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Sociology: Th e Essentials is a book that teaches stu-
dents the basic concepts, theories, and insights of the 
sociological perspective. With each new edition come 
new challenges—challenges that stem from new gen-
erations of students with diff erent learning styles; chal-
lenges that stem from the diversity among students who 
will study this book; and challenges that stem from the 
changes that are taking place in society. Indeed, be-
cause we revise this book regularly, we are somewhat 
amazed, even as sociologists, to see how much can 
change even in the relatively short period of time be-
tween editions of the book. And, yet, we also know as 
sociologists that, even with change, society is also an 
enduring and largely stable phenomenon—a theme 
that resonates throughout this book.

With this edition, we have maintained the themes 
that have been the book’s hallmark from the start: a 
focus on diversity in society, attention to society as 
both enduring and changing, the signifi cance of social 
context in explaining human behavior, the increasing 
impact of globalization on all aspects of society, and a 
focus on the critical thinking and analysis of society that 
is fostered through sociological research and theory. 
We know that studying sociology opens new ways of 
looking at the world. As we teach our students, sociol-
ogy is grounded in careful observation of social facts, as 
well as analyses of how society operates. For students 
and faculty alike, studying sociology can be exciting, 
interesting, and downright fun, even though it also 
deals with sobering social issues, such as the growing 
inequality that marks our time, as just one example.

In this book, we try to capture the excitement of 
the sociological perspective, while also introducing stu-
dents to how sociologists do research and explain social 
interaction and social structure. We try to do so in a way 
that is engaging and accessible to undergraduate read-
ers, while also preserving the integrity of sociological 
research and theory. Our experience in teaching intro-
ductory students shows us that students can appreci-
ate the revelations of sociological research and theory 
if presented in a way that engages them and connects 
to their lives. We have kept this in mind throughout this 
revision and have focused on material that students can 
understand and apply to their own social worlds.

CRITICAL THINKING 
AND DEBUNKING
We use the theme of debunking in the manner fi rst 
developed by Peter Berger () to look behind the 
facades of everyday life, challenging the ready-made 

assumptions that permeate commonsense thinking. 
Debunking is a way for students to develop their criti-
cal thinking, and we use the debunking theme to help 
students understand how society is constructed and 
sustained. Th is theme is highlighted in the Debunk-
ing Society’s Myths feature found throughout every 
chapter.

In this edition, we also include a feature to help stu-
dents see the relevance of sociology in their everyday 
lives. Th e box feature See for Yourself allows students 
to apply a sociological concept to an observation from 
their own lives, thus helping them develop their critical 
abilities and understand the importance of the socio-
logical perspective.

Critical thinking is a term widely used but often 
vaguely defi ned. We use it to defi ne the process by 
which students learn to apply sociological concepts to 
observable events in society. Th roughout the book, we 
ask students to use sociological concepts to analyze and 
interpret the world they inhabit. Th is is refl ected in the 
Th inking Sociologically feature that is also present in 
every chapter.

Because contemporary students are so strongly in-
fl uenced by the media, we also encourage their critical 
thinking through the box feature A Sociological Eye on 
the Media. Th ese boxes examine sociological research 
that challenges some of the ideas and images portrayed 
in the media. Th is not only improves students’ critical 
thinking skills but also shows them how research can 
debunk these ideas and images.

SOCIAL CHANGE
Th e sociological perspective helps students see society 
as characterized both by constant change and social sta-
bility. How society changes and the events—both dra-
matic and subtle—that infl uence change are analyzed 
throughout this book. New material added throughout 
on the impact of the economic recession that began in 
 also shows students how their lives—seemingly 
individual—are greatly infl uenced by social structures 
beyond their control.

GLOBAL PERSPECTIVE
One of the main things we hope students learn in an 
introductory course is how broad-scale conditions in-
fl uence things as seemingly individualized as everyday 
lives. Understanding this idea is a cornerstone of the 
sociological perspective and one of the main lessons 
learned in introductory courses. One way to see this 
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section on how the widespread availability of Internet-
based blogs, chat groups, and social networks is chang-
ing how people communicate, including about current 
events. And we have added a discussion of social media 
as a force shaping contemporary culture.

Chapter , “Doing Sociological Research,” con-
tains discussion of the research process and the tools 
of sociological research—the survey, participant ob-
servation, controlled experiments, content analysis, 
historical research, and evaluation research. Th ere is 
a new box on the Baby Einstein program farce, a new 
discussion of the Hawthorne eff ect, and an augmented 
discussion of participant observation. 

Chapter , “Socialization and the Life Course,” 
contains material on socialization theory and research, 
including agents of socialization such as the media, re-
search on children’s understanding of race, and a com-
parison of theories of socialization. We have added a 
discussion of bullying to this chapter, as well as discus-
sion of the new concept of “emerging adulthood.” Th e 
chapter also includes discussion of aging and the life 
course.

Chapter , “Social Interaction and Social Struc-
ture,” emphasizes how changes in the macrostructure 
of society infl uence the microlevel of social interaction. 
We do this by focusing on technological changes that 
are now part of students’ everyday lives and making 
the connection between changes at the societal level in 
the everyday realities of people’s lives. New material is 
included on game theory, on interpersonal attraction, 
and on the demographic composition of Internet users, 
refl ecting the attention here to the infl uence of cyber-
space on social interaction. 

In Chapter , “Groups and Organizations,” we 
study social groups and bureaucratic organizations, 
using sociology to understand the complex processes 
of group infl uence, organizational dynamics, and the 
bureaucratization of society. Here the plight and rescue 
of the Chilean miners provided us with a great example 
of how groups are formed and how they operate.

Chapter , “Deviance and Crime,” includes the 
study of sociological theories of deviance with attention 
to labeling theory; corporate crime and deviance; and 
the eff ects of race, class, and gender on arrest rates. Th e 
core material is illustrated with contemporary events, 
such as the rampage shooting in Arizona by Jared 
Loughner. Included in this chapter is recent research 
on what has become mass racialized incarceration of 
Blacks and Hispanics in U.S. prisons and a discussion of 
what it means to be “made” in the Mafi a/Cosa Nostra. 

In Part III, “Social Inequalities,” each chapter ex-
plores a particular dimension of stratifi cation in soci-
ety. Beginning with the signifi cance of class, Chapter , 
“Social Class and Social Stratifi cation,” provides an 
overview of basic concepts central to the study of class 
and social stratifi cation. Th e chapter has been substan-
tially reorganized to eff ectively analyze the class con-
ditions that are part of the recent economic recession. 

is to help students understand how the increasingly 
global character of society aff ects day-to-day realities. 
Th us, we use a global perspective to examine how global 
changes are aff ecting all parts of life within the United 
States, as well as other parts of the world. Th is means 
more than including cross-cultural examples. It means, 
for example, examining phenomena such as migration 
and immigration or helping students understand that 
their own consumption habits are profoundly shaped 
by global interconnections. Th e availability of jobs, too, 
is another way students can learn about the impact of 
an international division of labor on work within the 
United States. Our global perspective is found in the re-
search and examples cited throughout the book, as well 
as in various chapters that directly focus on the infl u-
ence of globalization on particular topics, such as work, 
culture, and crime. Th e map feature Viewing Society in 
Global Perspective also brings a global perspective to 
the subject matter.

NEW TO THE  
SEVENTH EDITION
We have made various changes to the seventh edition 
to make it current and to refl ect new developments in 
sociological research. Taken together, these changes 
should make the seventh edition easier for instructors 
to teach and even more accessible and interesting for 
students.

As in the previous edition, we thus include a sepa-
rate chapter on sociological research methods (Chapter 
Th ree, “Doing Sociological Research”), but we place it 
after the chapter on culture as a way of capturing stu-
dent interest early. Sociology: Th e Essentials is organized 
into fi ve major parts: “Introducing the Sociological 
Imagination” (Chapter ); “Studying Society and Social 
Structure” (Chapters  through ); “Social Inequalities” 
(Chapters  through ); “Social Institutions” (Chapters 
 through ); and “Social Change” (Chapter ).

Part I, “Introducing the Sociological Imagina-
tion,” introduces students to the unique perspective of 
sociology, diff erentiating it from other ways of studying 
society, particularly the individualistic framework stu-
dents tend to assume. Within this section, Chapter , 
“Th e Sociological Perspective,” introduces students to 
the sociological perspective. Th e theme of debunking is 
introduced, as is the sociological imagination, as devel-
oped by C. Wright Mills. Th is chapter briefl y reviews the 
development of sociology as a discipline, with a focus 
on the classical frameworks of sociological theory, as 
well as contemporary theories, such as feminist theory 
and postmodernism. 

In Part II, “Studying Society and Social Struc-
ture,” students learn some of the core concepts of soci-
ology. It begins with the study of culture in Chapter , 
“Culture and the Media,” refl ecting the signifi cance of 
the media in the lives of our students. Th ere is a new 
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cohabitation, and the increasing number of women who 
are single mothers, sometimes by choice. Th e section on 
religion also includes new material on religious beliefs. 

Chapter , “Education and Health Care,” has 
been substantially reorganized and updated to refl ect 
these two important topics of public policy and public 
debate. Th e section on education includes a new sec-
tion comparing education in the United States to other 
industrialized nations, where data show the United 
States is falling behind in educational achievement. We 
have added material on the achievement gap, as well as 
putting in a new section on the racial resegregation of 
schools. And we have updated the chapter to include 
current policy debates about No Child Left Behind and 
the Race to the Top education initiatives. In the section 
on health, we have new material on disabilities, but im-
portantly, we add discussion of the Aff ordable Health 
Care for America law, with a discussion of the debates 
around health care reform. Th ere is also new research 
on obesity and health as well as food consumption pat-
terns here. 

