order (Benford 1992). The Earth 

 WORKING FOR CHANGE

Protecting the Environment 

faced by the Arctic states: Canada, Denmark (includ-
ing Greenland and the Faroe Islands), Finland, Iceland, 
Norway, the Russian Federation, Sweden and the United 
States. 

From the beginning, Arctic governments and indig-
enous peoples joined together to make environmental 
monitoring and assessment a key element of the Arctic 
Council’s agenda. Groundbreaking reports have been pre-
pared and have attracted global attention to the state of the 
Arctic environment. The approach of the Council encour-
ages continuous dialogue among scientists, policy plan-
ners, Arctic residents and political level decision-makers. 
The decision-making of the Council is heavily based on 
the scientifi c work done under the umbrella of the Council 
and also infl uenced by the traditional knowledge of indig-
enous peoples.

Pew Center on Global Climate Change 
http://www.pewclimate.org/about/

The Pew Center on Global Climate Change brings together 
business leaders, policy makers, scientists, and other 
experts to bring a new approach to a complex and often 
controversial issue. Our approach is based on sound sci-
ence, straight talk, and a belief that we can work together 
to protect the climate while sustaining economic growth.

Sources: Global Water (2007), Arctic Council (2007) and PEW Center for Global 
Climate Change (2007).

reformist movements Social movements that target a specifi c 
feature of society as needing change.

revolutionary movements Social movements that seek broad, 
sweeping, and radical structural changes to a society’s basic social 
institutions or to the world order.
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THOUSANDS OF ORGANIZATIONS around the world 
are dedicated to protecting, restoring, and nurturing the 
environment. Three such organizations with their corre-
sponding mission statements follow. 

Global Water
http://www.globalwater.org/index.htm

Global Water is based upon the belief that the lack of access 
to safe drinking water is the primary cause of hunger, dis-
ease and poverty throughout the world. Founded in 1982, 
Global Water is an international, non-profi t humanitarian 
organization focused on creating safe water supplies, sani-
tation facilities and related health programs for rural vil-
lagers in developing countries. Our program is designed to 
provide safe water supplies in rural villages to enable the 
rural poor to help themselves. To achieve this goal, Global 
Water’s strategy is to provide permanent solutions to a 
region’s water needs by providing appropriate equipment 
(to include state-of-the-art technology) to:

• Secure, purify, store and distribute new sources of 
water for domestic uses and agricultural purposes;

• Drill new water wells to allow access to groundwater.

Arctic Council
http://arctic-council.org/

The Arctic Council is an intergovernmental forum for 
addressing many of the common concerns and challenges 

http://www.pewclimate.org/about/The
http://www.pewclimate.org/about/The
http://www.globalwater.org/index.htm
http://arctic-council.org/The
http://arctic-council.org/The
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Liberation Front (ELF) is an underground eco-defense 
movement with no formal leadership or membership. Its 
members (who sometimes form cells) anonymously and 
autonomously engage in economic sabotage, including 
property destruction and guerrilla warfare, against those 
seen as exploiting and destroying the natural environ-
ment. ELF members have made news for setting fi re to 
SUVs on dealership parking lots, a horse slaughterhouse, 
a scientifi c research center, a logging company, and a ski 
resort. Radical environmentalists claim to have commit-
ted 1,100 acts of arson and vandalism without killing a 
single person (Goldman 2007). 

Counterrevolutionary movements seek to maintain 
a social order that reform and revolutionary movements 
are seeking to change. The Petition Project (2007) quali-
fi es as such a movement, as it seeks to challenge reformist 
and revolutionary movements demanding reductions in 
greenhouse gas emissions. It recruits basic and applied sci-
entists to sign a Global Warming Petition urging the U.S. 
government to reject the Kyoto Protocol, an international 
agreement to limit greenhouse gas emissions. The signers 
of the petition believe that limiting greenhouse gases will 
actually harm the environment: “There is no convincing 
scientifi c evidence that human release of carbon dioxide, 
methane, or other greenhouse gasses is causing or will, in 
the foreseeable future, cause catastrophic heating of the 
Earth’s atmosphere and disruption of the Earth’s climate. 
Moreover, there is substantial scientifi c evidence that 
increases in atmospheric carbon dioxide produce many 
benefi cial effects upon the natural plant and animal envi-
ronments of the Earth.” The movement’s Web site lists the 
names of 17,100 basic and applied American scientists who 
have signed the petition. 

On the surface, it would appear that social movements 
form when enough people feel deprived in an objective or 
a relative sense. Objective deprivation is the condition of 
those who are the worst off or most disadvantaged—the 
people with the lowest incomes, the least education, the 
lowest social status, the fewest job opportunities, and so 
on. It would seem only logical that the objectively deprived 
would benefi t from cars that are more fuel effi cient or from 

public transportation. Relative deprivation is a social 
condition that is measured not by objective standards, but 
rather by comparing one group’s situation with the situa-
tions of groups who are more advantaged. Someone earn-
ing an annual income of $100,000 is not deprived in any 
objective sense. He or she may, however, feel deprived rela-
tive to someone making $300,000 or more per year (The-
odorson and Theodorson 1969).

The research on social movements shows that the objec-
tively deprived are less likely than the relatively deprived 
to form or join social movements to address their condi-
tion. We can also make the case that every society includes 
some people who are or feel deprived; most of them have 
not taken part in a social movement. In some instances, 
people form or join social movements not to address real 
or imagined personal deprivations, but rather to address 
larger moral issues, such as abortion and the treatment 
of animals. The point is that deprivation alone cannot 
explain why people form or join social movements or how 
social movements take off. Sociologist Ralf Dahrendorf 
(1973) offers one description that attempts to capture the 
life of a social movement.

In trying to understand how people come to take 
action, Dahrendorf asks two questions: What is the struc-
tural source of confl ict? and What forms can confl ict take? 
Dahrendorf ’s answers rest on the following assumptions. 
First, every society possesses formal authority structures 
(such as a state, a corporation, the military, the judicial sys-
tem, and a school system). Usually, clear dichotomies exist 
between those who control the formal system of rewards 
and punishments—and thus have the authority to issue 
commands—and those who must obey the commands or 
face the consequences (loss of job, jail, low grades, and so 
on). Second, a distinction between “us” and “them” arises 
naturally from the unequal distribution of power.

Using these assumptions, we can trace the structural 
origins of confl ict to authority relations. Confl ict can 
assume many forms. It can be mild or severe; “it can even 
disappear for limited periods from the fi eld of vision of 
a superfi cial observer” (p. 111). As long as an authority 
structure exists, however, confl ict cannot be abolished.

Dahrendorf outlines a three-stage model of confl ict. 
Progression from one stage to another depends on many 
things. In the fi rst stage, every authority structure contains 
at least two groups with different interests. Those with 
power have an interest in preserving the system; those 
without power have an interest in changing the system. 
These different interests remain below the surface, how-
ever, until those without power decide to organize. “It is 
immeasurably diffi cult to trace the path on which a person 
. . . encounters other people just like himself, and at a cer-
tain point . . . [says] ‘Let us join hands, friends, so that they 
will not pick us off one by one’” (Dahrendorf 1973, p. 240).

Often, a signifi cant event makes seemingly powerless 
people aware that they share an interest in changing the 

counterrevolutionary movements Social movements that seek to 
maintain a social order that reformist and revolutionary movements 
are seeking to change.

objective deprivation The condition of the people who are the 
worst off or most disadvantaged—those with the lowest incomes, the 
least education, the lowest social status, the fewest opportunities, 
and so on.

relative deprivation A social condition that is measured not by 
objective standards, but rather by comparing one group’s situation 
with the situations of groups who are more advantaged.



system. Václav Havel, a playwright and former president 
of the Czech Republic, believes that the Chernobyl nuclear 
accident may have played an important role in bringing 
about the anti-Communist revolutions in central Europe 
and the end of the cold war. In 1986 Chernobyl, a town in 
Ukraine, was the site of a nuclear power plant meltdown, 
the most serious kind of accident that can occur at a nuclear 
power plant. Although Ukraine, Russia, and Belarus suf-
fered the most radioactive contamination, areas as far 
away as Sweden were affected as well. Havel maintains that 
after the Chernobyl meltdown, people in what was then 
Communist-controlled Czechoslovakia dared to complain 
openly and loudly to one another (Ash 1989).

At other times, people organize because they have noth-
ing left to lose. “You don’t need courage to speak out against 
a regime. You just need not to care anymore—not to care 
about being punished or beaten. A point is reached where 
enough people don’t care anymore about what would hap-
pen to them if they speak out” (Reich 1989, p. 20).

In the second stage of confl ict, if those without author-
ity have opportunities to communicate with one another, 
some freedom to meet together, the necessary resources, 
and a leader, then they organize. At the same time, those 
in positions of authority often use the power of their posi-
tions to censor information, restrict resources, and under-
mine leaders’ attempts to organize. 

Resource mobilization theorists maintain that having 
a core group of sophisticated strategists is key to getting a 
social movement off the ground. Effective strategists can 
harness the disaffected’s energies, attract money and sup-
porters, capture the news media’s attention, forge alliances 
with those in power, and develop an organizational struc-
ture. Cell phones, text messaging, and the Internet have 
made organizing easier by allowing interested parties to 
connect in ways that “defy gravity and time” (Lee 2003).

In the third stage of confl ict, those seeking change 
enter into direct confl ict with those in power. The capac-
ity of the ruling group to stay in power and the amount 
and kind of pressure exerted from below then affect the 
speed and the depth of change. The intensity of the con-
fl ict can range from heated debate to violent civil war. It 
depends on many factors, including the belief that change 
is possible and the ability of those in power to control the 
confl ict.

If protestors believe that their voices will eventually be 
heard, the confl ict is unlikely to become violent or revolu-
tionary. If those in power decide that they cannot compro-
mise and they proceed to mobilize all of their resources to 
thwart protests, two results are possible. First, the protest-
ers may believe that the sacrifi ces they will have to make 
to continue protests are too great, so they will withdraw 
from the fray. Alternatively, the protesters may decide to 
meet the “enemy” head-on, in which case the confl ict may 
become bloody. If the power differential too greatly favors 
one side, the protestors or their opponents may resort to 

terrorism—the systematic use of anxiety-inspiring vio-
lent acts by clandestine or semi-clandestine individuals, 
groups, or state-supported actors. 

Consequences of Change

■ CORE CONCEPT 8: Sociological concepts and theories 

can be applied to evaluating the consequences of any social 

change. In the 16 chapters of this textbook, we have cov-
ered sociological concepts and theories that can be applied 
to evaluating the consequences of any social change. We 
close the book by selecting one key idea from each chapter 
to assess how climate change is affecting Greenland and 
how outsiders have pushed or pulled Greenland into the 
global arena. The chapter-specific ideas suggest questions 
that can help guide analysis of social change. 

What kinds of social interactions give insights 
into climate change’s effect on Greenland? 
(Chapter 1)

Sociologists are compelled to study social interactions, 
whether these interactions occur on a local scale or a 
global scale. With regard to Greenland, sociologists would 
be interested in almost any kind of social interaction. The 
following three examples highlight interactions between 
Greenlanders (especially the island’s indigenous popula-
tion, the Inuit) and “outsiders” brought about by climate 
change: 

• Two 19-year-old men hiking through Greenland with 
Inuit hunter guides as part of a 22,000-mile North 
Pole–South Pole trek using human muscle- and wind-
powered modes of transportation (foot, skis, bicycles, 
and sailboats) to draw attention to climate change 
(BBC News 2007).

• An Inuit Greenlander (who happens to be president of 
the Inuit Circumpolar Conference representing 155,000 
Inuit living between Greenland and the Bering Strait) 
speaking to the British Airport Authority to protest its 
proposal to increase the number of fl ights in and out of 
Stansted Airport by as many as 264,000 per year, with 
a goal of serving 34 million passengers annually. He 

resource mobilization A situation in which a core group of sophis-
ticated strategists works to harness a disaffected group’s energies, 
attract money and supporters, capture the news media’s attention, 
forge alliances with those in power, and develop an organizational 
structure.

terrorism The systematic use of anxiety-inspiring violent acts by 
clandestine or semi-clandestine individuals, groups, or state-sup-
ported actors for idiosyncratic, criminal, or political reasons.
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remarks, “Our side of the story has to be told to the 
people of England. It is important because the Arctic 
is also your backyard. Everything we do, particularly 
industrial plans, should be looked at in terms of how it 
impacts on climate change” (Evening Standard 2007). 