Chapter , “Politics and the Economy,” analyzes 
the state, power, and authority and bureaucratic gov-
ernment. It also contains a detailed discussion of theo-
ries of power in addition to coverage of the economy 
seen globally and characteristics of the labor force. New 
to the chapter are discussions of the spread of revolts 
throughout the Middle East, including Egypt and Libya; 
new legislation on gays in the military; new develop-
ments on women in the military; and comments on the 
recent economic recession in the United States.  

Part V, “Social Change,” includes Chapter , 
“Population, the Environment, and Social Change,” 
which combines population, environmental issues, 
social movements, and social change. Outlined are the 
basic demographic processes, urbanization, and theo-
ries of population growth, as well as research on pol-
lution and depletion of the physical environment. New 
to the chapter are discussions of the massive oil spill in 
the Gulf of Mexico in  and of the nuclear reactor ac-
cident and meltdown in Japan.  

FEATURES AND 
PEDAGOGICAL AIDS
Th e special features of this book fl ow from its major 
themes: diversity, current theory and research, debunk-
ing and critical thinking, social change, and a global 
perspective. Th e features are also designed to help stu-
dents develop critical thinking skills so that they can 
apply abstract concepts to observed experiences in 
their everyday life and learn how to interpret diff erent 
theoretical paradigms and approaches to sociological 
research questions.

 New to the seventh edition, we are also in-
tegrating an online interactive learning solution called 

We also added a discussion of Veblen’s concept of con-
spicuous consumption, especially considering the in-
creasing infl uence of consumerism in contemporary 
society. Updated data on income, wealth, and poverty 
is included throughout.

Chapter , “Global Stratifi cation,” follows, with 
a particular emphasis on understanding the signifi -
cance of global stratifi cation, the inequality that has 
developed among, as well as within, various nations. 
We have added a discussion of the infl uence of global 
 outsourcing and included a new section on the United 
Nations’ Gender Inequality Index and the Multidimen-
sional Poverty Index. New defi nitions of absolute and 
extreme poverty are included because they have been 
revised by the World Bank since the last edition. We also 
incorporate here a discussion of poverty in Haiti and a 
new section on the multiple causes of world poverty, in-
cluding climate change and war. 

Chapter , “Race and Ethnicity,” is a comprehen-
sive review of the signifi cance of race and ethnicity in 
society, plus discussion of very recent studies of eff ects 
of Latino/a immigration, of skin color gradation in both 
Black and Hispanic communities, of diff erent types of 
racism, and the relevance of net worth as opposed to 
annual income in Black communities. We have added a 
section on multiracial identities, as well as the  cen-
sus data on multiracial identifi cation. There is, as well, 
new discussions of “whiteness” and of the eff ects of race 
versus social class. 

Chapter , “Gender,” focuses on gender as a 
central concept in sociology closely linked to systems 
of stratifi cation in society. Th e chapter links the social 
construction of gender to issues of homophobia, then is 
followed by the separate chapter on sexuality. Th e new 
edition adds a discussion of “children of the gender 
revolution,” based on new research about young adults’ 
aspirations about gender, work, and family. We also in-
clude discussion of the increasing role of women in pol-
itics, brought to light by the visible presence of women 
such as Hillary Clinton and Sarah Palin.

Chapter , “Sexuality,” treats sexuality as a social 
construction and a dimension of social stratifi cation 
and inequality. We have added more here on the ques-
tion of double sexual standards for women and men, 
especially as refl ected in the youth “hooking up” cul-
ture. And, we have added discussion of the infl uence of 
popular culture on sexuality. New data on topics such 
as teenage pregnancy and sexual attitudes and behav-
ior is included throughout.

Part IV, “Social Institutions,” includes three chap-
ters, each focusing on basic institutions within society. 
Chapter , “Families and Religion,” maintains its in-
clusion of important topics in the study of families, such 
as interracial dating, debates about same-sex marriage, 
fatherhood, gender roles within families, and family 
violence. But we have added material on important top-
ics in family studies, including the impact of economic 
recession on family stability, the growing trend toward 
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Aplia™, which you will fi nd called out in the text by Aplia 
Engagement Activity icons near the beginning each 
chapter. Aplia helps your students improve comprehen-
sion by helping them apply the concepts they are read-
ing about, not just memorize them. Employing a variety 
of tools such as multimedia, tutorials, and an e-book, 
Aplia provides automatically graded assignments with 
detailed, immediate explanations on every question 
and interactive tools to illustrate concepts. 

Critical Th inking Features
Th e feature Th inking Sociologically takes concepts 
from each chapter and asks students to think about 
these concepts in relationship to something they can 
easily observe in an exercise or class discussion. Th e 
feature Debunking Society’s Myths takes certain com-
mon assumptions and shows students how the socio-
logical perspective would inform such assumptions 
and beliefs.

See for Yourself
Th e feature See for Yourself provides students with the 
chance to apply sociological concepts and ideas to their 
own observations. Th is feature can also be used as the 
basis for writing exercises, helping students improve 
both their analytic skills and their writing skills.

An Extensive and Content-Rich 
Map Program
We use the map feature that appears throughout the 
book to help students visualize some of the ideas pre-
sented, as well as to learn more about regional and 
international diversity. One map theme is Mapping 
America’s Diversity and the other is Viewing Society in 
Global Perspective. Th ese maps have multiple uses for 
instructional value, beyond instructing students about 
world and national geography. Th e maps have been de-
signed primarily to show the diff erentiation by county, 
state, and/or country on key social facts. We have in-
cluded a critical thinking component to the maps to in-
tegrate them more eff ectively with the chapter material. 
Th us, each map includes critical thinking questions 
that ask students to interpret the map data within the 
context of concepts and ideas from the chapter.

High-Interest Th eme Boxes
We use high-interest themes for the box features that 
embellish our focus on diversity and sociological re-
search throughout the text. Understanding Diversity 
boxes further explore the approach to diversity taken 
throughout the book. In most cases, these box features 
provide personal narratives or other information de-
signed to teach students about the experiences of diff er-
ent groups in society.

Because many are written as fi rst-person narra-
tives, they can invoke students’ empathy toward groups 

other than those to which they belong—something we 
think is critical to teaching about diversity. We hope to 
show students the connections between race, class, and 
other social groups that they otherwise fi nd diffi  cult to 
grasp.

Th e box feature Doing Sociological Research is in-
tended to show students the diversity of research ques-
tions that form the basis of sociological knowledge and, 
equally important, how the question a researcher asks 
infl uences the method used to investigate the question.

We see this as an important part of sociologi-
cal research—that how one investigates a question is 
determined as much by the nature of the question as 
by allegiance to a particular research method. Some 
questions require a more qualitative approach, oth-
ers, a more quantitative approach. In developing these 
box features, we ask, What is the central question soci-
ologists are asking? How did they explore this question 
using sociological research methods? What did they 
fi nd? and What are the implications of this research? 
We deliberately selected questions that show the full 
and diverse range of sociological theories and research 
methods, as well as the diversity of sociologists. Each 
box feature ends with Questions to Consider to en-
courage students to think further about the implica-
tions and applications of the research.

What Would Th ey Saw Now? boxes take a current 
topic of interest and examine how diff erent classical 
theorists in sociology would interpret these diff erent 
subjects. We think that doing so with topics such as 
sports and social class, sex and popular culture, and 
the war in Afghanistan (some of our example) will bring 
theory to life for students who otherwise often do not 
understand its importance.

Th e feature A Sociological Eye on the Media, 
found in several chapters, examines some aspect of 
how the media infl uence public understanding of some 
of the subjects in this book. We think this is important 
because sociological research often debunks taken-
for-granted points of view presented in the media, and 
we want students to be able to look at the media with 
a more critical eye. Because of the enormous infl uence 
of the media, we think this is increasingly important in 
educating students about sociology. In addition to the 
features just described, there is an entire set of learning 
aids within each chapter that promotes student mastery 
of the sociological concepts.

In-Text Learning Aids
Chapter Outlines. A concise chapter outline at the be-
ginning of each chapter provides students with an over-
view of the major topics to be covered.

Key Terms. Key terms and major concepts appear 
in bold when fi rst introduced in the chapter. A list of 
the key terms is found at the end of the chapter, which 
makes study more eff ective. Defi nitions for the key 
terms are found in the glossary.
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Th eory Tables. Each chapter includes a table that 
summarizes diff erent theoretical perspectives by com-
paring and contrasting how these theories illuminate 
diff erent aspects of diff erent subjects.

Chapter Summary in Question-and-Answer For-
mat. Questions and answers highlight the major points 
in each chapter and provide a quick review of major 
concepts and themes covered in the chapter.

A Glossary and complete References for the whole 
text are found at the back of the book.

SOCIOLOGY: THE ESSENTIALS, 
SEVENTH EDITION 
SUPPLEMENTS
Sociology: Th e Essentials, Seventh Edition, is accompa-
nied by a wide array of supplements prepared to create 
the best learning environment inside as well as outside 
the classroom for both the instructor and the student. 
All the continuing supplements for Sociology: Th e Es-
sentials, Seventh Edition, have been thoroughly revised 
and updated. We invite you to take full advantage of the 
teaching and learning tools available to you.

For the Instructor
Instructor’s Resource Manual. Th is supplement of-
fers the instructor brief chapter outlines, student learn-
ing objectives, ASA recommendations, key terms and 
people, detailed chapter lecture outlines, lecture/dis-
cussion suggestions, student activities, chapter work-
sheets, video suggestions, video activities, and Internet 
exercises. Also included is a listing of resources off ered 
with the text, as well as an assortment of useful appen-
dices, which include activities that help integrate ASA 
task force recommendations in your course. Th e sev-
enth edition also includes a new syllabus and resource 
integration guide to help instructors easily organize 
learning tools such as Aplia and create lesson plans.

Test Bank. Th is instructor-reviewed test bank con-
sists of a myriad of multiple-choice, true/false, short-
answer, and essay questions for each chapter, all with 
page references to the text. Each multiple-choice item 
has the question type (factual, applied, or conceptual) 
indicated, and all test questions will be mapped to a 
learning objective for the chapter. All questions are 
also labeled as new, modifi ed, or pick-up so instructors 
know if the question is new to this edition of the test 
bank, modifi ed but picked up from the previous edition 
of the test bank, or picked up straight from the previous 
edition of the test bank.

PowerLecture™ with ExamView® CD-ROM. Th is 
easy-to-use, one-stop digital library and presentation 
tool includes the following: 
• Preassembled Microsoft® PowerPoint® lecture 

slides with graphics from the text, making it easy for 
you to assemble, edit, publish, and present custom 
lectures for your course.

• PowerLecture also features ExamView testing soft-
ware, which includes all the test items from the 
printed Test Bank in electronic format, enabling 
you to create customized tests of up to  items 
that can be delivered in print or online.

WebTutor™ on WebCT® and Blackboard®. Th is 
web-based software for students and instructors takes 
a course beyond the classroom to an anywhere, any-
time environment. Students gain access to a full array 
of study tools, including chapter outlines, chapter-spe-
cifi c quizzing material, interactive games and maps, 
and videos. With WebTutor Advantage, instructors can 
provide virtual offi  ce hours, post syllabi, track student 
progress with the quizzing material, and even custom-
ize the content to suit their needs.

Classroom Activities for Introductory Sociology. 
Made up of contributions from introductory sociology 
instructors from around the country, this print sup-
plement will be off ered free to adopters of Andersen/
Taylor’s Sociology: Th e Essentials, Seventh Edition. Th e 
booklet features classroom activities, student projects, 
and lecture ideas to help instructors make topics fun 
and interesting for students. With general teaching tac-
tics as well as topic-focused activities, it has never been 
easier to fi nd a way to integrate new ideas into your 
classroom.

CourseReader for Sociology. CourseReader for 
Sociology, fi rst edition, allows you to create a fully cus-
tomized online reader in minutes. Access a rich collec-
tion of thousands of primary and secondary sources, 
readings, and audio and video selections from multiple 
disciplines. Each selection includes a descriptive in-
troduction that puts concepts into context, and every 
selection is further supported by both critical-thinking 
and multiple-choice questions designed to reinforce 
key points. Th is easy-to-use solution allows you to se-
lect exactly the content you need for your courses and is 
loaded with convenient pedagogical features like high-
lighting, printing, note taking, and downloadable MP 
audio fi les for each reading. You have the freedom to 
assign and customize individualized content at an af-
fordable price. CourseReader for Sociology is the perfect 
complement to any class.

Classroom Presentation Tools 
for the Instructor
Videos. Adopters of Sociology: Th e Essentials, Seventh 
Edition, have several diff erent video options available 
with the text. Please consult with your Cengage Learn-
ing sales representative to determine if you are a quali-
fi ed adopter for a particular video.

Th e Wadsworth Sociology Video Library Vol. I 
and II. Th ese DVDs drive home the relevance of course 
topics through short, provocative clips of current and 
historical events. Perfect for enriching lectures and en-
gaging students in discussion, many of the segments on 
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this volume have been gathered from BBC Motion Gal-
lery. Ask your Cengage Learning representative for a list 
of contents.

Wadsworth’s Lecture Launchers for Introduc-
tory Sociology. An exclusive off ering jointly created by 
Cengage Wadsworth and DALLAS TeleLearning, this 
video contains a collection of video highlights taken 
from the Exploring Society: An Introduction to Sociol-
ogy Telecourse (formerly Th e Sociological Imagination). 
Each three- to six-minute video segment has been spe-
cially chosen to enhance and enliven class lectures and 
discussions of twenty key topics covered in the Intro-
duction to Sociology course. Accompanying the video is 
a brief written description of each clip, along with sug-
gested discussion questions to help eff ectively incorpo-
rate the material into the classroom. Available on VHS 
or DVD.

Sociology: Core Concepts Video. Another exclu-
sive off ering jointly created by Cengage Wadsworth and 
DALLAS TeleLearning, this video contains a collection 
of video highlights taken from the Exploring Society: An 
Introduction to Sociology Telecourse (formerly Th e So-
ciological Imagination). Each fi fteen- to twenty-minute 
video segment will enhance student learning of the es-
sential concepts in the introductory course and can be 
used to initiate class lectures, discussion, and review. 
Th e video covers topics such as the sociological imagi-
nation, stratifi cation, race and ethnic relations, social 
change, and more. Available on VHS or DVD.

Supplements for the Student
Sociology CourseMate. Th is website 
for Sociology: Th e Essentials, Seventh 
Edition, brings chapter topics to life 
with interactive learning, study, and 
exam preparation tools, including quiz-
zes and fl ash cards for each chapter’s 
key terms and concepts. Th e site also 

provides an eBook version of the text with highlights 
and note- taking capabilities. For instructors, this text’s 
CourseMate also includes Engagement Tracker, a 
 fi rst-of-its kind tool that monitors student engagement 
in the course. Instructors and students access this site 
via www.cengagebrain.com.

Aplia. Aplia™ is an online interactive learning solu-
tion that improves comprehension and outcomes by 
increasing student eff ort and engagement. Founded 
by a professor to enhance his own courses, Aplia pro-
vides automatically graded assignments that were writ-
ten to make the most of the web medium and contain 
detailed, immediate explanations on every question. 
Our easy-to-use system has been used by more than 
,, students at over  institutions.

Practice Tests. Th is collection of practice tests helps 
students adequately prepare for exams by presenting 
them with multiple-choice, true/false, short-answer, 
and essay questions that are similar in quality to the test 
bank questions. Multiple-choice and true/false answers 
are included, and page references are provided for all 
questions.

Researching Society with MicroCase® Online 
Booklet. Th is supplement contains MicroCase exer-
cises for each chapter. Students can see the results of 
actual research by using the Wadsworth MicroCase 
Online feature available from the Wadsworth website. 
Th is feature allows students to look at some of the re-
sults from national surveys, census data, and other data 
sources. Th ey can either explore this easy-to-use feature 
on their own or use the examples provided. Previously 
in the textbook, these MicroCase exercises are now in 
their own supplement.

To get access, visit 
CengageBrain.com
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imagine that you had been switched with another 
infant at birth. How diff erent would your life be? What if 
your accidental family was very poor . . . or very rich? How 
might this have aff ected the schools you attended, the 
health care you received, the possibilities for your future 
career? If you had been raised in a diff erent religion, would 
this have aff ected your beliefs, values, and attitudes? Tak-
ing a greater leap, what if you had been born another sex 
or a diff erent race? What would you be like now?

We are talking about changing the basic facts of your 
life—your family, social class, education, religion, sex, and 
race. Each has major consequences for who you are and 
how you will fare in life. These factors play a major part in 
writing your life script. Social location (meaning a person’s 
place in society) establishes the limits and possibilities of 
a life.

Consider this:
• The pay gap between women and men, which had been 

declining since the 1980s, has recently increased be-
tween college-educated women and men (U.S. Census 
Bureau 2010).

• During the housing foreclosure crisis in the recent reces-
sion, women of color were fi ve times more likely than 
men in the same income brackets to hold  subprime 
mortgages—that is, mortgages with interest rates higher 
than the prime rate (Fishbein and Woodall 2006).

These conclusions, drawn from current sociological re-
search, describe some consequences of particular social 
locations in society. Although we may take our place in 
society for granted, our social location has a profound ef-
fect on our chances in life. The power of sociology is that 
it teaches us to see how society infl uences our lives and 

What Is Sociology?

The Sociological Perspective

The Significance of Diversity

The Development of Sociological 
Theory

Theoretical Frameworks in Sociology

Chapter Summary
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4 > C H A P T E R  

social commentary. Whether it is Oprah Winfrey or Jerry 
Springer, media commentators provide endless opin-
ion about the various and sometimes bizarre forms of 
behavior in our society. Sociology is diff erent. Sociolo-
gists may appear in the media, and they often study the 
same subjects that the media examine, such as domes-
tic violence or juvenile delinquency, but sociologists use 
specifi c research techniques and well-tested theories to 
explain social issues. Indeed, sociology can provide the 
tools for testing whether the things we hear about society 
are actually true. Much of what we hear in the media and 
elsewhere about society, although delivered with per-
fect earnestness, is misstated and sometimes completely 
wrong, as you will see in some of the Debunking Society’s 
Myths examples featured throughout this book.

debunking SOCIETY’S MYTHS 
q: What do the following people have in common?

Michelle Obama
Robin Williams (actor, comedian)
Ronald Reagan
Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr.
Debra Winger (actress)
Regis Philbin (TV personality)
Rev. Jesse Jackson
Dr. Ruth Westheimer (the “sex doctor”)
Saul Bellow (novelist; Nobel Prize recipient)
Joe Theismann (former football player)
Congresswoman Maxine Waters (from California)
Senator Barbara Mikulski (from Maryland)

a: They were all sociology majors!

Source: Compiled by Peter Dreier, Occidental College. •

the lives of others, and it helps us explain the 
consequences of diff erent social arrangements.