• The 30,000 annual ecotourists visiting Ilulissat, Green-
land, a town of 5,000 people, to observe the small 
island-size icebergs fl oating outside its harbor and to 
observe the site where 7 percent of the meltwater from 
Greenland’s ice sheet empties into open seas (Economist 
2007)

How do sociologists frame a discussion about 
Greenland and climate change? (Chapter 2)

Each of the three major sociological theories—function-
alist, confl ict, and symbolic interaction—offers a cen-
tral question to help guide thinking and a vocabulary for 
answering that question.

A functionalist asks, What are the anticipated (mani-
fest) and unintended (latent) functions and dysfunctions 
of climate change on Greenland? One manifest func-
tion is an economic boom associated with a lengthened 
shipping season (once four months long and now eight 
months long), which allows goods to move into and out 
of Greenland. A latent function is the emergence of work-
ing alliances between Inuit Greenlanders and tropical 
island peoples, who face cultural extinction from rising 
sea levels. Another latent function is a growing interest 
in Greenland, the Arctic, and Antarctica, so that popular 
fi lms are set in or give prominent attention to these loca-
tions. Such fi lms include The Last Winter (a horror fi lm), 
The Golden Compass, Pirates of the Caribbean, Arctic Tale, 
An Inconvenient Truth, and The March of the Penguins. 
One manifest dysfunction is a growing tourism industry, 

in which the number of tourists visiting Greenland each 
year overwhelms the resident population of towns visited. 
Finally, a latent dysfunction connected to climate change 
is the loss of status among Inuit elders, who can no longer 
predict the weather (see the discussion of symbolic inter-
action following the next paragraph).

A confl ict theorist asks, Who benefi ts from climate 
change, and at whose expense? Confl ict theorists key in 
on the many industries that have expanded in or moved 
operations to Greenland because of the warming cli-
mate. These commercial interests include zinc, lead, and 
uranium mining companies; oil drilling and explora-
tion companies; and water companies. From the confl ict 
perspective, such companies and their customers will no 
doubt benefi t at the expense of Greenland and its culture. 

Finally, a symbolic interactionist asks, How do the 
involved parties experience, interpret, infl uence, and 
respond to what they and others are doing as interaction 
occurs? Symbolic interactionists are particularly inter-
ested in ways interaction among Greenlanders is changing 
because of climate change. For example, Inuit Greenland-
ers no longer turn to their elders for weather forecasts; 
because of climate change, the signs that once allowed the 
elders to accurately predict the weather no longer apply.

How is the culture of Greenland’s Inuit and 
of other Arctic peoples changing because of 
climate change? (Chapter 3)

Sociologists defi ne culture as the way of life of a people; 
more specifi cally, culture includes the human-created 

Ecotourists visit Greenland to observe icebergs and to witness the 
effects of climate change.
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No roads connect towns and settlements in Greenland; boats and 
planes are the modes of transportation. In the winter, people travel 
using dogsleds and snowmobiles. 
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strategies for adjusting to the environment and to the crea-
tures (including humans) that are part of that environ-
ment. Sociologists are interested in how climate change is 
affecting Greenland’s Inuit and the other Arctic peoples 
who have adapted to an extreme weather environment (see 
Intersection of Biography and Society: “Cultural Change 
in the Arctic”). One change affecting the Inuit is declines 
in, and even the gradual extinction of, marine species. 
This loss disrupts or destroys their hunting—and, by 
extension, their eating—habits. It is diffi cult for people to 
understand that changing or eliminating hunting means 
changing or eliminating a way of life: “People think, ‘Oh 
they are just killing animals.’ . . . When we go out on the 
land and teach [our children] to hunt, it’s not just about 
aiming the gun and skinning the seal. It is also teaching 
courage and patience and how not to be impulsive and to 
use sound judgment. It is character skills that are trans-
ferable to the modern world” (Watt-Cloutier 2004). In 
response to shrinking food resources, Inuit are relying 
more on expensive, processed foods, which are changing 
their diet and overall physical health (Associated Press 
2005).

How do ingroup and outgroup memberships 
related to climate change shape identity? 
(Chapter 4) 
Sociologists use the term ingroup to describe a group 
with which people identify and to which they feel closely 
attached—particularly when that attachment is founded 
on opposition to another group known as an outgroup. 
An outgroup is a group toward which ingroup members 
feel a sense of separateness, opposition, or even hatred. By 
defi nition, ingroups cannot exist without outgroups and 
one person’s ingroup is another person’s outgroup. With 
regard to climate change, sociologists would note the fol-
lowing ingroup-outgroup formation. The Inuit are team-
ing up with small tropical island peoples (in Fiji, French 
Polynesia, and Caribbean countries) to speed up interna-
tional action on climate change. Although the tempera-
tures in the Arctic and in small tropical islands are quite 
different, both Arctic peoples and tropical islanders live in 
coastal communities threatened by rising sea levels (Weber 
2007). This imminent threat gives seemingly diverse peo-
ples a common identity. For them the outgroup consists of 

INTERSECTION OF  BIOGRAPHY AND SOCIETY

• The river ice breaks up so much earlier; it used to be 
in mid-June, and now it has been as early as mid-May. 
There is not so much snow, and the snow we get melts 
much earlier. In terms of summertime, in the course of 
my own life, it has been rare that we ever used to wear 
shorts and T shirts because it never got warm enough. 
But today because there are such long heat waves where 
it was 86 degrees Fahrenheit for an entire month, the 
whole community goes to the beach and swims. It gets 
so hot that bugs do not even come around anymore 
(Watt-Cloutier 2004).

• The direct heat from the sun is warmer; it is not the 
same anymore and you can’t help but notice that. It is 
probably not warmer overall, but the heat of the sun 
is stronger. The reason why I mention the fact the sun 
seems warmer is because another piece of evidence to 
that is that we get some skin diseases or some skin prob-
lems. Because I think in the past when Peter (an elder) 
was a young boy, we never seemed to have these skin 
problems and I see them more and more these days. 

Cultural Change in the Arctic 

THE ARCTIC CLIMATE IMPACT ASSESSMENT 
(Huntington and Fox 2004), a scientifi c report com-
missioned by the Arctic Council (an intergovernmental 
forum of eight Arctic nations), includes a chapter about 
the changing Arctic from the perspective of indigenous 
peoples. The following observations illustrate this per-
spective: 

• On the tundra the reindeers used to run towards peo-
ple, but now they run away. The reindeers are our chil-
dren. In the olden times when we used to have just the 
reindeers the air was clean. How should I explain? Now 
they drive around in skidoos and you can smell the 
gasoline, yuck! What did they herd with? The reindeer! 
Now they have started to herd with skidoos.

• The weather has changed. For instance, elders will pre-
dict that it might be windy, but then it doesn’t become 
windy. And then it often seems like its going to be very 
calm and then it suddenly becomes windy. So their pre-
dictions are never correct any more—the predictions 
according to what they see haven’t been true. 
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people who live in countries with the highest greenhouse 
gas emissions, especially the United States and China. 
The Inuit have fi led a complaint with the Inter-American 
Commission on Human Rights that excessive U.S. green-
house gas emissions have endangered their basic human 
rights (Brownwell 2004). The coalition between Arctic 
peoples and tropical islanders foreshadows the worldwide 
emergence of two groups with opposing interests. This 
Arctic-small island coalition foreshadows the worldwide 
emergence of two groups with opposing interests—one 
group seeking to protect their natural environment and 
the other group resisting any changes to their fossil-fuel-
dependent lifestyles.   

What social forces bring Greenlanders into 
interaction with outsiders and shape the 
relationships between the two groups? 
(Chapter 5)

The division of labor is an important force that pulls peo-
ple into interaction with one another. It breaks down the 
making of a product or rendering of a service into special-

ized tasks; each task is performed by workers trained to do 
just that task. The workers do not have to live near each 
other; they often live in different parts of the country and 
different parts of the world. Not only are the tasks geo-
graphically dispersed, but the parts and materials needed 
to manufacture products come from many locations 
around the world. Of course, sociologists look to identify 
the resources of Greenland that pulled its people into the 
global division of labor. From the 16th through the late 
19th centuries, whalers from many European nations were 
drawn to Greenland’s waters to hunt for bowhead whales. 
They could extract 44,000–66,000 pounds of oil from 
every whale. The oil was used to make lamp fuel, lubri-
cants, soap products, ship tar, varnish, paint, and cos-
metics. European interest in Greenland’s whales ended in 
the late 19th century, after a new kind of oil (petroleum) 
was discovered and kerosene was introduced as a cheaper 
fuel for lighting lamps (Greenland Tourism and Business 
Council 2007).

Today outsiders are pulled to Greenland to capital-
ize on easier access to the country’s natural resources. 
A case in point is the mining company Angus and Ross; 
it recently announced that Greenland’s melting ice will 
allow it to reopen the Black Angel Mine, which closed 
in 1990. The once 4-month-long shipping season is now 
8 months long and is expected to increase to 12 months 
long (Haines 2007). The company plans to extract four 
million tons of high-grade lead and zinc. Zinc is used to 
protect iron structures and to make dry batteries, light-
weight coins, paints, rubber products, cosmetics, pharma-
ceuticals, plastics, soaps, textiles, X-ray and TV screens, 
and fl uorescent lights. Lead is used to make such products 
as storage batteries, cable covering, plumbing products, 

Peoples who live on small tropical islands are teaming up with Arctic 
peoples to speed up international action on climate change. This 
Solomon Islander is looking for his belongings around his house, which 
was destroyed by an 8.1-magnitude earthquake and a tsunami on April 
2, 2007.
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Greenland is the largest island in the world. Vikings from Iceland settled 
in Greenland around the 10th century.

Li
br

ar
y 

of
 C

on
gr

es
s 

Pr
in

ts
 a

nd
 P

ho
to

gr
ap

hs
 D

iv
is

io
n



ammunition, and the antiknock compound in some gaso-
lines (Winter 2007). 

Because of climate change, what new formal 
organizations have emerged in Greenland? 
(Chapter 6)

Formal organizations are viewed as coordinating mecha-
nisms, because they bring together people, resources, and 
technology and then channel social activity toward achiev-
ing a specifi c outcome. In 2004–2005 the government 
of Greenland joined with four large corporations—Air 
Greenland, KNI, Royal Greenland, and Greenland Tour-
ism and Business—to create an export promotion strategy 
and an international branding strategy for Greenland. The 
purpose of the international branding is to market “positive 
associations and expectations” about Greenland abroad so 
that whenever the word Greenland comes up, people think 
of the island and its products as very special” (Greenland 
Home Rule Government 2007). Among other things, the 
government-corporate coalition has issued the brochure 
Invest in Greenland. The brochure opens with these words: 
“Greenland is currently experiencing a development that 
is presenting the Greenlandic and international business 
community with plenty of opportunities for investment 
in international growth sectors. Whereas fi shing and 
ancillary industries have been the overwhelmingly domi-
nant business for many years, a signifi cant growth is now 
taking place in . . .  tourism, transport, mineral mining, 
energy-intensive industry such as the aluminum industry 
and exclusive food production” (p 4). 

An agreement has been signed with Alcoa—the world’s 
leading producer of aluminum, with 122,000 employees 
in 44 countries—to construct an aluminum smelter. The 
company serves the aerospace, automotive, construction, 

and commercial transportation industries, among others 
(CNW Telbec 2005). A Greenland Home Rule Government 
(2007) spokesperson commented, “The Greenlandic People 
has always felt close to nature. The animals of the sea and 
land are precious to us. We are confi dent that the project’s 
environmental issues can be solved. We are convinced this 
is just as important to Alcoa as it is to Greenland.” 

The increased interest in Greenland, of course, extends 
to the entire Arctic region, which is considered to be one 
of the last energy frontiers in the world. As the ice recedes 
and temperatures warm, the Arctic’s mineral riches (espe-
cially oil and natural gas) are becoming more accessible. 
Russia, the United States, Canada, Norway, and Denmark 
already have control over some territory in the region and 
are seeking to claim more territory. Most recently Russia 
planted a titanium capsule containing the Russian fl ag as 
a fi rst step in claiming as much as one-half of the Arctic 
Ocean fl oor as its natural territory (Associated Press 2007; 
Chivers 2007).

How do ideas about what constitutes 
deviance relate to outsiders’ interest or 
lack of interest in Greenland? (Chapter 7)

Sociologists maintain that the only characteristic com-
mon to all forms of deviance is that some social audience 
challenges or condemns a behavior or appearance because 
it departs from established norms. In light of this fact, it 
is diffi cult to generate a precise list of deviant behaviors, 
because a behavior considered deviant by some people may 
not be considered deviant by others. Likewise, a behavior 

Due to climate change, the once 4-month-long shipping season in 
Greenland is now 8 months long and is expected to increase to 12 
months long.
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When the Europeans and Americans depended on whaling, it was not 
considered deviant to kill whales. In fact, whaling was celebrated. The 
discovery of kerosene and other fossil fuels allowed Westerners to care 
about whales and condemn those who continued to hunt them. 
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considered deviant at one time and place may not be con-
sidered deviant at another. Such is the case with whaling. 
During the 17th, 18th, and 19th centuries, European and 
American whalers killed tens of thousands of whales in 
Arctic waters for commercial purposes, with little effec-
tive resistance from environmental or animal rights 
groups. In 1946 the International Whaling Commission 
(IWC) was established with the charge of governing the 
conduct of whaling throughout the world. Since then, it 
has taken such measures as banning the whaling of cer-
tain species, designating whale sanctuaries, setting limits 
on the number and size of whales hunted, and specifying 
the opening and closing of whaling seasons (International 
Whaling Commission 2007). Indigenous peoples such as 
Greenland’s Inuit are permitted to catch a limited num-
ber of whales on a not-for-profi t basis for cultural reasons. 
The IWC sets quotas and reviews them every fi ve years. 

In 2007 the IWC honored West Greenland’s request to 
increase the number of minke whales that could be killed 
from 175 to 200 (Kazinform 2007). 

How is climate change shaping life chances in 
Greenland and elsewhere? (Chapter 8)

Sociologists defi ne life chances as a critical set of potential 
social advantages, including everything from the chances 
that a person will survive through the fi rst year of life to 
the chances that a person will live a long life. Obviously, we 
had no control over which of the world’s 243 countries we 
were born in, but that country has had a profound effect 
on our life chances (see Global Comparisons: “Global 
Access to Sustainable Water”). Climate change is expected 
to affect access to water as regions susceptible to drought 
become even drier and regions susceptible to fl ooding get 
even more rain. People who live in Greenland have the 
greatest access to sustainable water— the equivalent of 2.8 
billion gallons available to each person each year. People 
who live in Kuwait have the lowest access, with the equiva-
lent of 2,640 gallons available to each person each year. 
These fi gures translate into 7.2 gallons per day per person 
in Kuwait versus 7.6 million gallons per day per person 
in Greenland. For countries such as Kuwait to survive, 
they must import water or share water sources with other 
countries (UNESCO 2003). 

How is racial stratifi cation in Greenland 
affected by the conditions under which 
outside racial groups make contact with 
the Inuit? (Chapter 9)

Sociologists defi ne race as a vast collectivity of people 
more or less bound together by shared and selected his-
tory, ancestors, and physical features; socialized to think 
of themselves as a distinct group; and regarded by oth-
ers as such. The defi nition suggests that race is a product 
of emphasizing or feeling connected to a history shared 
by a certain broad category of ancestors who were usu-
ally forced by laws and other social practices to become 
socially distinct and separate from other broad categories 
of ancestors. The story of how Inuit, Danes, and Ameri-
cans came to interact with one another in Greenland 
shapes race relations there today. 

Greenland’s population consists of Inuit and Green-
land-born whites (80 percent) and immigrant Danes and 
Americans of all racial classifi cations stationed at Thule 
Air Base. Once a colony of Denmark, Greenland is now 
a self-governed Danish territory. The United States has 
maintained a military presence in Greenland since World 
War II. The Inuit and Europeans have mixed to the point 
that it is diffi cult to classify the Inuit—or Europeans, for 
that matter—as “pure.” 

Imagine living in a society where water is not available with the turn of 
a faucet handle. This contractor in Tanzania must “carry” water to the 
site where he is mixing concrete. 
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Sociologists are interested in how racial groups are 
implicitly or explicitly ranked on a scale of social worth. 
One snapshot of this ranking can be found in the way 
Thule Air Base is staffed. Today about 120 American mili-
tary personnel are stationed at the base. Additional base 
personnel include 500–600 Danish civilians and only 
100 Inuit Greenlander civilians. The Danes, who trained 
in universities and trade schools in their home country, 
work in the higher-skilled occupations; the Inuit Green-
landers, having little access to higher education or voca-
tional training, work as truck drivers, taxi drivers, cooks, 
cashiers, and janitors (Mahr 2004). 

What is the sex composition of Greenland? 
How might it be affected by climate change? 
(Chapter 10)

The sex composition of a society offers some clues about 
how it is organized and about inequalities that may exist 
between males and females. Table 16.3 shows the number of 
females per 100 males by age category in Greenland. Notice 
that, irrespective of age, 89 females live there for every 100 
males. Males age 30–49 and 50 –64 so outnumber their 
female counterparts that there are 84 females for every 100 
males in the former category and only 72 females for every 

GLOBAL COMPARISONS

Global Access to Sustainable Water

▲ Figure 16.2 Countries (Highlighted in Orange) Where at Least 20 Percent of the Population Do Not 

Have Access to Sustainable Water

The Inuit people are considered the indigenous population of Green-
land. This Inuit works at Thule Air Base.
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100 males in the latter. The only category in which females 
outnumber males is age 65-plus, which has 112 females for 
every 100 males. We might hypothesize that the greater 
number of males age 30–64 than females that age is related 
to immigration patterns: Greenland draws males to work 
in the mining and fi shing industries. The larger number of 
females age 65 and older than males that age refl ects dif-
ferences in life expectancy that favor women. Sociologists 
hypothesize that the imbalance between the numbers of 
males and females age 30–64 will increase as more males 
are “pulled” to new industries locating in Greenland to 
take advantage of the longer shipping season accompany-
ing climate change. 

How did the U.S. military-industrial complex 
pull Greenland into the international arena? 
(Chapter 11) 

Sociologist C. Wright Mills wrote about the connection 
between government, industry, and the military in The 
Power Elite (1956). The power elite comprises the few peo-
ple who occupy such lofty positions in the social structure 
of leading institutions that their decisions have affected 
millions, even billions, of people worldwide. According to 

Mills, since World War II, rapid advances in technology 
have allowed power to become concentrated in the hands 
of a few; those with access to such power can exercise an 
extraordinary infl uence over not only their immediate 
environment, but also millions of people, tens of thou-
sands of communities, entire countries, and the globe.

U.S. military presence in Greenland can be traced to 
World War II, after German forces occupied Denmark in 
1940. But its military presence did not end after that war. 
In 1951 Denmark and the United States signed a defense 
treaty establishing the 339,000-acre Thule Air Base to be 
used in the event of a Soviet attack on the United States. 
Native Greenlanders had no say in the matter, as Green-
land was a colony of Denmark. Operation Blue Jay, the 
code name for the massive secret effort to build the base, 
attracted 12,000 workers to Greenland. In 1953 the Danish 
government displaced an entire Inuit village to expand the 
base. The U.S. military stored nuclear weapons at Thule, 
but it did not offi cially acknowledge this fact until 1996, 
even though a B-52 bomber carrying four nuclear bombs 
crashed near the base in 1968, spewing plutonium over the 
ice (Mahr 2004). Thule Air Base is home to the U.S. Ballis-
tic Missile Early Warning System, and Greenland is part of 
the Distance Early Warning line, stretching from Alaska 
and northern Canada to Greenland (Archer and Scriv-
ener 1983). Radar and satellite technologies are in place 
to warn of an impending ballistic missile attack against 
North America. 

How might climate change affect Greenland’s 
fertility rate? (Chapter 12)

Sociologists defi ne total fertility as the average number of 
live children that women bear in their lifetime. Since 1996 
total fertility in Greenland has declined from 2.51 to 2.07 
(U.S. Census Bureau 2007). In the rural settlements the 
rate is 3.3, suggesting that the shift from rural to urban-

U.S. military presence in Greenland has set the conditions under which 
Americans interact with the local population. 
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Table 16.3  Number of Males and Females in Greenland 

 by Age Category 

 Age   Females per 

Category Males Females 100 Males

 0–6 3,117 3,027 97

 7 –14 4,138 4,038 98

 15–17 1,380 1,347 98

 18–24 2,930 2,769 95

 25–59 15,965 12,862 80

 60–66 1,591 1,205 76

 67+ 1,198 1,402 117

 Total 30,319 26,650 88

Source: U.S. Census Bureau (2007)



rural environments has altered the status of children from 
economic assets to liabilities. Most of Greenland’s popula-
tion lives in towns, and a small percentage lives in rural 
settlements. Settlements are isolated, with few employ-
ment opportunities and very limited access to goods and 
services. By contrast, towns offer more job opportunities 
and access to a variety of goods and services. Sociolo-
gists would predict that as Greenland opens its borders to 
various foreign corporations and associated employment 
opportunities, total fertility will decline further. 

What are formal and informal ways outsiders 
are coming to learn about Greenland, 
other Arctic cultures, and climate change? 
(Chapter 13) 

In the broadest sense, education includes experiences that 
train, discipline, and shape the mental and physical poten-
tials of the maturing person. Sociologists make a distinc-
tion between informal and formal education. Informal 
education occurs in a spontaneous, unplanned way, so 
that learning occurs naturally. In other words, someone 
does not deliberately design the learning experiences to 
stimulate specifi c thoughts or to impart a specifi c skill. 
Informal education about Greenland occurs when news 
audiences who do not consciously seek out stories on 
Greenland are exposed to such stories. When audiences 
hear on the nightly news that Santa Claus has left his 
North Pole home and is crossing Greenland and heading 
to the United States to deliver presents, audiences come to 
associate Greenland with the North Pole. 

Formal education encompasses a purposeful, planned 
effort to impart specifi c knowledge or skills. Certain muse-

In its effort to win the cold war against the Soviet Union, the U.S. 
military established installations in the Arctic region, including the 
U.S. Ballistic Missile Early Warning System in Greenland.
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Less than 60,000 people live in Greenland, the world’s largest island, 
which is 80 percent ice-capped. Most Greenlanders live in small 
settlements along the coast.
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Through a process known as informal education many Americans 
have come to associate Greenland with Santa Claus, the Arctic, and 
the North Pole.
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ums qualify as formal educators, because they are dedi-
cated to preserving and displaying some aspect of human 
culture. Each shares its collections with the public so 
 people can learn about the culture to which the museum is 
devoted. One such museum in the United States—the Jen-
sen Arctic Museum in Monmouth, Oregon—was founded 
in 1985 by the adventurer, educator, collector, and philan-
thropist Paul H. Jensen. The purpose of the museum is 
to convey “his love of the arctic people, their art, lifestyle 
and environment” and to help visitors appreciate “the cul-
ture and ingenuity of a People who blended into a diffi cult 
and often unforgiving arctic environment” (Jensen Arctic 
Museum 2007). 

What religions did outsiders bring to 
Greenland? (Chapter 14)

The major religions of Greenland are Lutheran Christian-
ity and shamanism. Close ties exist between church and 
state in Denmark. Paragraph 4 of the Danish constitution 
identifi es the Evangelical Lutheran Church as the national 
church of Denmark. Given that Greenland is a former 
colony of Denmark and that a signifi cant share of Green-
land’s population is Danish, we should not be surprised to 
learn that the Lutheran Church has considerable infl uence 
in Greenland. For almost 300 years, the Danish Church 
has established missions in other lands, including Green-
land. Today 500 missionaries are involved with 35 Danish 
government- and donor-subsidized missionary societies 
in Africa, India, Asia, South America, and Europe (Coun-
cil on Interchurch Relations 2007). 

Shamanism is the traditional religion of the Inuit, who 
do build sacred buildings known as churches. They con-
sider nature sacred and themselves as children of nature. 
For the Inuit everything has a soul and is spiritually con-
nected. The universe is in harmony, and the powers of 
nature are neutral toward humans. When evil (which can 
take such forms as bad hunting, bad weather, or illness) 
occurs, the source is almost always people’s bad behavior 
(Mikaelsen 2007).

What is the population size of Greenland, and 
is the population increasing or decreasing 
because of climate change? (Chapter 15)

Population size is determined by births, deaths, and migra-
tion. Births add new people to a population; deaths reduce 
its size. Migration is the movement of people from one 
residence to another. Such movement adds new people to a 
population if they are moving in from another geographic 
area; it reduces the population if people are moving out; or 
it makes no difference if they are moving within the same 
area. In 2005, the last year for which data was available, 
the population of Greenland was 56,969. The annual birth 

rate was 15 births per 1,000 people, for a total of 854 births; 
the annual death rate was 10 deaths per 1,000 people, for 
a total of 569 deaths. These fi gures mean that 285 more 
people were born in 2005 than died (U.S. Census Bureau 
2007; Greenland Home Rule Government 2007). However, 
Greenland’s net migration (the difference between the 
number of people who moved into the territory versus the 
number who moved out) was -345, which means that more 
people moved out than moved in. In 2005 Greenland’s 
population decreased by 60 people. One might predict that 
in- and out-migrations will increase as more industries 
expand or establish operations in Greenland.