Sociology also has the power to help us 
understand the infl uence of major changes on 
people. Currently, rapidly developing technolo-
gies, increasing globalization, a more diverse 
population in the United States, and changes 
in women’s roles are aff ecting everyone in so-
ciety, although in diff erent ways. How are these 
changes aff ecting your life? Perhaps you rely 
on a cell phone to keep in touch with friends, 
or maybe your community is witnessing an 
increase in immigrants from other places, or 
maybe you see women and men trying hard 
to balance the needs of both work and family 
life. All of these are issues that guide sociologi-
cal questions. Sociology explains some of the 
causes and consequences of these changes.

Although society is always changing, it is 
also remarkably stable. People generally fol-
low established patterns of human behavior, 
and you can generally anticipate how people 
will behave in certain situations. You can even 
anticipate how diff erent social conditions will 
aff ect diff erent groups of people in society. This is what 
sociologists fi nd so interesting: Society is marked by both 
change and stability. Societies continually evolve, creating 
the need for people to adapt to change while still following 
generally established patterns of behavior.
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Sociology is the study of human behavior, including the signifi cance of diversity.

APLIA SOCIOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE ENGAGEMENT 
ACTIVITY

Did you know that topics studied in your sociology class can be found 
practically anywhere? This activity will help you discover how to think 
like a sociologist.

WHAT IS SOCIOLOGY?
Sociology is the study of human behavior in society. So-
ciologists are interested in the study of people and have 
learned a fundamental lesson: All human behavior oc-
curs in a societal context. Th at context—the institutions 
and culture that surround us—shapes what people do 
and think. In this book, we will examine the dimensions 
of society and analyze the elements of social context 
that infl uence human behavior.

Sociology is a scientifi c way of thinking about society 
and its infl uence on human groups. Observation, reason-
ing, and logical analysis are the tools of the sociologist, 
coupled with knowledge of the large body of theoretical 
and analytical work done by previous sociologists and oth-
ers. Sociology is inspired by the fascination people have 
for the thoughts and actions of other people, but it goes far 
beyond casual observations. It attempts to build on obser-
vations that are objective and accurate to create analyses 
that are reliable and that can be validated by others.

Every day, the media in their various forms (tele-
vision, fi lm, video, digital, and print) bombard us with 
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particular ideals, which are produced by industries that 
profi t enormously from the products and services that 
people buy, even when they do so believing this is an 
individual choice.

Some industries suggest that you should be thinner 
or curvier, your pants should be baggy or straight, your 
breasts should be minimized or maximized—either 
way you need more products. Maybe you should have 
a complete makeover! Many people go to great lengths 
to try to achieve a constantly changing beauty ideal, 
one that is probably not even attainable (such as fl aw-
less skin, hair never out of place, perfectly proportioned 
body parts). Sometimes trying to meet these ideals can 
even be hazardous to your physical and mental health.

Th e point is that the alleged standards of beauty 
are produced by social factors that extend far beyond 
an individual’s concerns with personal appearance. 
Beauty ideals, like other socially established beliefs and 
practices, are produced in particular social and his-
torical contexts. People may come up with all kinds of 
personal strategies for achieving these ideals: Th ey may 
buy more products, try to lose more weight, get a Botox 
treatment, or even become extremely depressed and 
anxious if they think their eff orts are failing. Th ese per-
sonal behaviors may seem to be only individual issues, 
but they have basic social causes. Th at is, the origins of 
these behaviors exist beyond personal lives. Th e socio-
logical imagination permits us to see that something as 
seemingly personal as how you look arises from a social 
context, not just individual behavior.

Sociologists are certainly concerned about indi-
viduals, but they are attuned to the social and historical 
context that shapes the experiences of individuals and 
groups. A distinction made by the sociological imagina-
tion is that made between troubles and issues. Troubles 
are privately felt problems that spring from events or 
feelings in a person’s life. Issues aff ect large numbers 
of people and have their origins in the institutional ar-
rangements and history of a society (Mills ). Th is 
distinction is the crux of the diff erence between indi-
vidual experience and social structure, defi ned as the 
organized pattern of social relationships and social in-
stitutions that together constitute society. Issues shape 
the context within which troubles arise. Sociologists 
employ the sociological perspective to understand how 
issues are shaped by social structures.

thinking SOCIOLOGICALLY 
Troubles and Issues
Personal troubles are everywhere around us: alcohol abuse 
or worries about money or even being upset about how 
you look. At the individual level, these things can be deeply 
troubling, and people sometimes need personal help to 
deal with them. But most personal troubles, as C. Wright 
Mills would say, also have their origins in  societal arrange-
ments. Take the example of alcohol abuse—or, perhaps, 
another personal trouble with which you are  familiar.

Th e subject matter of sociology is everywhere. Th is 
is why people sometimes wrongly believe that sociol-
ogy just explains the obvious. But sociologists bring a 
unique perspective to understanding social behavior 
and social change. Even though sociologists often do 
research on familiar topics, such as youth cultures or 
relations between women and men—they do so using 
particular research tools and specifi c frames of analysis 
(known as sociological theory). Psychologists, anthro-
pologists, political scientists, economists, social work-
ers, and others also study social behavior, although 
each has a diff erent perspective or “angle” on people in 
society. Together, these fi elds of study (also called dis-
ciplines) make up what are called the social sciences.

THE SOCIOLOGICAL 
PERSPECTIVE
Th ink back to the opening of this chapter where you 
were asked to imagine yourself growing up under com-
pletely diff erent circumstances. Our goal in that pas-
sage was to make you feel the stirring of the sociological 
perspective—the ability to see the societal patterns that 
infl uence individual and group life. Th e beginnings of 
the sociological perspective can be as simple as the 
pleasures of watching people or wondering how society 
infl uences people’s lives. Indeed, many students begin 
their study of sociology because they are “interested in 
people.” Sociologists convert this curiosity into the sys-
tematic study of how society infl uences diff erent peo-
ple’s experiences within it.

C. Wright Mills (–) was one of the fi rst to 
write about the sociological perspective in his classic 
book, Th e Sociological Imagination (). He wrote 
that the task of sociology was to understand the rela-
tionship between individuals and the society in which 
they live. He defi ned the sociological imagination as 
the ability to see the societal patterns that infl uence 
the individual as well as groups of individuals. Soci-
ology should be used, Mills argued, to reveal how the 
context of society shapes our lives. He thought that to 
understand the experience of a given person or group 
of people, one had to have knowledge of the social and 
historical context in which people lived.

Th ink, for example, about the time and eff ort that 
many people put into their appearance. You might or-
dinarily think of this as merely personal grooming or 
an individual attempt to “look good,” but there are sig-
nifi cant social origins of this behavior. When you stand 
in front of the mirror, you are probably not thinking 
about how society is present in your refl ection. But as 
you look in the mirror, you are seeing how others see 
you and are very likely adjusting your appearance with 
that in mind, even if not consciously. Th erefore, this 
seemingly individual behavior is actually a very social 
act. If you are trying to achieve a particular look, you are 
likely doing so because of social forces that establish 
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6 > C H A P T E R  

Th e specifi c task of sociology, according to Mills, is to 
comprehend the whole of human society—its personal 
and public dimensions, historical and contemporary—
and its infl uence on the lives of human beings. Mills 
had an important point: People often feel that things 
are beyond their control, meaning that they are being 
shaped by social forces larger than their own individual 
lives. Social forces infl uence our lives in profound ways, 
even though we may not always know how. Consider 
this. Even though you were likely very young at the time, 
you most likely remember what you were doing on 
September , , when you fi rst heard that terrorists 
had fl own planes into the World Trade Center in New 
York City. Obviously, this aff ected people’s personal 
lives, but its impact and its causes go beyond the per-
sonal troubles it produced. Th e sociological perspective 
explains many dimensions of this event and its after-
math and how it might have aff ected an entire genera-
tion. Of course, the social forces that infl uence people’s 
lives are not always that drastic and include the ordi-
nary events of everyday life.

Sociology is an empirical discipline. Th is means 
that sociological conclusions are based on careful and 
systematic observations, as we will see in Chapter  on 
sociological research methods. In this way, sociology is 
very diff erent from ordinary common sense. For empir-
ical observations to be useful to other observers, they 
must be gathered and recorded rigorously. Sociologists 
are also obliged to reexamine their assumptions and 
conclusions constantly. Although the specifi c meth-
ods that sociologists use to examine diff erent problems 
vary, as we will see, the empirical basis of sociology is 
what distinguishes it from mere opinion or other forms 
of social commentary.

Discovering Unsettling Facts
In studying sociology, it is crucial to examine the most 
controversial topics and to do so with an open mind, 
even when you see the most disquieting facts. Th e facts 
we learn through sociological research can be “incon-
venient” because the data can challenge familiar ways 
of thinking. Consider the following:

• Despite the widespread idea promoted in the 
media that well-educated women are opting out 
of professional careers to stay home and raise chil-
dren, the proportion of college-educated White 
women who stay home with children has actually 
declined; those who do opt out do so more typi-
cally because of their frustrations with workplaces 
(Stone ).

• Same-sex couples are more likely to be interra-
cial than are heterosexual couples (Rosenfeld and 
Kim ).

• Th e number of women prisoners has increased at 
 almost twice the rate of increase for men; two-thirds 
of women and half of men in prison are parents (Sabol 
and Couture ; Glaze and Maruschak ).