In light of the information explosion, how 
does one identify credible sources about 
climate change? (Chapter 16)

Consider that entering the term “global warming” into the 
search engine Google pulls up 7.6 million sites, with Wiki-
pedia listed fi rst. It would take a reader more than two 
years to review just the titles (assuming the reader could 
process a title every second). Given the level of competi-
tion among message senders to attract consumers, what 
strategies do they use to increase the chances that someone 
will pay attention to a particular message? Two of the most 
common strategies are (1) keeping the message short and 
simple, and (2) using eye-catching headlines and images. 
One of the most vivid images used to represent the poten-
tially devastating consequences of climate change are 
polar bears who appear to be stranded on ice fl oes. Such 
images give the impression that the bears are stuck with 
nowhere to go. The images do not disclose the facts that 
polar bears use fl oating ice as a platform for catching seals 
and that the bears can swim long distances (perhaps 150 
miles or more). These facts do not mean that the polar 
bears face no threats; their numbers have declined by 25 
percent in the past 20 years (Polar Bears International 
2007; Mouland 2007). The images do, however, oversim-

Table 16.4  Number of People Moving Into and 

 Out of Greenland, 2005

Migration Category People

Total in-migration 2,388

 Born in Greenland 826

 Foreign-born 1,562

Total out-migration 2,733

 Born in Greenland 1,141

 Foreign-born 1,592

Net Immigration -345

Source: Greenland Home Rule Government (2007).



plify climate change’s effect on these animals. Specifi cally, 
as warming melts more and more sea ice, polar bears must 
make riskier and longer swims to reach a solid platform; 
consequently, they are much thinner than they would oth-
erwise be (Nicklen 2007). 

A complete understanding of climate change involves 
knowing about Greenland’s melting ice sheets, but it also 
involves knowing about the world’s glaciers, the massive 
deforestation of the Amazon, changes to the North Atlan-
tic Current, the ozone hole and ozone thinning, Asian 
monsoons, and much more (Whitty 2006). 

 The challenge of sorting through massive amounts of 
material and weighing opposing viewpoints is exacerbated 
when message senders engage in name calling and out-
right dismissal of another side’s viewpoints. With regard 
to climate change, there appear to be two opposing camps. 
Both agree that the planet is warming, that ice sheets are 
melting, and that greenhouse gas emissions have risen. The 
debate is over whether the climate change is man-made or 
part of a natural cycle, and over whether greenhouse gas 
emissions are potentially dangerous or benefi cial. 

The 1,250 authors and 2,500 scientifi c expert reviewers 
from 130 countries involved with the UN report Climate 
Change 2007 maintain that pre-industrial global atmo-
spheric concentrations of carbon dioxide ranged from 180 
to 300 parts per million (ppm). In 2005, carbon dioxide 
concentrations were 379 ppm. Thus, the man-made contri-
bution could be as small as 79 ppm or as large as 199 ppm. 
The UN report argues that the current levels of green-
house gases depart so much from any natural variability 
(180 to 300 ppm) that they must be man-made (Inter-
governmental Panel on Climate Change 2007a). Petition 
Project signers and others take issue with this assessment, 
arguing that the planet has experienced ice ages, sea level 
rises, glacial melting, and higher greenhouse gas emis-
sions before. Therefore, what we call “global warming” or 
“climate change” may be part of a natural cycle. 

Since most people do not have the scientifi c back-
ground to evaluate the two arguments, proponents of each 

side often use simplistic images to sway people. In assess-
ing the two views, keep in mind that the debate is over 
who or what is responsible for climate change (humans 
or nature?). It is also a high-stakes debate about whether 
humans should change the way they have organized 
almost every social activity. If the phenomenon is natural, 
then no amount of effort is likely to change the outcome, 
so why make changes? 

A sociologist interested in objectively evaluating the two 
viewpoints would probably fi nd it useful to check authors’, 
reviewers’, and petition signers’ credentials. The Petition 
Project Web site gives an alphabetized list of signers who 
reject the idea of human contribution to climate change 
and who question whether greenhouse gas emissions are 
problematic for the planet. Along with each signer’s name, 
only the most basic academic credentials (such as MS and 
PhD) are provided. The list provides no corporate, uni-
versity, or other affi liations—making it diffi cult to learn 
about signers’ qualifi cations. I selected 10 signers at ran-
dom and used an Internet search engine to help me iden-
tify their affi liations and their other qualifi cations. Four 
of the 10 names yielded results: the fi rst signer appears to 
have died in 2004; the second works for Conoco Phillips 
(an integrated petroleum company); the third specializes 
in airlines, hotels, rental cars, and cruise line forecasting; 
and the fourth is a city attorney. 

The names of authors and reviewers associated with 
the Climate Change 2007 report are listed, along with 
their academic credentials and their affi liations. I selected 
10 names at random and used an Internet search engine 
to verify their affi liations and credentials. All 10 names 
yielded results. The affi liations included National Center 
for Atmospheric Research (Boulder, Colorado), Nether-
lands Environmental Assessment Agency, and Canadian 
Centre for Climate Modeling and Analysis. While a sample 
of 10 names cannot yield defi nitive results about potential 
biases driving people affi liated with either camp, it does 
suggest that further investigation is warranted before 
judging which source is more credible.
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■ VISUAL SUMMARY OF CORE CONCEPTS

■ CORE CONCEPT 1: When sociologists study any social 
change, they take particular interest in identifying tip-
ping points—situations in which previously rare events 
snowball into commonplace ones. 
Social change is any signifi cant alteration, modifi cation, 
or transformation in the organization and operation 
of social activity. When sociologists study change, they 
must fi rst identify the social activity that has changed 
or is changing. Sociologists are particularly interested 
in tipping points, a situation in which a previously rare 
(or seemingly rare) event, response, or opinion becomes 
dramatically more common. 

■ CORE CONCEPT 2: A number of key sociological concepts help sociologists 
answer the question “What about social activity has changed since 1750?” 
Those concepts describe ongoing changes: industrialization and mechanization, 
globalization, rationalization, McDonaldization, urbanization, and the information 
explosion.
The greatest change in social activity since 1750 is the extent to which that activity 
depends on fossil fuels. The most critical factor driving the Industrial Revolution 
was mechanization—the addition of external sources of power, such as coal, oil, 
and natural gas, to hand tools and modes of transportation. There is no question 
that fossil fuels facilitated globalization. Obviously, humans use trains, cars, buses, 
boats, planes, phones, and the Internet to deliver people, products, services, and 
information across national borders. The rationalization driving the profi t-making 
strategy known as planned obsolescence depends on fossil fuels to manufacture 
products, to deliver them to retailers or to buyers’ houses, to make them operate, 
and to haul them away when owners decide to discard them. Other processes that 
could not occur without fossil fuels are McDonaldization, urbanization, and the 
information explosion. 

■ CORE CONCEPT 3: An invention can trigger changes in social activ-
ity. For an invention to emerge, however, the cultural base must be large 
enough to support it. 
Innovation is the invention or discovery of something—a new idea, process, 
practice, device, or tool. Anthropologist Leslie White argued that for an 
invention to emerge, the cultural base must be large enough to support it. If 
the Wright brothers had lived in the 14th century, for example, they could 
never have invented the airplane, because the cultural base did not contain 
the ideas, materials, and innovations to support its creation. When the 
cultural base is capable of supporting an invention, then the invention will 
come into being whether people want it or not. When this happens, society 
experiences what sociologist William F. Ogburn calls cultural lag; that is, 
the adaptive culture (norms, values, and beliefs) fails to adjust in necessary 
ways to a material innovation. 
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■ CORE CONCEPT 4: Social change occurs when someone breaks away from or 
challenges a paradigm. A scientific revolution occurs when enough people in the 
community break with the old paradigm and orient their research or thinking 
according to a new paradigm. 
According to Thomas Kuhn, some of the most signifi cant scientifi c advances have 
been made when someone has broken away from or challenged a paradigm—a 
dominant and widely accepted theory or concept in a particular fi eld of study. 
Before people discard an old paradigm, someone must articulate an alternative 
paradigm that accounts convincingly for all anomalies (observations the old 
paradigm cannot explain). The people most likely to put forth new paradigms are 
those who are least committed to the old paradigms. 

■ CORE CONCEPT 5: Conflict—especially when it 
involves efforts to resolve a dispute or gain the upper 
hand—can create new norms, relationships, ways of 
thinking, and innovations. 
Confl ict is both a consequence and a cause of change. 
Change can trigger confl ict, and confl ict can lead to 
change. Confl ict can be a constructive and invigorat-
ing force that prevents a social system from becoming 
stagnant, unresponsive, or ineffi cient. Confl ict can create 
new norms, relationships, and ways of thinking. It can 
also generate new, more-effi cient technologies.

■ CORE CONCEPT 6: The profit-driven capitalist system forces change 
as it seeks to revolutionize production, create new products, and expand 
markets. 
In a capitalist system, profi t is the most important measure of success. To 
maximize profi t, the successful entrepreneur must respond to economic 
stagnation and downturns with profi t-generating strategies. Historically, 
such strategies have included lowering wages, introducing labor-saving 
technologies, fi nding new markets, and creating new products that con-
sumers will feel the “need” to buy. 

■ CORE CONCEPT 7: Social movements occur when enough people 
organize to resist a change or to make a change.
A social movement depends on (1) an actual or imagined condi-
tion that enough people fi nd objectionable; (2) a shared belief 
that something needs to be done about the condition; and (3) an 
organized effort to attract supporters, articulate the condition, and 
defi ne a strategy for addressing the condition. Social movements 
can be classifi ed as regressive, reformist, revolutionary, and coun-
terrevolutionary. 
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■ CORE CONCEPT 8: Sociological concepts and theories can be 
applied to evaluating the consequences of any social change. 
The sociological concepts and theories covered in this textbook can 
be applied to evaluating the consequences of any social change. Key 
concepts are important thinking tools, because they suggest questions 
that can guide analysis of any social change. 

Resources on the Internet

 Sociology: A Global Perspective Book Companion Website

www.cengage.com/sociology/ferrante

Visit your book companion Web site, where you will fi nd fl ash cards, practice quizzes, internet links, 
and more to help you study.

Just what you need to know NOW!

Spend time on what you need to master rather than on information you have already learned. Take 
a pre-test for this chapter, and CengageNOW will generate a personalized study plan based on your 
results. The study plan will identify the topics you need to review and direct you to online resources to 
help you master those topics. You can then take a post-test to help you determine the concepts you have 
mastered and what you will need to work on. Try it out! Go to www.cengage.com/login to sign in with 
an access code or to purchase access to this product.
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527 group A tax-exempt advocacy organization that seeks 
to infl uence federal elections by running issue related 
advertisements criticizing the record of a candidate or by 
mobilizing voters to register and vote.

absolute poverty A situation in which people lack the 
resources to satisfy the basic needs no person should be 
without.

absorption assimilation A process by which members of a 
minority group adapt to the ways of the dominant culture.

achieved characteristic A status acquired through some 
combination of personal choice, effort, and ability.

achieved statuses Social statuses acquired through some 
combination of personal choice, effort, and ability. A 
person’s marital status, occupation, and educational 
attainment are considered examples of achieved statuses.

adaptive culture The portion of nonmaterial culture 
(norms, values, and beliefs) that adjusts to material 
innovations.

affectional action Social action that pursues a goal in 
response to an emotion such as revenge, love, or loyalty.

agents of socialization Signifi cant others, primary groups, 
ingroups and outgroups, and institutions that (1) shape 
our sense of self or social identity, (2) teach us about the 
groups to which we do and do not belong, (3) help us to 
realize our human capacities, and (4) help us negotiate the 
social and physical environment we have inherited.

age-specifi c birth rate The annual number of births per 
1,000 women of a specifi c age group.

aging population A population in which the percentage 
that is age 65 and older is increasing relative to other age 
groups.

alienation A state of being in which human life is domi-
nated by the forces of its inventions.

altruistic A state in which the ties attaching the individ-
ual to the group are such that he or she has no life beyond 
the group and strives to blend in with the group to have a 
sense of being.
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altruistic suicide Suicide resulting from social ties so 
strong that the self has no life apart from the group.

anomaly An observation that a paradigm cannot explain.

anomic A state in which the ties attaching the individual 
to the group are disrupted due to dramatic changes in 
economic circumstances.

anomic suicide Suicide resulting from social ties dis-
rupted by dramatic change in economic circumstances.

ascribed characteristic Any physical trait that is biologi-
cal in origin and/or cannot be changed, to which people 
assign overwhelming signifi cance. (ch. 2)

ascribed characteristics Attributes people have at birth, 
develop over time, or possess through no effort or fault of 
their own. (ch. 8)

ascribed statuses Social positions assigned on the basis of 
attributes people possess through no fault of their own—
those attributes are acquired at birth (such as skin shade, 
sex, or hair color), develop over time (such as height, 
weight, baldness, wrinkles, or reproductive capacity), or 
possess through no effort or fault of their own (such as the 
country into which one is born and religious affi liation 
“inherited” from parents).

assimilation A process by which ethnic or racial distinc-
tions between groups disappear because one group is 
absorbed into another group’s culture or because two 
cultures blend to form a new cultural system.

authoritarian government A system of government in 
which there is no separation of power and a single person 
(dictator), group (family, military, single party), or social 
class holds all power.

authority Legitimate power in which people believe that 
the differences in power are just and proper—that is, 
people view a leader as being entitled to give orders.

back stage The area of everyday life out of an audience’s 
sight, where individuals can do things that would be inap-
propriate or unexpected on the front stage.

Key Concepts
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basic innovations Revolutionary, unprecedented, or 
groundbreaking inventions or discoveries that form the 
basis for a wide range of applications.

beliefs Conceptions that people accept as true, concern-
ing how the world operates and where the individual fi ts 
in relationship to others.

biography All the day-to-day activities from birth to 
death that make up a person’s life.

bourgeoisie In Marxist theory, owners of the means of 
production who exploit the labor of the proletariat. (ch. 1)

bourgeoisie The owners of the means of production 
(such as land, machinery, buildings, and tools), who pur-
chase labor. (ch. 2)

brain drain The emigration from a country of the most 
educated and most talented people.

bureaucracy An organization that strives to use the most 
effi cient means to achieve a valued goal.

capitalism An economic system in which the raw materi-
als and the means of producing and distributing goods 
and services remain privately owned.

caregiver burden The extent to which caregivers believe 
that their emotional balance, physical health, social life, 
and fi nancial status suffer because of their caregiver role.

caste system A system of social stratifi cation in which 
people are ranked on the basis of ascribed characteristics 
(over which they have no control).

chance Something not subject to human will, choice, 
or effort; it helps determine a person’s racial and ethnic 
classifi cation.

charismatic authority A type of authority that derives 
from the exceptional and exemplary qualities of the per-
son who issues the commands.

church A group whose members hold the same beliefs 
about the sacred and the profane, who behave in the same 
way in the presence of the sacred, and who gather in body 
or spirit at agreed-on times to reaffi rm their commitment 
to those beliefs and practices.

class A person’s overall economic and social status in a 
system of social stratifi cation.

class system A system of social stratifi cation in which 
people are ranked on the basis of achieved characteristics, 
such as merit, talent, ability, or past performance.

censors People whose job is to sift information conveyed 
through movies, books, letters, TV, the Internet, and other 

media and to remove or block any material that those in 
power consider unsuitable or threatening.

censorship A method of preventing information from 
reaching an audience.

choice The act of choosing from a range of possible 
behaviors or appearances; a person’s choices may evoke 
associations with a particular race or ethnic group.

civil religion An institutionalized set of beliefs about a 
nation’s past, present, and future and a corresponding 
set of rituals. Both the beliefs and the rituals take on a 
sacred quality and elicit feelings of patriotism. Civil reli-
gion forges ties between religion and a nation’s needs and 
political interests. 

claims makers People who articulate and promote claims 
and who tend to gain in some way if the targeted audience 
accepts their claims as true.

claims-making activities Actions taken to draw attention 
to a claim, such as “demanding services, fi lling out forms, 
lodging complaints, fi ling lawsuits, calling press confer-
ences, writing letters of protest, passing resolutions, pub-
lishing exposés, placing ads in newspapers, . . . setting up 
picket lines or boycotts” (Spector and Kitsuse 1977, p. 79).

coercive organizations Formal organizations that draw 
in people who have no choice but to participate; such 
organizations include those dedicated to compulsory 
socialization or to resocialization or treatment of indi-
viduals labeled as deviant. 

cohort A group of people born around the same time 
(such as a specifi ed fi ve-year period) who share common 
experiences and perspectives by virtue of the time they 
were born.

collective memory The experiences shared and recalled 
by signifi cant numbers of people. Such memories are 
revived, preserved, shared, passed on, and recast in many 
forms, such as stories, holidays, rituals, and monuments.

colonialism A form of domination in which a foreign 
power uses superior military force to impose its political, 
economic, social, and cultural institutions on an indig-
enous population so it can control their resources, labor, 
and markets.

colonization A form of domination in which one coun-
try imposes its political, economic, social, and cultural 
institutions on an indigenous population and the land it 
occupies.

color line A barrier supported by customs and laws sepa-
rating nonwhites from whites, especially with regard to 
their place in the division of labor.
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commercialization of gender ideals The process of intro-
ducing products to the market by using advertising and 
sales campaigns that draw on socially constructed stan-
dards of masculinity and femininity.

concepts Thinking and communication tools used to give 
and receive complex information effi ciently and to frame 
and focus observations.

confl ict In Marxist theory, the major force that drives 
social change.

conformity Behavior and appearances that follow and 
maintain the standards of a group. Also, the acceptance 
of culturally valued goals and the pursuit of those goals 
through means defi ned as legitimate.

conglomerate A large corporation that owns “smaller” 
corporations acquired through merger or acquisition.

constrictive pyramid A population pyramid that is nar-
rower at the base than in the middle. It shows that the 
population consists disproportionately of middle-aged 
and older people.

constructionist approach A sociological approach that 
focuses on the way specifi c groups, activities, conditions, 
or artifacts become defi ned as problems.

context The social setting in which racial and ethnic cat-
egories are recognized, constructed, and challenged.

control The guiding or regulating, by planning out in 
detail, the production or delivery of a service or product.

control variables Variables suspected of causing spurious 
correlations.

core economies The wealthiest, most highly diversifi ed 
economies, with strong, stable governments.

corporate crime Crime committed by a corporation as 
it competes with other companies for market share and 
profi ts.

correlation coeffi cient A mathematical representation 
that quantifi es the extent to which a change in one vari-
able is associated with a change in another variable.

countercultures Subcultures in which the norms, val-
ues, beliefs, symbols, and language the members share 
emphasize confl ict or opposition to the larger culture. 
In fact, rejection of the dominant culture’s values, 
norms, symbols, and beliefs is central to understanding a 
counterculture.

counterrevolutionary movements Social movements 
that seek to maintain a social order that reformist and 
revolutionary movements are seeking to change.

crude birth rate The annual number of births per 1,000 
people in a designated geographic area.

crude death rate The annual number of deaths per 1,000 
people in a designated geographic area.

cultural genocide An extreme form of ethnocentrism 
in which the people of one society defi ne the culture of 
another society not as merely offensive, but as so intoler-
able that they attempt to destroy it.

cultural relativism The perspective that a foreign culture 
should not be judged by the standards of a home culture 
and that a behavior or way of thinking must be examined 
in its cultural context.  

culture The way of life of a people; more specifi cally, the 
human created strategies for adjusting to the environment 
and to those creatures (including humans) that are part of 
that environment. 

culture shock The strain that people from one culture 
experience when they must reorient themselves to the 
ways of a new culture. 

cults Very small, loosely organized groups, usually 
founded by a charismatic leader who attracts people by 
virtue of his or her personal qualities.

cultural base The number of existing innovations, which 
forms the basis for further inventions.

cultural lag A situation in which adaptive culture fails to 
adjust in necessary ways to material innovation.

currents of opinion The state of affairs with regard to 
some way of being expressed through rates (suicide, mar-
riage, savings).

dearth of feedback A situation in which much of the 
information released or picked up by the popular media 
is not subjected to honest, constructive criticism, because 
the critical audience that exists is too small to evaluate the 
information before it is used.

decolonization A process of undoing colonialism such 
that the colonized achieves independence from the so-
called mother country.

democracy A system of government in which power 
is vested in the citizen body, and in which members of 
that citizen body participate directly or indirectly in the 
decision-making process.

demographic gap The difference between a population’s 
birth rate and death rate.

demography A subspecialty within sociology that focuses 
on the study of human populations, particularly on their 
size and rate of growth.
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denomination A hierarchical religious organization, led 
by a professionally trained clergy, in a society in which 
church and state are usually separate.

dependent variable The variable to be explained or 
predicted.

deviance Any behavior or physical appearance that is 
socially challenged or condemned because it departs from 
the norms and expectations of a group.

deviant subcultures Groups that are part of the larger 
society but whose members adhere to norms and values 
that favor violation of the larger society’s laws.

differential association A theory of socialization that 
explains how deviant behavior, especially delinquent 
behavior, is learned. It states that “when persons become 
criminal, they do so because of contacts with criminal 
patterns and also because of isolation from anticriminal 
patterns” (Sutherland and Cressey 1978, p. 78).

diffusion The process by which an idea, an invention, 
or some other cultural item is borrowed from a foreign 
source.

discrimination Intentional or unintentional unequal 
treatment of individuals or groups because of attributes 
unrelated to merit, ability, or past performance—treat-
ment that denies equal opportunities to achieve socially 
valued goals.

disenchantment A great spiritual void accompanied by a 
crisis of meaning. It occurs when people focus so uncriti-
cally on the ways they go about achieving a valued goal 
that they lose sight of that goal.

dispositional causes Forces over which individuals are 
supposed to have control—including personal qualities or 
traits, such as motivation level, mood, and effort. 

division of labor Work that is broken down into special-
ized tasks, each performed by a different set of persons 
trained to do that task. The persons doing each task often 
live in different parts of the world. Not only are the tasks 
specialized, but the parts and materials needed to manu-
facture products also come from many different regions 
of the world.

documents Written or printed materials used in research.

domestication The process by which plants and animals 
were brought under human control.

double consciousness According to DuBois, “this sense 
of always looking at one’s self through the eyes of others, 
of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks 
on in amused contempt and pity.” The double conscious-
ness includes a sense of two-ness: “an American, a Negro; 

two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two 
warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength 
alone keeps it from being torn asunder.”

doubling time The estimated number of years required 
for a country’s population to double in size.

downward mobility A form of vertical mobility in which 
a person moves down in rank.

dramaturgical model A model in which social interac-
tion is viewed as if it were a theater, people as if they were 
actors, and roles as if they were performances before an 
audience in a particular setting.

ecclesia A professionally trained religious organization, 
governed by a hierarchy of leaders, that claims everyone in 
a society as a member.

economic system A socially created institution that coor-
dinates human activity in the effort to produce, distribute, 
and consume goods and services.

education In the broadest sense, the experiences that 
train, discipline, and shape the mental and physical poten-
tials of the maturing person.

effi ciency An organization’s claim of offering the “best” 
products and services, which allow consumers to move 
quickly from one state of being to another (for example, 
from hungry to full, from fat to thin, or from uneducated 
to educated).

egoistic A state in which the ties attaching the individual 
to others in the society are weak.

egoistic suicide Suicide resulting from weak social ties 
that fail to attach the person to the group. 

emigration The departure of individuals from one country 
or other geographic area to take up residence elsewhere.

empire A group of countries under the direct or indirect 
control of a foreign power or government such that the 
dominant power shapes the subordinate entities’ political, 
economic, and cultural development.

endogamy Norms requiring or encouraging people to 
choose a partner from the same social category as their 
own.

established sects Religious organizations, resembling 
both denominations and sects, that have left denomina-
tions or ecclesiae and have existed long enough to acquire 
a large following and widespread respectability.

esteem The reputation that someone occupying an 
ascribed or achieved status has earned from people who 
know and observe them.
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ethgender A social category that combines sex, gender, 
race, and ethnicity.

ethnicity People who share, believe they share, or are 
believed by others to share a national origin; a common 
ancestry; a place of birth; distinctive concrete social traits 
(such as religious practices, style of dress, body adornments, 
or language); or socially important physical characteristics 
(such as skin color, hair texture, or body structure).

ethnocentrism A viewpoint that uses one culture, usually 
the home culture, as the standard for judging the worth of 
foreign ways.  