What are some of the things about society—not just 
individuals—that might infl uence this personal trouble? 
How does this help you understand the distinction that 
Mills makes between personal troubles and social issues? 
Then explain what Mills means by saying that personal 
 biographies are linked to the structure of society. •

Mills used the example of unemployment to explain 
the meaning of troubles versus issues—an example 
that has particular resonance now, given the economic 
 recession the United States has experienced and the 
personal troubles (including unemployment) that this 
has generated. When an individual person becomes 
unemployed—or cannot fi nd work—he or she has a 
personal trouble. Th ink of the worry that many col-
lege graduates have experienced in trying to fi nd work 
 during the recession. In addition to fi nancial prob-
lems that unemployment brings, a person may feel a 
loss of identity, may become depressed, may have to 
uproot a family and move, or—in the case of college 
students—may have to move back home with parents 
after graduation. 

Th e problem of unemployment, however, is deeper 
than the experience of one person. Unemployment is 
rooted in the structure of society; this is what interests 
sociologists. What societal forces cause unemploy-
ment? Who is most likely to become unemployed at 
diff erent times? How does unemployment aff ect an en-
tire community (for instance, when a large plant shuts 
down) or an entire nation (such as during the economic 
downturn of recent years)? Sociologists know that un-
employment causes personal troubles, but understand-
ing unemployment is more than understanding one 
person’s experience. It requires understanding the so-
cial structural conditions that infl uence people’s lives.

Personal troubles are felt by individuals who are experiencing 
problems; social issues arise when large numbers of people 
experience problems that are rooted in the social structure 
of society.
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stifl e the opportunities of some children rather than 
launch all children toward success.

Debunking is sometimes easier to do when looking 
at a culture or society diff erent from one’s own. Consider 
how behaviors that are unquestioned in one society 
may seem positively bizarre to an outsider. For a thou-
sand years in China, it was usual for the elite classes to 
bind the feet of young girls to keep the feet from grow-
ing bigger—a practice allegedly derived from a mistress 
of the emperor. Bound feet were a sign of delicacy and 
vulnerability. A woman with large feet (defi ned as more 
than  inches long!) was thought to bring shame to her 
husband’s household. Th e practice was supported by 
the belief that men were highly aroused by small feet, 

Th ese facts provide unsettling evidence of persis-
tent problems in the United States, problems that are 
embedded in society, not just in individual behavior. 
 Sociologists try to reveal the social factors that shape 
society and determine the chances of success for diff er-
ent groups. Some never get the chance to go to college; 
others are unlikely to ever go to jail. Th ese  divisions 
 persist because of people’s placement within society.

Sociologists study not just the disquieting side of 
society. Sociologists may study questions that aff ect 
everyday life, such as how young boys and men are af-
fected by changing gender roles (Kimmel ), how 
children of immigrants fare (Park ), or the expecta-
tions that young women and men have for combining 
work and family life (Gerson ). Th ere are also many 
intriguing studies of unusual groups, such as cyber-
space users (Kendall ), strip club dancers (Barton 
), or heavily tattooed people, known as collectors 
(Irwin ). Th e subject matter of sociology is vast. 
Some research illuminates odd corners of society; other 
studies address urgent problems of society that may 
 aff ect the lives of millions.

Debunking in Sociology
Th e power of sociological thinking is that it helps us 
see everyday life in new ways. Sociologists question 
actions and ideas that are usually taken for granted. 
Peter Berger () calls this process debunking. 
Debunking refers to looking behind the facades of 
everyday life—what Berger called the “unmasking 
tendency” of sociology (: ). In other words, so-
ciologists look at the behind-the-scenes patterns and 
processes that shape the behavior they observe in the 
social world.

Take schooling, for example: We can see how the 
sociological perspective debunks common assump-
tions about education. Most people think that educa-
tion is primarily a way to learn and get ahead. Although 
this is true, a sociological perspective on education 
reveals something more. Sociologists have concluded 
that more than learning takes place in schools; other 
social processes are at work. Social cliques are formed 
where some students are “insiders” and others are ex-
cluded “outsiders.” Young schoolchildren acquire not 
just formal knowledge but also the expectations of soci-
ety and people’s place within it. Race and class confl icts 
are often played out in schools (Lewis ). Relative 
to boys, girls are often shortchanged by the school 
system—receiving less attention and encouragement, 
less interaction with teachers, less instruction in the 
sciences, and many other defi cits disproportionately 
forced upon them (American Association of University 
Women ; Sadker and Sadker ). Poor children 
seldom have the same resources in schools as middle-
class or elite children, and they are often assumed to be 
incapable of doing schoolwork and are treated accord-
ingly. Th e somber reality is that schools may actually 
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Cultural practices that seem bizarre to outsiders may be 
taken for granted or defi ned as appropriate by insiders.
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Or piercing one’s tongue or eyebrow? Th ese practices 
of contemporary U.S. culture are taken for granted by 
many, just as was Chinese footbinding. Until these 
cultural processes are debunked, seen as if for the fi rst 
time, they might seem normal.

debunking SOCIETY’S MYTHS
myth: Email scams promising to deliver a large sum 
of cash from some African bank if you contact the email 
deliverer prey on people who are just stupid or old. 
 Sociological research: Studies of such email scams indi-
cate that  Americans and Brits are especially susceptible 
to such scams because they play on widely held cultural 
 stereotypes about Africa (that these are economically 
unsophisticated  nations in which people are unable to 

even though men never actually saw the naked foot. 
If they had, they might have been repulsed, because 
a woman’s actual foot was U-shaped and often rotten 
and covered with dead skin (Blake ). Outside the 
social, cultural, and historical context in which it was 
practiced, footbinding seems bizarre, even dangerous. 
Feminists have pointed out that Chinese women were 
crippled by this practice, making them unable to move 
about freely and more dependent on men (Chang ).

Th is is an example of outsiders debunking a prac-
tice that was taken for granted by those within the cul-
ture. Debunking can also call into question practices in 
one’s own culture that may normally go unexamined. 
Strange as the practice of Chinese footbinding may 
seem to you, how might someone from another cul-
ture view wearing shoes that make it diffi  cult to walk? 

DOING sociological research

Research Question: Sociologist Elaine 
Bell Kaplan knew that there was a ste-
reotypical view of Black teen mothers, 
that they had grown up in fatherless 
households where their mothers had no 
moral values and no control over their 
children. The myth of Black teenage 
motherhood also depicts teen mothers 
as unable to control their sexuality, as 
having children to collect welfare checks, 
and as having families who condone 
their behavior. Is this true?

Research Method: Kaplan did extensive 
research in two communities in the San 
Francisco Bay Area—East Oakland and 
Richmond—both communities with a 
large African American population and 
typical of many inner-city, poor neigh-
borhoods. Once thriving Black com-
munities, East Oakland and Richmond 
are now characterized by high rates of 
unemployment, poverty, inadequate 
schools, crime, drug-related violence, 
and high numbers of single-parent 
households. Having grown up herself in 
Harlem, Kaplan knew that communities 
like those she studied have not always 
had these problems, nor have they con-
doned teen pregnancy. She spent several 
months in these communities, working 
as a volunteer in a community teen cen-
ter that provided educational programs, 
day care, and counseling to teen parents, 

Debunking the Myths of Black Teenage Motherhood

and “hanging out” with a core group 
of teen mothers. She did extensive in-
terviews with thirty-two teen mothers, 
supplementing them when she could 
with interviews with their mothers and, 
sometimes, the fathers of their children.

Research Results: Kaplan found that 
teen mothers adopt strategies for sur-
vival that help them cope with their 
environment, even though these same 
strategies do not help them overcome 
the problems they face. Unlike what the 
popular stereotype suggests, she did not 
fi nd that the Black community condones 
teen pregnancy; quite the contrary, the 
teens felt embarrassed and stigmatized 
by being pregnant and experienced ten-
sion and confl ict with their mothers, 
who saw their pregnancy as disrupting 
the hopes they had for their daughters’ 
success. These conclusions run directly 
counter to the public image that such 
women do not value success and live 
in a culture that promotes welfare 
dependency.

Conclusions and Implications: Instead 
of simply stereotyping these teens as 
young and tough, Kaplan sees them as 
struggling to develop their own gender 
and sexual identity. Like other teens, they 
are highly vulnerable, searching for love 
and aspiring to create a meaningful and 

positive identity for themselves. But failed 
by the educational system and locked out 
of the job market, the young women’s 
struggle to develop an identity is com-
pounded by the disruptive social and 
 economic conditions in which they live.

Kaplan’s research is a fi ne example 
of how sociologists debunk some of the 
commonly shared myths that surround 
contemporary issues. Carefully placing 
her analysis in the context of the social 
structural changes that aff ect these 
young women’s lives, Kaplan provides an 
excellent example of how sociological 
research can shed new light on some of 
our most pressing social problems.

Questions to Consider
 1. Suppose that Kaplan had studied 

middle-class teen mothers. What 
similarities and diff erences would 
you predict in the experiences 
of middle-class and poor teen 
 mothers? Does race matter? In what 
ways does your answer debunk 
myths about teen pregnancy?

 2. Make a list of the challenges you 
would face were you to be a teen 
 parent. Having done so, indicate those 
that would be considered personal 
troubles and those that are  social 
 issues. How are the two related?

Source: Kaplan, Elaine Bell. 1996. Not Our Kind 
of Girl: Unraveling the Myths of Black  Teenage 
Motherhood. Berkeley, CA: University of 
 California Press.
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White; today, racial and ethnic minority groups, includ-
ing African Americans, Hispanics, American  Indians, 
 Native Hawaiians, Asian Americans, and people of 
more than one race represent  percent of Americans, 
and that proportion is growing (U.S. Census Bureau 
; also Table . and Map ., p. ). Th ese broad 
categories themselves are internally diverse, including, 
for example, those with long-term roots in the United 
States, as well as Cuban Americans, Salvadorans, Cape 
Verdeans, Filipinos, and many others.