evolutionary view The idea that human societies prog-
ress in stages from primitive to civilized, with each suc-
cessive stage representing a more complex form of social 
organization.

exogamy Norms requiring or encouraging people to 
choose a partner from a social category other than their 
own.

expansive pyramid A triangular population pyramid that 
is broadest at the base, with each successive cohort smaller 
than the one below it. This pyramid shows that the popu-
lation consists disproportionately of young people.

externality costs Hidden costs of using, making, or dis-
posing of a product that are not fi gured into the price of 
the product or paid for by the producer.

extreme poverty The most severe form of poverty, in 
which people cannot afford the basic human necessities 
(food, water, clothes, and shelter).

extreme wealth The most excessive form of wealth, in 
which a very small proportion of people have money, 
material possessions, and other assets (minus liabilities) in 
such abundance that a small fraction of it (if spent appro-
priately) could provide adequate food, safe water, sanita-
tion, and basic health care for the 1 billion poorest people 
on the planet.

facade of legitimacy An explanation that members of 
dominant groups give to justify their actions.

falsely accused People who have not broken the rules of a 
group but are treated as if they have.

family A social institution that binds people together 
through blood, marriage, law, and/or social norms. Family 
members are generally expected to care for and support 
each other. 

fatalistic A state in which the ties attaching the individual 
to the group involve discipline so oppressive it offers no 
chance of release.

fatalistic suicide Suicide resulting from social ties whose 
discipline is so oppressive it offers no chance of release.

feeling rules Norms that specify appropriate ways to 
express internal sensations.

femininity The physical, behavioral, and mental and 
emotional traits believed to be characteristic of females.

feminism In its most basic sense, a perspective that advo-
cates equality between men and women.

fi nance aristocracy Bankers and stockholders seemingly 
detached from the world of “work.”

folkways Customary ways of handling the routine mat-
ters of everyday life. (ch. 7)

folkways Norms that apply to the mundane aspects or 
details of daily life. (ch. 3)

foreign-born People living within the political boundar-
ies of a country who were born elsewhere.

formal curriculum The various academic subjects, such 
as mathematics, science, English, reading, and physical 
education.

formal dimension The offi cial aspect of an organization, 
including job descriptions and written rules, guidelines, 
and procedures established to achieve valued goals.

formal education A systematic, purposeful, planned 
effort intended to impart specifi c skills and modes of 
thought.

formal organization Coordinating mechanisms that 
bring together people, resources, and technology and 
then channel human activity toward achieving a specifi c 
outcome.

formal sanctions Expressions of approval or disapproval 
backed by laws, rules, or policies that specify (usually in 
writing) the conditions under which people should be 
rewarded or punished and the procedures for allocating 
rewards and administering punishments.

fortifi ed households Preindustrial arrangements in 
which a household acts as an armed unit and the head of 
the household acts as its military commander. The house-
hold is characterized by the presence of a nonhouseholder 
class, consisting of propertyless laborers and servants.

front stage The area of everyday life visible to an audi-
ence, where people take care to create and maintain the 
images and behavior the audience has come to expect.

function The contribution part of a society makes to 
order and stability within the society.
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functionally illiterate Lacking the level of reading, writ-
ing, and calculating skills needed to function in the society 
in which one lives.

fundamentalism A belief in the timelessness of sacred 
writings and a belief that such writings apply to all kinds 
of environments.

games Structured, organized activities that usually involve 
more than one person and a number of constraints, such 
as established roles, rules, time, place, and outcome.

gender A social distinction based on culturally conceived 
and learned ideals about appropriate appearance, behav-
ior, and mental and emotional characteristics for males 
and females.

gender polarization The organizing of social life around 
male-female ideals, so that people’s sex infl uences every 
aspect of their life, including how they dress, the time they 
get up in the morning, what they do before they go to 
bed at night, the social roles they take on, the things they 
worry about, and even the ways they express emotion and 
experience sexual attraction.

gender-schematic A term describing decisions that are 
infl uenced by a society’s polarized defi nitions of mascu-
linity and femininity rather than by criteria such as self-
 fulfi llment, interest, ability, and personal comfort.

generalizability The extent to which fi ndings can be 
applied to the larger population from which a sample is 
drawn.

generalized other A system of expected behaviors, mean-
ings, and viewpoints that transcend those of the people 
participating.

global inequality The unequal distribution of income, 
wealth, or other valued resources across countries and 
within each country. 

global interdependence A situation in which the social, 
political, fi nancial, and cultural lives of people around 
the world are so intertwined that one country’s prob-
lems—such as unemployment, drug abuse, environmental 
pollution, and the search for national security in the face 
of terrorism—are part of a larger global situation.

globalization The ever-increasing fl ow of goods, services, 
money, people, information, and culture across political 
borders.

goods Any products manufactured, grown, or extracted 
from the earth, such as food, clothing, housing, automo-
biles, coal, computers, and so on.

government The organizational structure that directs and 
coordinates people’s involvement in the political activities 

of a country or other territory (city, county, state) within 
that country.

gross domestic product (GDP) The monetary value of 
the goods and services that a nation’s work force produces 
over the course of a year (or some other time period).

group Two or more people who share a distinct identity, 
feel a sense of belonging, and interact directly or indirectly 
with one another.

Hawthorne effect A phenomenon in which research sub-
jects alter their behavior when they learn they are being 
observed.

hegemony A process by which a power maintains its 
dominance over other entities.

hidden curriculum All the other activities that go on as 
students learn subject matter, and the “lessons” that those 
other activities convey about the value and meaning of 
what the students are learning.

households All related and unrelated persons who share 
the same dwelling.

hypothesis A trial explanation put forward as the focus 
of research; it predicts how independent and dependent 
variables are related and how a dependent variable will 
change when an independent variable changes.

ideal A standard against which real cases can be 
compared.

ideal type A deliberate simplifi cation or caricature that 
exaggerates defi ning characteristics, thus establishing a 
standard against which real cases can be compared.

ideology A set of beliefs taken to be accurate accounts 
and explanations of why things are as they are. The beliefs 
are not challenged or subjected to scrutiny by the people 
who hold them.

illiteracy The inability to understand and use a symbol 
system, whether it is based on sounds, letters, numbers, 
pictographs, or some other type of symbol.

immigration The entry of individuals into a country or 
other geographic area of which they are not natives to take 
up residence there.

imperialistic power A political entity that exerts control 
and infl uence over foreign entities through conquest or 
force and/or through policies and economic pressures.

impression management The process by which people in 
social situations manage the setting, their dress, their words, 
and their gestures to correspond to the impression they are 
trying to make or the image they are trying to project.
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improving innovations Modifi cations of basic inventions 
that improve upon the originals—for example, making 
them smaller, faster, less complicated, more effi cient, 
more attractive, or more profi table.

income The money a person earns, usually on an annual 
basis through salary or wages.

independent variable The variable that explains or pre-
dicts the dependent variable.

individual discrimination Any overt action of an indi-
vidual that depreciates someone from an outgroup, denies 
outgroup members opportunities to participate, or does 
violence to their lives and property.

Industrial Revolution Changes in manufacturing, agri-
culture, transportation, and mining that transformed 
virtually every aspect of society.

infant mortality rate The annual number of deaths 
of infants one year old or younger for every 1,000 such 
infants born alive.

informal dimension The unoffi cial aspect of an organi-
zation, including behaviors that depart from the formal 
dimension, such as employee-generated norms that evade, 
bypass, or ignore offi cial rules, guidelines, and procedures.

informal education Education that occurs in a spontane-
ous, unplanned way.

informal sanctions Spontaneous, unoffi cial expressions 
of approval or disapproval that are not backed by the force 
of law.

information explosion An unprecedented increase in the 
amount of stored and transmitted data and messages in all 
media (including electronic, print, radio, and television).

ingroup A group with which people identify and to 
which they feel closely attached, particularly when that 
attachment is founded on hatred or opposition toward an 
outgroup.

in-migration The movement of people into a designated 
geographic area, such as a country, region, or city.

innovation (as a response to structural strain) The accep-
tance of cultural goals but the rejection of the legitimate 
means to achieve them. (ch. 7)

innovation The invention or discovery of something, such 
as a new idea, process, practice, device, or tool. (ch. 16)

institution A relatively stable and predictable arrange-
ment among people that has emerged over time to coor-
dinate human interaction and behavior in ways that meet 
some social need.

institutionally complete subcultures Subcultures whose 
members do not interact with anyone outside their sub-
culture to shop for food, attend school, receive medical 
care, or fi nd companionship, because the subculture satis-
fi es these needs.

instrumental-rational action Social action that is pur-
sued by the most effi cient means, often without consider-
ing the appropriateness or consequences of those means.

insurgents Groups who participate in armed rebel-
lion against some established authority, government, or 
administration with the hope that those in power will 
retreat.

intergenerational mobility A form of vertical mobility 
in which people move upward or downward in rank over 
two or more generations.

internal migration The movement of people within the 
boundaries of a single country—from one state, region, or 
city to another.

internalization The process in which people take as their 
own and accept as binding the norms, values, beliefs, and 
language that their socializers are attempting to pass on.  

intersexed A broad term used by the medical profession 
to classify people with some mixture of male and female 
biological characteristics.

interviews Face-to-face or telephone conversations 
between an interviewer and a respondent, in which the 
interviewer asks questions and records the respondent’s 
answers.

intragenerational mobility A form of vertical mobility in 
which a person moves upward or downward in rank dur-
ing his or her lifetime.

invention A synthesis of existing innovations.

involuntary minorities Ethnic or racial groups that were 
forced to become part of a country by slavery, conquest, 
or colonization.

iron cage of rationality The set of irrationalities that 
rational systems generate.

Islamic revitalism Responses to the belief that existing 
political, economic, and social systems have failed—
responses that include a disenchantment with, and 
even a rejection of, the West; soul-searching; a quest for 
greater authenticity; and a conviction that Islam offers a 
viable alternative to secular nationalism, socialism, and 
capitalism. 

issue A matter that can be explained only by factors out-
side an individual’s control and immediate environment.
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labor-intensive poor economies Economies that have a 
lower level of industrial production and a lower standard 
of living than core economies. They differ markedly from 
core economies on indicators such as doubling time, 
infant mortality, total fertility, per capita income, and per 
capita energy consumption.

language A symbol system involving the use of sounds, 
gestures (signing), and/or characters (such as letters or 
pictures) to convey meaning.  

latent functions Unintended or unanticipated effects 
that part of a society has on order and stability within the 
society.

laws of supply and demand Natural laws regulating capi-
talist economies such that “as demand for an item increases, 
prices rise.” Manufacturers respond by increasing produc-
tion which in turn “increases competition and drives the 
price down” (Hirsch, Kett, and Trefi l 1993, p. 455).

legal-rational authority A type of authority that rests on 
a system of impersonal rules that formally specifi es the 
qualifi cations for occupying a powerful position.

liberation theology A religious movement based on 
the idea that organized religions have a responsibility to 
demand social justice for the marginalized peoples of the 
world, especially landless peasants and the urban poor, 
and to take an active role at the grassroots level to bring 
about political and economic justice.

life chances The probability that an individual’s life will 
follow a certain path and will turn out a certain way. 
(ch. 8)

life chances A critical set of potential social advantages, 
including the chance to live past the fi rst year of life, to 
live independently in old age, and everything in between. 
(ch. 12)

linguistic relativity hypothesis The idea that “no two 
languages are ever suffi ciently similar to be considered as 
representing the same social reality. The worlds in which 
different societies live are distinct worlds, not merely the 
same world with different labels attached.”

looking-glass self A process in which a sense of self devel-
ops, enabling one to see oneself refl ected in others’ real or 
imagined reactions to one’s appearance and behaviors.

low-technology tribal societies Hunting-and-gathering 
societies with technologies that do not permit the creation 
of surplus wealth.

manifest functions Intended or anticipated effects that 
part of a society has on order and stability within the 
society.

masculinity The physical, behavioral, and mental and 
emotional traits believed to be characteristic of males.

mass media Forms of communication designed to reach 
large audiences without face-to-face contact between 
those conveying and those receiving the messages.

master status One status in a status set that is so impor-
tant to a person’s social identity it overshadows all other 
statuses a person occupies—shaping every aspect of life 
and dominating social interactions.

master status of deviant An identifi cation marking a rule 
breaker fi rst and foremost as a deviant.

material culture All the natural and human-created 
objects to which people have attached meaning.