Perhaps the most basic lesson of sociology is that 
people are shaped by the social context around them. 
In the United States, with so much cultural diversity, 
people will share some experiences, but not all. Expe-
riences not held in common can include some of the 
most important infl uences on social development, 
such as language, religion, and the traditions of family 
and community. Understanding diversity means recog-
nizing this diversity and making it central to sociologi-
cal analyses.

In this book, we use the term diversity to refer to the 
variety of group experiences that result from the social 
structure of society. Diversity is a broad concept that 
includes studying group diff erences in society’s oppor-
tunities, the shaping of social institutions by diff erent 
social factors, the formation of group and individual 
identity, and the process of social change. Diversity 
includes the study of diff erent cultural orientations, al-
though diversity is not exclusively about culture.

Understanding diversity is crucial to understanding 
society because fundamental patterns of social change 
and social structure are increasingly patterned by di-
verse group experiences. Th ere are numerous sources 
of diversity, including race, class, gender, and others as 
well. Age, nationality, sexual orientation, and region of 
residence, among other factors, also diff erentiate the 
experience of diverse groups in the United States. And 
as the world is increasingly interconnected through 
global communication and a global economy, the study 

manage money). These scams also 
 exploit the American cultural belief 
that it is possible to “get rich quick”— 
refl ecting a belief in individualism and 
the  belief that anyone who tries hard 
enough can get ahead (Smith 2009). •

Establishing Critical 
Distance
Debunking requires critical distance—
that is, being able to detach from the 
situation at hand and view things with 
a critical mind. Th e role of critical 
distance in developing a sociological 
imagination is well explained by the 
early sociologist Georg Simmel (–
).  Simmel was especially interested 
in the role of strangers in social groups. 
Strangers have a position both inside and outside so-
cial groups; they are part of a group without necessarily 
sharing the group’s assumptions and points of view. Be-
cause of this, the stranger can sometimes see the social 
structure of a group more readily than can people who 
are thoroughly imbued with the group’s worldview. Sim-
mel suggests that the sociological perspective requires a 
combination of nearness and distance. One must have 
enough critical distance to avoid being taken in by the 
group’s defi nition of the situation, but be near enough 
to understand the group’s experience.

Sociologists are not typically strangers to the so-
ciety they study. You can acquire critical distance 
through a willingness to question the forces that shape 
social behavior. Often, sociologists become interested 
in things because of their own experiences. Th e biog-
raphies of sociologists are rich with examples of how 
their personal lives informed the questions they asked. 
Among sociologists are former ministers and nuns now 
studying the sociology of religion, women who have 
encountered sexism who now study the signifi cance of 
gender in society, rock-and-roll fans studying music in 
popular culture, and sons and daughters of immigrants 
now analyzing race and ethnic relations (see the box 
“Understanding Diversity: Becoming a Sociologist”).

THE SIGNIFICANCE 
OF DIVERSITY
Th e analysis of diversity is one central theme of sociol-
ogy. Diff erences among groups, especially diff erences 
in the treatment of groups, are signifi cant in any soci-
ety, but they are particularly compelling in a society as 
diverse as that in the United States.

Defining Diversity
Today, the United States includes people from all na-
tions and races. In , one in eight Americans was not 

table 1.1 Minorities in the U.S. Population Projections

2010 2020 2030 2040 2050

White 79.5% 78.0% 76.6% 75.3% 74.0%

Black 12.9% 13.0% 13.1% 13.0% 13.0%

American Indian and 
Alaskan Native

1.0% 1.1% 1.2% 1.2% 1.2%

Asian 4.7% 5.5% 6.3% 7.1% 7.8%

Native Hawaiian and 
other Pacifi c Islander

0.2% 0.2% 0.2% 0.3% 0.3%

Two or more races 1.8% 2.2% 2.7% 3.2% 3.7%

Note: The U.S. census counts race and Hispanic ethnicity separately. Thus Hispanics may fall 
into any of the race categories. Those who identifi ed themselves as Hispanic were 16% of 
the total U.S. population in the 2010 census. 
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UNDERSTANDING diversity

Individual biographies often have a 
great infl uence on the subjects sociolo-
gists choose to study. The authors of 
this book are no exception. Margaret 
Andersen, a White woman, now studies 
the sociology of race and women’s stud-
ies. Howard Taylor, an African American 
man, studies race, social psychology, and 
especially race and intelligence testing. 
Here, each of them writes about the 
infl uence of their early experiences on 
becoming a sociologist.

Margaret Andersen  As I was growing 
up in the 1950s and 1960s, my family 
moved from California to Georgia, then to 
 Massachusetts, and then back to Georgia. 
Moving as we did from urban to small-
town environments and in and out of 
regions of the country that were very dif-
ferent in their racial character, I probably 
could not help becoming fascinated by 
the sociology of race. Oakland,  California, 
where I was born, was highly diverse; my 
neighborhood was mostly White and 
Asian American. When I moved to a small 
town in Georgia in the 1950s, I was ten 
years old, but I was shocked by the racial 
norms I encountered. I had always loved 
riding in the back of the bus—our major 
mode of transportation in Oakland—and 
could not understand why this was no 
longer allowed. Labeled by my peers as 
an outsider because I was not southern, 
I painfully learned what it meant to feel 
excluded just because of “where you 
are from.”

When I moved again to suburban 
Boston in the 1960s, I was defi ned by 
Bostonians as a southerner and ridiculed. 
Nicknamed “Dixie,” I was teased for 

Become a Sociologist

how I talked. Unlike in the South, where 
despite strict racial segregation Black 
people were part of White people’s daily 
lives, Black people in Boston were even 
less visible. In my high school of 2500 or 
so students, Black students were rare. To 
me, the school seemed not much diff er-
ent from the strictly segregated schools I 
had attended in Georgia. My family soon 
returned to Georgia, where I was an 
outsider again; when I later returned to 
Massachusetts for graduate school in the 
1970s, I worried about how a southerner 
would be accepted in this “Yankee” 
environment. Because I had acquired 
a southern accent, I think many of my 
teachers stereotyped me and thought 
I was not as smart as the students from 
other places.

These early lessons, which I may 
have been unaware of at the time, must 
have kindled my interest in the sociology 
of race relations. As I explored sociology, 
I wondered how the concepts and theo-
ries of race relations applied to women’s 
lives. So much of what I had experienced 
growing up as a woman in this society 
was completely unexamined in what I 
studied in school. As the women’s move-
ment developed in the 1970s, I found 
sociology to be the framework that 
helped me understand the signifi cance 
of gender and race in people’s lives. To 
this day, I write and teach about race and 
gender, using sociology to help students 
understand their signifi cance in society.

Howard Taylor  I grew up in Cleveland, 
Ohio, the son of African American pro-
fessional parents. My mother, Murtis 
Taylor, was a social worker and the 
founder and then president of a social 
work agency called the Murtis H. Taylor 
Multi-Service Center in Cleveland, Ohio. 
She is well known for her contribu-
tions to the city of Cleveland and was 
an early “superwoman,” working days 
and nights, cooking, caring for her two 
sons, and being active in many profes-
sional and civic activities. I think this 
gave me an early appreciation for the 
roles of women and the place of gender 
in society, although I surely would not 
have articulated it as such at the time. 

My father was a businessman in a then 
all-Black life insurance company. He was 
also a “closet scientist,” always doing 
experiments and talking about scientifi c 
studies. He encouraged my brother and 
me to engage in science, so we were al-
ways experimenting with scientifi c stud-
ies in the basement of our house. In the 
summers, I worked for my mother in the 
social service agency where she worked, 
as a camp counselor, and in other jobs. 
Early on, I contemplated becoming a 
social worker, but I was also excited by 
science. As a young child, I acquired my 
father’s love of science and my mother’s 
interest in society. In college, the one 
fi eld that would gratify both sides of me, 
science and social work, was sociology. 
I wanted to study human interaction, but 
I also wanted to be a scientist, so the 
 appeal of sociology was clear.

At the same time, growing up 
 African American meant that I faced 
the consequences of race every day. It 
was always there, and like other young 
African American children, I spent much 
of my childhood confronting racism and 
prejudice. When I discovered sociology, 
in addition to bridging the scientifi c and 
humanistic parts of my interests, I found 
a fi eld that provided a framework for 
studying race and ethnic relations. The 
merging of two ways of thinking, cou-
pled with the analysis of race that sociol-
ogy has long provided, made sociology 
fascinating to me.

Today, my research on race, class, gen-
der, and intelligence testing seems rooted 
in these early experiences. I do quantitative 
research in sociology and see sociology as 
a science that reveals the workings of race, 
class, and gender in society.A
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society that you might otherwise take for granted, and 
it enriches your appreciation of the diverse patterns of 
culture that mark human society and human history. A 
global perspective, however, goes beyond just compar-
ing diff erent cultures; it also helps you see how events 
in one society or community may be linked to events 
occurring on the other side of the globe.

For instance, return to the example of unemploy-
ment that C. Wright Mills used to distinguish between 
troubles and issues. One man may lose his job in 
 Peoria, Illinois, and a woman in Los Angeles may em-
ploy a  Latina domestic worker to take care of her child 
while she pursues a career. On the one hand, these are 
individual experiences for all three people, but they 
are linked in a pattern of globalization that shapes the 
lives of all three. Th e Latina domestic may have a fam-
ily whom she has left in a diff erent nation so that she 
can aff ord to support them. Th e corporation for which 
the Los Angeles woman works may have invested in a 
new plant overseas that employs cheap labor, resulting 
in the unemployment of the man in Peoria. Th e man in 
Peoria may have seen immigrant workers moving into 
his community, and one of his children may have made 
a friend at school who speaks a language other than 
English.