McDonaldization A process whereby the principles 
governing the fast-food industry come to dominate other 
sectors of the American economy, society, and the world. 

means of production The land, machinery, buildings, 
tools, labor, and other resources needed to produce and 
distribute goods and services.

mechanical solidarity Social order and cohesion based 
on a common conscience, or uniform thinking and 
behavior.

mechanization The addition of external sources of 
power, such as that derived from burning coal and oil, to 
muscle-powered tools and modes of transportation.

melting pot assimilation Cultural blending in which 
groups accept many new behaviors and values from one 
another. The exchange produces a new cultural system, 
which is a blend of the previously separate systems.

methods of data collection The procedures a researcher 
follows to gather relevant data.

migration The movement of people from one residence 
to another.

migration rate A rate based on the difference between 
the number of people entering and the number of people 
leaving a designated geographic area in a year. We divide 
that difference by the size of the relevant population and 
then multiply the result by 1,000.

militaristic power One that believes military strength, 
and the willingness to use it, is the source of national—
and even global—security.

minority groups Subgroups within a society that can be 
distinguished from members of the dominant group by 
visible identifying characteristics, including physical and 
cultural attributes. These subgroups are systematically 



 Key Concepts 511

excluded, whether consciously or unconsciously, from full 
participation in society and denied equal access to posi-
tions of power, privilege, and wealth.

mixed contacts “The moments when stigmatized nor-
mals are in the same ‘social situation,’ that is, in one 
another’s immediate physical presence, whether in a 
 conversation-like encounter or in the mere co-presence 
of an unfocused gathering” (Goffman 1963, p. 12).

modern capitalism An economic system that involves 
careful calculation of costs of production relative to prof-
its, borrowing and lending money, accumulating all forms 
of capital, and drawing labor from an unrestricted global 
labor pool.

monopoly A situation in which a single producer domi-
nates a market.

mores Norms that people defi ne as essential to the well-
being of their group or nation.

mortality crises Violent fl uctuations in the death rate, 
caused by war, famine, or epidemics.

multinational corporations Enterprises that own, 
control, or license production or service facilities in 
countries other than the one where the corporations are 
headquartered.

mystical religions Religions in which the sacred is 
sought in states of being that, at their peak, can exclude 
all awareness of one’s existence, sensations, thoughts, and 
surroundings.

natural increase The number of births minus the num-
ber of deaths occurring in a population in a year.

nature Human genetic makeup or biological inheritance.

negative sanction An expression of disapproval for 
noncompliance.

negatively privileged property class Weber’s category for 
people completely lacking in skills, property, or employ-
ment or who depend on seasonal or sporadic employ-
ment; they constitute the very bottom of the class system.

neocolonialism A new form of colonialism where more 
powerful foreign governments and foreign-owned busi-
nesses continue to exploit the resources and labor of the 
post-colonial peoples.

nonmaterial culture Intangible human creations, which 
we cannot identify directly through the senses.

nonprejudiced discriminators (fair-weather liber-
als) Persons who believe in equal opportunity but dis-
criminate because doing so gives them an advantage or 

because they fail to consider the discriminatory conse-
quences of their actions.

nonprejudiced nondiscriminators (all-weather liber-
als) Persons who accept the creed of equal opportunity 
and whose conduct conforms to that creed.

norms Written and unwritten rules that specify behav-
iors appropriate and inappropriate to a particular social 
situation.

nurture The social environment, or the interaction expe-
riences that make up every individual’s life.

objective deprivation The condition of the people who 
are the worst off or most disadvantaged—those with the 
lowest incomes, the least education, the lowest social 
status, the fewest opportunities, and so on.

objectivity A stance in which researchers’ personal, or 
subjective, views do not infl uence their observations or 
the outcomes of their research.

observation A research technique in which the researcher 
watches, listens to, and records behavior and conversa-
tions as they happen.

oligarchy Rule by the few, or the concentration of 
 decision-making power in the hands of a few persons, 
who hold the top positions in a hierarchy.

oligopoly A situation in which a few producers dominate 
a market.

operational defi nitions Clear, precise defi nitions and 
instructions about how to observe and/or measure the 
variables under study.

organic solidarity Social order based on interdependence 
and cooperation among people performing a wide range 
of diverse and specialized tasks.

outgroup A group toward which members of an ingroup 
feel a sense of separateness, opposition, or even hatred.

out-migration The movement of people out of a desig-
nated geographic area, such as a country, region, or city.

paradigms The dominant and widely accepted theories 
and concepts in a particular fi eld of study.

participant observation A research technique in which 
the researcher observes study participants while directly 
interacting with them.

peripheral economies Economies that rely on a few 
commodities or even a single commodity (such as coffee, 
peanuts, or tobacco) or a single mineral resource (such as 
tin, copper, or zinc). They are exploited by both core and 
semiperipheral economies.
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planned obsolescence A profi t-making strategy that 
involves producing goods that are disposable after a single 
use, have a shorter life cycle than the industry is capable 
of producing, or go out of style quickly even though the 
goods can still serve their purpose.

play A voluntary and often spontaneous activity with few 
or no formal rules that is not subject to constraints of time 
or place.

pluralist model A model that views politics as an arena 
of compromise, alliances, and negotiation among many 
competing and different special-interest groups, and 
power as something that is dispersed among those groups.

political action committees (PACs) Committees that 
raise money to be donated to the political candidates most 
likely to support their special interests.

political parties According to Weber, “organizations 
oriented toward the planned acquisition of social power 
[and] toward infl uencing social action no matter what its 
content may be.”

political system A socially created institution that 
regulates the use of and access to power that is essential 
to articulating and realizing individual, local, regional, 
national, international, or global interests and agendas.

population pyramid A series of horizontal bar graphs, 
each representing a different fi ve-year age cohort, that 
allows us to compare the sizes of the cohorts. 

populations The total number of individuals, traces, 
documents, territories, households, or groups that could 
be studied.

positive checks Events that increase deaths—including 
epidemics of infectious and parasitic diseases, war, famine, 
and natural disasters—and thus keep population size in 
line with the food supply.

positive sanction An expression of approval and a reward 
for compliance.

positively privileged property class Weber’s category for 
the people at the very top of the class system.

post-industrial society A society that is dominated by 
intellectual technologies of telecommunications and 
computers, not just “large computers but computers on a 
chip.” These intellectual technologies have had a revolu-
tionary effect on virtually every aspect of social life.

power The probability that an individual can achieve his 
or her will even against another individual’s opposition.

power elite Those few people who occupy such lofty 
positions in the social structure of leading institutions that 

their decisions have consequences affecting millions of 
people worldwide.

predestination The belief that God has foreordained all 
things, including the salvation or damnation of individual 
souls.

predictability The expectation that a service or product 
will be the same no matter where or when it is purchased.

prejudice A rigid and usually unfavorable judgment 
about an outgroup that does not change in the face of 
contradictory evidence and that applies to anyone who 
shares the distinguishing characteristics of the outgroup.

prejudiced discriminators (active bigots) Persons who 
reject the notion of equal opportunity and profess a right, 
even a duty, to discriminate.

prejudiced nondiscriminators (timid bigots) Persons 
who reject the creed of equal opportunity but refrain from 
discrimination primarily because they fear the sanctions 
they may encounter if they are caught.

primary group A social group that has face-to-face con-
tact and strong emotional ties among its members.

primary sector (of the economy) Economic activities 
that generate or extract raw materials from the natural 
environment.

primary sex characteristics The anatomical traits essen-
tial to reproduction.

private ownership A situation in which individuals 
(rather than workers, the government, or communal 
groups) own the raw materials, machines, tools, labor, 
trucks, buildings, and other inputs needed to produce and 
distribute goods and services.

productive work Work that involves “the production of 
the means of existence, of food, clothing, and shelter and 
the tools necessary for that production” (Engels 1884, pp. 
71–72).

profane A term describing everything that is not sacred, 
including things opposed to the sacred and things that 
stand apart from the sacred, albeit not in opposition to it.

professionalization A trend in which organizations hire 
experts with formal training in a particular subject or 
activity—training needed to achieve organizational goals.

proletariat A social class composed of workers who own 
nothing of the production process and who sell their labor 
to the bourgeoisie. (ch. 2)

proletariat In Marxist theory, individuals who must sell 
their labor to the bourgeoisie. (ch. 1)
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prophetic religions Religions in which the sacred revolves 
around items that symbolize signifi cant historical events or 
around the lives, teachings, and writings of great people.

pull factors The conditions that encourage people to 
move into a geographic area.

pure deviants People who have broken the rules of a 
group and are caught, punished, and labeled as outsiders.

push factors The conditions that encourage people to 
move out of a geographic area.

quantifi cation and calculation Numerical indicators that 
enable customers to evaluate a product or service easily.

race A vast collectivity of people more or less bound 
together by shared and selected history, ancestors, and 
physical features; these people are socialized to think of 
themselves as a distinct group, and they are regarded by 
others as such.

random sample A type of sample in which every case in 
the population has an equal chance of being selected.

rate of natural increase The number of births minus the 
number of deaths occurring in a population in a year, 
divided by the size of the population at the beginning of 
the year.

rationalization A process in which thought and action 
rooted in emotion, superstition, respect for mysterious 
forces, or tradition is replaced by thought and action 
grounded in instrumental-rational action.

rebellion The full or partial rejection of both cultural 
goals and the means of achieving them and the introduc-
tion of a new set of goals and means.

reentry shock Culture shock in reverse; it is experienced 
upon returning home after living in another culture.

regressive or reactionary movements Social movements 
that seek to turn back the hands of time to an earlier 
condition or state of being, one sometimes considered a 
“golden era.”

reformist movements Social movements that target a 
specifi c feature of society as needing change.

relative deprivation A social condition that is measured 
not by objective standards, but rather by comparing one 
group’s situation with the situations of groups who are 
more advantaged.

relative poverty Measured not by some objective stan-
dard, but rather by comparing the situation of those at the 
bottom against an average situation or against the situa-
tion of others who are more advantaged.

reliability The extent to which an operational defi nition 
gives consistent results.

representative democracy A system of government in 
which decision making takes place indirectly through 
elected representatives.

representative sample A type of sample in which those 
selected for study have the same distribution of character-
istics as the population from which it is selected.

reproductive work Work that involves bearing children, 
caregiving, managing households, and educating children.

research A data-gathering and data-explaining enterprise 
governed by strict rules.

research design A plan for gathering data that speci-
fi es who or what will be studied and the methods of data 
collection.

research methods Techniques that sociologists and other 
investigators use to formulate or answer meaningful 
research questions and to collect, analyze, and interpret 
data in ways that allow other researchers to verify the 
results.

resocialization The process of discarding values and 
behaviors unsuited to new circumstances and replacing 
them with new, more-appropriate values and norms.

resource mobilization A situation in which a core group 
of sophisticated strategists works to harness a disaffected 
group’s energies, attract money and supporters, capture 
the news media’s attention, forge alliances with those in 
power, and develop an organizational structure.

retreatism The rejection of both cultural goals and the 
means of achieving them.

reverse ethnocentrism A type of ethnocentrism in which 
the home culture is regarded as inferior to a foreign 
culture.

revolutionary movements Social movements that seek 
broad, sweeping, and radical structural changes to a soci-
ety’s basic social institutions or to the world order.

right A behavior that a person assuming a role can 
demand or expect from another.

ritualism The rejection of cultural goals but a rigid 
adherence to the legitimate means of achieving them.

rituals Rules that govern how people must behave in the 
presence of the sacred to achieve an acceptable state of 
being.

role The behavior, obligations, and rights expected of a 
social status in relation to another social status.
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role confl ict A predicament in which the expectations 
associated with two or more roles in a role set contradict 
one another.

role obligations The relationship and behavior a person 
enacting a role must assume toward others occupying a 
particular social status.

role strain A predicament in which the social role a 
person is enacting involves contradictory or confl icting 
expectations.

role taking The process of stepping outside the self and 
imagining how others view its appearance and behavior 
from an outsider’s perspective.

sacramental religions Religions in which the sacred is 
sought in places, objects, and actions believed to house a 
god or spirit.

sacred A domain of experience that includes everything 
regarded as extraordinary and that inspires in believers 
deep and absorbing sentiments of awe, respect, mystery, 
and reverence.

safe debt Debt secured through collateral, such as a 
house.

samples Portions of the cases from a larger population.

sampling frame A complete list of every case in a 
population.

sanctions Reactions of approval or disapproval to others’ 
behavior or appearance.

scapegoat A person or group blamed for conditions that 
(a) cannot be controlled, (b) threaten a community’s 
sense of well-being, or (c) shake the foundations of an 
important institution.