MAP 1.1

Mapping America’s Diversity: A Changing Population
The 2010 census of the United States 
shows that the nation is becoming 

increasingly diverse. Looking at this 
map, what factors do you think are 

infl uencing this change? Data: U.S. 
 Census Bureau. 2010. www.census.gov

Minority Population as a Percentage of County Population

50.0 or more
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Percentage
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36.3

0 50 Miles0 100 Miles0 200 Miles

of diversity also encompasses a global perspective—
that is, an understanding of the international connec-
tions existing across national borders and the impact of 
such connections on life throughout the world.

thinking SOCIOLOGICALLY
What are some of the sources of diversity on your  campus? 
How does this diversity aff ect social relations on campus? •
Society in Global Perspective
No society can be understood apart from the global con-
text that now infl uences the development of all socie-
ties. Th e social and economic system of any one society 
is increasingly intertwined with those of other nations. 
Coupled with the increasing ease of travel and telecom-
munication, this means that a global perspective is nec-
essary to understand change both in the United States 
and in other parts of the world.

To understand globalization, you must look be-
yond the boundaries of your own society to see how 
patterns in any given society are increasingly being 
shaped by the connections between societies. Com-
paring and contrasting societies across diff erent cul-
tures is valuable. It helps you see patterns in your own 
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perspective to understand some of the developments 
shaping contemporary life in the United States.

THE DEVELOPMENT 
OF SOCIOLOGICAL THEORY
Like the subjects it studies, sociology is itself a social prod-
uct. Sociology fi rst emerged in western Europe during 
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. In this period, 
the political and economic systems of Europe were rap-
idly changing. Monarchy, the rule of society by kings and 
queens, was disappearing, and new ways of thinking were 
emerging. Religion as the system of authority and law 
was giving way to scientifi c authority. At the same time, 
capitalism grew. Contact between diff erent societies in-
creased, and worldwide economic markets developed. 
Th e traditional ways of the past were giving way to a new 
social order. Th e time was ripe for a new understanding.

Such processes are increasingly shaping many of the 
subjects examined in this book—work, family, education, 
politics, just to name a few. Without a global perspective, 
you would not be able to fully understand the experience 
of any one of the people just mentioned much less how 
society is being shaped by these processes of change and 
global context. Th roughout this book, we will use a global 

Understanding diversity is important in a society 
comprising so many diff erent groups, each with unique, but 
interconnected, experiences.
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important work was overlooked for many years, probably 
because the author was a woman. It is now recognized 
as a classic. Martineau also wrote the fi rst sociological 
methods book, How to Observe Morals and Manners 
(), in which she discussed how to observe behavior 
when one is a participant in the situation being studied.

Classical Sociological Theory
Of all the contributors to the development of sociol-
ogy, the giants of the European tradition were Emile 
Durkheim, Karl Marx, and Max Weber. Th ey are classi-
cal thinkers because the ideas they off ered more than 
 years ago continue to infl uence our understanding 
of society, not just in sociology but in other fi elds as well 
(such as political science and history).

Emile Durkheim. During the early academic career of 
the Frenchman Emile Durkheim (–), France 
was in the throes of great political and religious upheaval. 
Anti-Semitism (hatred of Jews) was being expressed, 
along with ill feeling among other religions, as well. 
Durkheim, himself Jewish, was fascinated by how the 
public degradation of Jews by non-Jews seemed to calm 
and unify a large segment of the divided French public. 
Durkheim later wrote that public rituals have a special 
purpose in society, creating social solidarity, referring 
to the bonds that link the members of a group. Some of 
Durkheim’s most signifi cant works explore the question 
of what forces hold society together and make it stable.

According to Durkheim, people in society are glued 
together by belief systems (Durkheim /). Th e 
rituals of religion and other institutions symbolize and 
reinforce the sense of belonging. Public ceremonies cre-
ate a bond between people in a social unit. Durkheim 
thought that by publicly punishing people, such rituals 
sustain moral cohesion in society. Durkheim’s views on 
this are further examined in Chapter , which discusses 
deviant behavior.

Durkheim also viewed society as an entity larger 
than the sum of its parts. He described this as society sui 
generis (which translates as “thing in itself”), meaning 
that society is a subject to be studied separately from 
the sum of the individuals who compose it. Society is 
external to individuals, yet its existence is internalized 

in people’s minds—that 
is, people come to believe 
what society expects them 
to believe. Durkheim con-
ceived of society as an 

The Influence of the Enlightenment
Th e Enlightenment in eighteenth- and nineteenth- 
century Europe had an enormous infl uence on the devel-
opment of modern sociology. Also known as the Age of 
Reason, the Enlightenment was characterized by faith in 
the ability of human reason to solve society’s problems. 
Intellectuals believed that there were natural laws and 
processes in society to be discovered and used for the 
general good. Modern science was gradually supplanting 
traditional and religious explanations for natural phe-
nomena with theories confi rmed by experiments.

Th e earliest sociologists promoted a vision of soci-
ology grounded in careful observation. Auguste Comte 
(–), a French philosopher who coined the term 
sociology, believed that just as science had discovered 
the laws of nature, sociology could discover the laws 
of human social behavior and thus help solve society’s 
problems. Th is approach is called positivism, a system 
of thought, still prominent today, in which scientifi c ob-
servation and description is considered the highest form 
of knowledge, as opposed to, say, religious dogma or po-
etic inspiration. Th e modern scientifi c method, which 
guides sociological research, grew out of positivism.

Alexis de Tocqueville (–), a French citi-
zen, traveled to the United States as an observer be-
ginning in . Tocqueville thought that democratic 
values and the belief in human equality positively in-
fl uenced American social institutions and transformed 
personal relationships. Less admiringly, he felt that 
in the United States the tyranny of kings had been re-
placed by the “tyranny of the majority.” He was referring 
to the ability of a majority to impose its will on everyone 
else in a democracy. Tocqueville also felt that despite 
the emphasis on individualism in American culture, 
Americans had little independence of mind, making 
them self-centered and anxious about their social class 
position (Collins and Makowsky ).

Another early sociologist is Harriet Martineau 
(–). Like Tocqueville, Martineau, a British citi-
zen, embarked on a long tour of the United States in 
. She was fascinated by the newly emerging culture 
in America. Her book Society in America () is an 
analysis of the social customs that she observed. Th is 
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As one of the 
earliest observers 
of American culture, 
Harriet Martineau 
used the powers of 
social observation to 
record and analyze 
the social structure 
of American society. 
Long ignored for 
her contributions 
to sociology, she is 
now seen as one 
of the founders of 
early sociological 
thought. ©
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Emile Durkheim established 
the signifi cance of society 
as something larger than 
the sum of its parts. Social 
facts stem from society and 
have profound infl uence on 
the lives of people within 
society.
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class), the petty bourgeoisie (small business owners 
and managers), and the lumpenproletariat (those “dis-
carded” by the capitalist system, such as the homeless). 
In Marx’s view, profi t, the goal of capitalist endeavors, is 
produced through the exploitation of the working class. 
Workers sell their labor in exchange for wages, and capi-
talists make certain that wages are worth less than the 
goods the workers produce. Th e diff erence in value is 
the profi t of the capitalist. In the Marxist view, the capi-
talist class system is inherently unfair because the entire 
system rests on workers getting less than they give.

Marx thought that the economic organization of 
 society was the most important infl uence on what hu-
mans think and how they behave. He found that the 
beliefs of the common people tended to support the inter-
ests of the capitalist system, not the interests of the work-
ers themselves. Why? Because the capitalist class controls 
the production of goods and the production of ideas. It 
owns the publishing companies, endows the universities 
where knowledge is produced, and controls information 
 industries—thus shaping what people think.

Marx considered all of society to be shaped by eco-
nomic forces. Laws, family structures, schools, and other 
institutions all develop, according to Marx, to suit eco-
nomic needs under capitalism. Like other early soci-
ologists, Marx took social structure as his subject rather 
than the actions of individuals. It was the system of capi-
talism that dictated people’s behavior. Marx saw social 
change as arising from tensions inherent in a capitalist 
system—the confl ict between the capitalist and work-
ing classes. Marx’s ideas are often misperceived by U.S. 
students  because communist revolutionaries through-
out the world have claimed Marx as their guiding spirit. 
It would be naive to reject his ideas solely on political 
grounds. Much that Marx predicted has not occurred—
for instance, he claimed that the “laws” of history made a 
worldwide revolution of workers inevitable, and this has 
not happened. Still, he left us an important body of soci-
ological thought springing from his insight that society is 
systematic and structural and that class is a fundamental 
dimension of society that shapes social behavior.

Max Weber. Max Weber (–; pronounced 
“Vay-ber”) was greatly infl uenced by Marx’s work and 
built upon it. But, whereas Marx saw economics as 
the basic organizing element of society, Weber theo-

rized that society had three 
basic dimensions: politi-
cal, economic, and cultural. 

integrated whole—each part contributing to the overall 
stability of the system. His work is the basis for function-
alism, an important theoretical perspective that we will 
return to later in this chapter.

One contribution from Durkheim was his concep-
tualization of the social. Durkheim created the term 
social facts to indicate those social patterns that are ex-
ternal to individuals. Th ings such as customs and social 
values exist outside individuals, whereas psychological 
drives and motivation exist inside people. Social facts, 
therefore, are not to be explained by biology or psychol-
ogy but are the proper subject of sociology; they are its 
reason for being.