schooling A program of formal, systematic instruc-
tion that takes place primarily in classrooms but also 
includes extracurricular activities and out-of-classroom 
assignments.

scientifi c method An approach to data collection in 
which knowledge is gained through observation and its 
truth is confi rmed through verifi cation.

secondary groups Impersonal associations among people 
who interact for a specifi c purpose.

secondary sector (of the economy) Economic activities 
that transform raw materials into manufactured goods.

secondary sex characteristics Physical traits not essen-
tial to reproduction (such as breast development, quality 
of voice, distribution of facial and body hair, and skel-

etal form) that result from the action of so-called male 
(androgen) and female (estrogen) hormones.

secondary sources (archival data) Data that have been 
collected by other researchers for some other purpose.

secret deviants People who have broken the rules of 
a group but whose violation goes unnoticed or, if it is 
noticed, prompts no one to enforce the law.

sect A small community of believers led by a lay ministry, 
with no formal hierarchy or offi cial governing body to 
oversee its various religious gatherings and activities. Sects 
are typically composed of people who broke away from a 
denomination because they came to view it as corrupt.

secularization A process by which religious infl uences on 
thought and behavior are reduced.

secure parental employment A situation in which at least 
one parent or guardian is employed full-time (35 or more 
hours per week for at least 50 weeks in the past year).

segregation The physical or social separation of catego-
ries of people.

selective perception The process in which prejudiced per-
sons notice only the behaviors or events related to an out-
group that support their stereotypes about the outgroup.

self-administered questionnaire A set of questions given 
to respondents who read the instructions and fi ll in the 
answers themselves.

self-fulfi lling prophecy A concept that begins with a 
false defi nition of a situation. Despite its falsity, people 
assume it to be accurate and behave accordingly. The 
misguided behavior produces responses that confi rm the 
false defi nition.

semiperipheral economies Economies that are moder-
ately wealthy and diversifi ed but have extreme inequal-
ity. They exploit peripheral economies and are in turn 
exploited by economies.

services Activities performed for others that result in no 
tangible product, such as entertainment, transportation, 
fi nancial advice, medical care, spiritual counseling, and 
education.

sex A biological concept based on primary sex 
characteristics.

sex ratio The number of females for every thousand males 
(or another preferred constant, such as 10, 100, or 10,000).

sexism The belief that one sex—and by extension, 
one gender—is innately superior to another, justifying 
unequal treatment of the sexes.
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signifi cant others People or characters who are impor-
tant in an individual’s life, in that they greatly infl uence 
that person’s self-evaluation or motivate him or her to 
behave in a particular manner.

signifi cant symbol A word, gesture, or other learned sign 
used to convey a meaning from one person to another.

simultaneous independent inventions Situations in 
which more or less the same invention is produced by two 
or more persons working independently of one another at 
about the same time. 

situational causes Forces outside an individual’s imme-
diate control—such as weather, chance, and others’ 
incompetence. 

small groups Groups of 2 to about 20 people who inter-
act with one another in meaningful ways.

social actions Actions people take in response to others.

social change Any signifi cant alteration, modifi cation, or 
transformation in the organization and operation of social 
life.

social control Methods used to teach, persuade, or force 
a group’s members, and even nonmembers, to comply 
with and not deviate from its norms and expectations.

social dynamics The forces that cause societies to change.

social emotions Internal bodily sensations experienced in 
relationships with other people.

social facts Ideas, feelings, and ways of behaving “that 
possess the remarkable property of existing outside the 
consciousness of the individual.”

social forces Any human-created ways of doing things 
that infl uence, pressure, or force people to behave, inter-
act with others, and think in specifi ed ways.

social interaction An everyday event in which at least 
two people communicate and respond through language 
and symbolic gestures to affect one another’s behavior and 
thinking. (ch. 5)

social interaction Everyday events in which the people 
involved take one another into account by consciously 
and unconsciously attaching meaning to the situation, 
interpreting what others are saying, and then responding 
accordingly. (ch. 1)

social mobility Movement from one social class to 
another.

social movement A situation in which a substantial num-
ber of people organize to make a change, resist a change, 
or undo a change in some area of society.

social prestige A level of respect or admiration for a sta-
tus apart from any person who happens to occupy it.

social statics The forces that hold societies together such 
that they endure over time.

social status A position in a social structure.

social stratifi cation The systematic process of ranking 
people on a scale of social worth such that the ranking 
affects life chances in unequal ways.

social structure Two or more people occupying social 
statuses and interacting in expected ways. Statuses are 
enacted through roles and are embedded in groups and 
institutions, also key components of social structures.

socialism An economic system in which the raw materi-
als and the means of producing and distributing goods 
and services are collectively owned.

socialization The process by which people develop a 
sense of self and learn the ways of the society in which 
they live. 

society A group of interacting people who share, perpetu-
ate, and create culture.

sociological imagination A quality of mind that allows 
people to see how larger social forces, especially their place 
in history and the ways in which society is organized, 
shape their life stories or biographies.

sociological theory A set of principles and defi nitions 
that tell how societies operate and how people in them 
relate to one another and respond to their surroundings.

sociology The study of human activity as it is affected by 
social forces emanating from groups, organizations, soci-
eties, and even the global community.

solidarity The ties that bind people to one another in a 
society.

special-interest groups Groups composed of people 
who share an interest in a particular economic, political, 
and social issue and who form an organization or join an 
existing organization with the goal of infl uencing public 
opinion and government policy.

spurious correlation A correlation that is coincidental 
or accidental because the independent and dependent 
variables are not actually related; rather, some third vari-
able related to both of them makes it seem as though 
they are. 

stationary pyramid A population pyramid in which all 
cohorts (except the oldest) are roughly the same size.
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statistical measures of performance Quantitative (and 
sometimes qualitative) measures of how well an organiza-
tion and its members or employees are performing.

status group Weber’s term for an amorphous group of 
people held together both by virtue of a lifestyle that has 
come to be expected of them and by the level of esteem in 
which other people hold them.

status value The social value assigned to a status such 
that people who possess one status (white skin versus 
brown skin, blonde hair versus dark hair, low income 
versus high income, single versus married, professional 
athlete versus high school teacher) are regarded and 
treated as more valuable or worthy than people who pos-
sess another status.

stereotypes Inaccurate generalizations about people who 
belong to an outgroup.

stigma An attribute defi ned as deeply discrediting 
because it overshadows all other attributes that a person 
might possess.

stupid debt Debt from using credit cards to fi nance 
spending sprees and impulse buying.

structural constraints The established and customary 
rules, policies, and day-to-day practices that affect a per-
son’s life chances.

structural strain Any situation in which (1) the goals 
defi ned as valuable and legitimate for a society have 
unclear limits, (2) people are unsure whether the legiti-
mate means that the society provides will allow them to 
achieve the goals, and (3) legitimate opportunities for 
reaching the goals remain closed to a signifi cant portion 
of the population.

structured interview An interview in which the wording 
and sequence of questions are set in advance and cannot 
be changed during the interview.

subcultures Groups that share in some parts of the domi-
nant culture but have their own distinctive values, norms, 
beliefs, symbols, language, or material culture.

subjective secularization A decrease in the number of 
people who view the world and their place in it from a 
religious perspective.

suicide The act of severing relationships.

surplus wealth Wealth beyond what is needed to meet 
basic human needs, such as food and shelter.

surveillance A mechanism of social control that involves 
monitoring the movements, activities, conversations, and 
associations of people who are believed likely to engage 

in wrongdoing; catching those who do engage in it; pre-
venting people from engaging in it; and ensuring that the 
public is protected from wrongdoers.

survival debt Debt from using credit cards to pay living 
expenses associated with food, rent, and transportation.

symbols Any kind of physical or conceptual phenom-
enon—a word, an object, a sound, a feeling, an odor, a 
gesture or bodily movement, or a concept of time—to 
which people assign a name and a meaning or value.

symbolic gestures Nonverbal cues, such as tone of voice 
and body movements, that convey meaning from one 
person to another.

sympathetic knowledge First-hand knowledge gained by 
living and working among those being studied.

systems of racial and ethnic classifi cation A systematic 
process that divides people into racial or ethnic categories 
that are implicitly or explicitly ranked on a scale of social 
worth.

technological determinist Someone who believes that 
human beings have no free will and are controlled entirely 
by their material innovations.

territories Settings that have borders or that are set aside 
for particular activities.

terrorism The systematic use of anxiety-inspiring vio-
lent acts by clandestine or semi-clandestine individuals, 
groups, or state-supported actors for idiosyncratic, crimi-
nal, or political reasons.

tertiary sector Economic activities related to delivering 
services such as health care or entertainment and those 
activities related to creating and distributing information.

theocracy A form of government in which political 
authority rests in the hands of religious leaders or a theo-
logically trained elite. Under this system, there is no sepa-
ration of church and state. 

theory A framework that can be used to comprehend and 
explain events.

this-worldly asceticism A belief that people are instru-
ments of divine will and that God determines and directs 
their activities.

Thomas theorem An assumption focusing on how 
people construct reality: If people defi ne situations as real, 
their defi nitions have real consequences.

tipping points Situations in which a previously rare (or 
seemingly rare) event, response, or opinion becomes dra-
matically more common.
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total fertility rate The average number of children that 
women in a specifi c population bear over their lifetime.

total institutions Institutions in which people surrender 
control of their lives, voluntarily or involuntarily, to an 
administrative staff and carry out daily activities with oth-
ers required to do the same thing.

totalitarianism A system of government characterized by 
(1) a single ruling party led by a dictator, (2) an unchal-
lenged offi cial ideology that defi nes a vision of the “per-
fect” society and the means to achieve that vision, (3) a 
system of social control that suppresses dissent and oppo-
sition, and (4) centralized control over the media and the 
economy.

traces Materials or other forms of physical evidence that 
yield information about human activity.

traditional action Social action that pursues a goal 
because it was pursued in the past.

traditional authority A type of authority that relies 
on the sanctity of time-honored norms that govern the 
selection of someone to a powerful position (chief, king, 
queen) and that specify responsibilities and appropriate 
conduct for the individual selected.

trained incapacity The inability, because of limited train-
ing, to respond to new or unusual circumstances or to 
recognize when offi cial rules or procedures are outmoded 
or no longer applicable.

transsexuals People whose primary sex characteristics do 
not match the sex they perceive themselves to be.

troubles Personal needs, problems, and diffi culties that 
can be explained as individual shortcomings related to 
motivation, attitude, ability, character, or judgment.

unstructured interview An interview in which the 
 question-and-answer sequence is spontaneous, open-
ended, and fl exible.

upward mobility A form of vertical mobility in which a 
person moves up in rank.

urban underclass The group of families and individuals 
in inner cities who live “outside the mainstream of the 
American occupational system and [who] consequently 
represent the very bottom of the economic hierarchy” 
(Wilson 1983, p. 80).

urbanization An increase in the number of cities in a 
designated geographic area and growth in the proportion 
of the area’s population living in cities. (ch. 15)

urbanization A transformative process in which people 
migrate from rural to urban areas and change the way 
they use land, interact, and make a living. (ch. 16)

utilitarian organizations Formal organizations that draw 
together people seeking material gain in the form of pay, 
health benefi ts, or a new status. 

validity The degree to which an operational defi nition 
measures what it claims to measure.

value-rational action Social action in which a valued 
goal is pursued with a deep and abiding awareness of the 
“symbolic meaning” and purpose of the actions taken to 
pursue the goal.

values General, shared conceptions of what is good, right, 
appropriate, worthwhile, and important with regard to 
conduct, appearance, and states of being.

variable Any trait or characteristic that can change under 
different conditions or that consists of more than one 
category.

vertical mobility Change in social class that corresponds 
to a gain or loss in rank.

voluntary minorities Racial or ethnic groups that come 
to a country expecting to improve their way of life.

voluntary organizations Formal organizations that draw 
together people who give time, talent, or treasure to sup-
port mutual interests, meet important human needs, or 
achieve a not-for-profi t goal. 

wealth The combined value of a person’s income and 
other material assets such as stocks, real estate, and sav-
ings minus debt.

welfare state A term that applies to an economic system 
that is a hybrid of capitalism and socialism.

white-collar crime “Crimes committed by persons of 
respectability and high social status in the course of their 
occupations” (Sutherland and Cressey 1978, p. 44).

witch hunt A campaign to identify, investigate, and 
correct behavior that is believed to be undermining a 
group or country. Usually this behavior is not the real 
cause of a problem but is used to distract people’s atten-
tion from the real cause or to make the problem seem 
manageable.
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