A striking illustration of this principle was 
Durkheim’s study of suicide (Durkheim /). 
He analyzed rates of suicide in a society, as opposed 
to looking at individual (psychological) causes of sui-
cide. He showed that suicide rates varied according to 
how clear the norms and customs of the society were, 
whether the norms and customs were consistent with 
each other and noncontradictory. Anomie (the break-
down of social norms) exists where norms were either 
grossly unclear or contradictory; the suicide rates were 
higher in such societies or such parts of a society. It is 
important to note that this condition is in society— 
external to individuals, but felt by them (Puff er ). 
In this sense such a condition is truly societal.

Durkheim held that social facts, though they exist 
outside individuals, nonetheless pose constraints on indi-
vidual behavior. Durkheim’s major contribution was the 
discovery of the social basis of human behavior. He pro-
posed that society could be known through the discovery 
and analysis of social facts. Th is is the central task of soci-
ology (Bellah ; Coser ; Durkheim /).

Karl Marx. It is hard to imagine another scholar who 
has had as much infl uence on intellectual history as 
has Karl Marx (–). Along with his collaborator, 
Friedrich Engels, Marx not only changed intellectual 
history but world history too.

Marx’s work was devoted to explaining how capi-
talism shaped society. He argued that capitalism is an 
economic system based on the pursuit of profi t and the 
sanctity of private property. Marx used a class analysis 
to explain capitalism, describing capitalism as a sys-
tem of relationships among diff erent classes, including 

 capitalists (also known as 
the bourgeois class), the 
proletariat (or working 
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Karl Marx analyzed 
capitalism as an economic 
system with enormous 
implications for how 
society is organized, in 
particular how inequality 
between groups stems 
from the economic 
organization of society. ak
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Max Weber used a 
multidimensional approach 
to analyzing society, 
interpreting the economic, 
cultural, and political 
organization of society as 
together shaping social 
institutions and social 
change.
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are created through the survival of the fi ttest. Social 
 Darwinism was the application of Darwinian thought 
to society. According to the social Darwinists, the “sur-
vival of the fi ttest” is the driving force of social evolu-
tion as well. Th ey conceived of society as an organism 
that evolved from simple to complex in a process of ad-
aptation to the environment. Th ey theorized that soci-
ety was best left alone to follow its natural evolutionary 
course. Because social Darwinists believed that evolu-
tion always took a course toward perfection, they ad-
vocated a laissez-faire (that is, “hands-off ”)  approach 
to social change. Social Darwinism was thus a conser-
vative mode of thought; it assumed that the current 
arrangements in society were natural and  inevitable 
(Hofstadter ).

Most other early sociologists in the United States 
took a more reform-based approach. Nowhere was 
the emphasis on application more evident than at the 
 University of Chicago, where a style of sociological 
thinking known as the Chicago School developed. Th e 
Chicago School is characterized by thinkers who were in-
terested in how society shaped the mind and identity of 
people. We study some of these thinkers, such as George 
 Herbert Mead and Charles Horton Cooley, in Chapter . 
Th ey thought of society as a human laboratory where 
they could observe and understand human behavior in 
order to be better able to address human needs, and they 
used the city in which they lived as a living laboratory.

Robert Park (–), from the University of 
Chicago, was a key founder of sociology. Originally a 
journalist who worked in several midwestern cities, 
Park was interested in urban problems and how dif-
ferent racial groups interacted with each other. He was 
also fascinated by the sociological design of cities, not-
ing that cities were typically sets of concentric circles. 
At the time, the very rich and the very poor lived in the 
middle, ringed by slums and low-income neighbor-
hoods ( Collins and Makowsky ; Coser ; Park 
and Burgess ). Park would still be intrigued by how 
boundaries are defi ned and maintained in urban neigh-
borhoods. You might notice this yourself. A single street 
crossing might delineate a Vietnamese neighborhood 
from an Italian one, an affl  uent White neighborhood 
from a barrio. Th e social structure of cities continues to 
be a subject of sociological research.

Many early sociologists of the Chicago School 
were women whose work is only now being rediscov-
ered. Jane Addams (–) was one of the most 
renowned sociologists of her day. But, because she was 
a woman, she was never given the jobs or prestige that 
men in her time received. She was the only practicing 
sociologist ever to win a Nobel Peace Prize (in ), 
never had a regular teaching job. Instead, she used her 
skills as a research sociologist to develop community 
projects that assisted people in need (Deegan ). She 
was a leader in the settlement house movement provid-
ing services and doing research to improve the lives of 
slum dwellers, immigrants, and other poor people.

According to Weber, a complete sociological analysis 
must recognize the interplay between economic, po-
litical, and cultural institutions (Parsons ). Weber 
is credited with developing a multidimensional analysis 
of society that goes beyond Marx’s more one-dimen-
sional focus on economics.

Weber also theorized extensively about the rela-
tionship of sociology to social and political values. He 
did not believe there could be a value-free sociology be-
cause values would always infl uence what sociologists 
considered worthy of study. Weber thought sociologists 
should acknowledge the infl uence of values so that 
ingrained beliefs would not interfere with objectivity. 
Weber professed that the task of sociologists is to teach 
students the uncomfortable truth about the world. Fac-
ulty should not use their positions to promote their po-
litical opinions, he felt; rather, they have a responsibility 
to examine all opinions, including unpopular ones, and 
use the tools of rigorous sociological inquiry to under-
stand why people believe and behave as they do.

An important concept in Weber’s sociology is 
 verstehen (meaning “understanding” and pronounced 
“ver-shtay-en”). Verstehen, a  German word, refers to 
understanding social behavior from the point of view of 
those engaged in it. Weber believed that to understand 
social behavior, one had to understand the meaning that 
a behavior had for people. He did not believe sociologists 
had to be born into a group to understand it (in other 
words, he didn’t believe “it takes one to know one”), but 
he did think sociologists had to develop some subjec-
tive understanding of how other people experience their 
world. One major contribution from Weber was the defi -
nition of social  action as a behavior to which people give 
meaning (Gerth and Mills ; Parsons b; Weber 
/), such as placing a bumper sticker on your car 
that states pride in U.S. military troops.

Sociology in America
American sociology was built on the earlier work of 
 Europeans, but unique features of U.S. culture contribute 
to its distinctive fl avor. Less theoretical and more prac-
tical than their European counterparts, early American 
sociologists believed that if they exposed the causes of 
social problems, they could alleviate some of the conse-
quences, which are measured in human suff ering.

Early sociologists in both Europe and the United 
States conceived of society as an organism, a system of 
interrelated functions and parts that work together to 
create the whole. Th is perspective is called the organic 
metaphor. Sociologists saw society as constantly evolv-
ing, like an organism. Th e question many early sociolo-
gists asked was to what extent humans could shape the 
evolution of society.

Many were infl uenced in this question by the work 
of British scholar Charles Darwin (–), who 
revolutionized biology when he identifi ed the pro-
cess termed evolution, a process by which new species 
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colleagues, he envisioned a  community-based, activist 
profession committed to social justice (Deegan ); 
he was a friend and collaborator with Jane  Addams. He 
believed in the importance of a scientifi c approach to 
sociological questions, but he also thought that convic-
tions always directed one’s studies.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS 
IN SOCIOLOGY
Th e founders of sociology have established theoretical 
traditions that ask basic questions about society and in-
form sociological research. Th e idea of theory may seem 
dry to you because it connotes something that is only 
hypothetical and divorced from “real life”; however, so-
ciological theory is one of the tools that sociologists use 
to interpret real life. Sociologists use theory to organize 
their observations and apply them to the broad questions 
sociologists ask, such as: How are individuals related to 
society? How is social order maintained? Why is there in-
equality in society? How does social change occur?

Diff erent theoretical frameworks within sociology 
make diff erent assumptions and provide diff erent in-
sights about the nature of society. In the realm of mac-
rosociology are theories that strive to understand society 
as a whole. Durkheim, Marx, and Weber were macroso-
ciological theorists. Th eoretical frameworks that center 
on face-to-face social interaction are known as micro-
sociology. Some of the work derived from the Chicago 
School—research that studies individuals and group 
processes in society—is microsociological. Although 
sociologists draw from diverse theoretical perspectives 
to understand society, three broad traditions form the 
major theoretical perspectives that they use: function-
alism, confl ict theory, and symbolic interaction.

Functionalism
Functionalism has its origins in the work of Durkheim, 
who you will recall was especially interested in how so-
cial order is possible and how society remains relatively 
stable. Functionalism interprets each part of society in 
terms of how it contributes to the stability of the whole. 
As Durkheim suggested, functionalism conceptualizes 
society as more than the sum of its component parts. 

Another early sociologist, widely noted for her 
work in the anti-lynching movement, was Ida B. Wells-
Barnett (–). Born a slave, Ida B. Wells-Barnett 
learned to read and write at Rust College, a school es-
tablished for freed slaves, later receiving her teaching 
credentials at Fisk University. She wrote numerous es-
says on the status of African Americans in the United 
States and was an active crusader against lynching and 
for women’s rights, including the right to vote. Because 
she was so violently attacked—in writing and in actual 
threats—because of her passionate work, she often had 
to write under an assumed name. Until recently, her 
contributions to the fi eld of sociology have been largely 
unexamined. Interestingly, her grandson, Troy Duster 
(b. ), now a faculty member at New York Univer-
sity and the University of California, Berkeley, became 
the president of the American Sociological Association 
in  (Lengermann and Niebrugge-Brantley ; 
Henry ; Giddings ).

W.E.B. Du Bois (–; pronounced “due 
boys”) was one of the most important early sociologi-
cal thinkers in America. Du Bois was a prominent Black 
scholar, a cofounder in  of the NAACP (National 
Association for the Advancement of Colored People), 
a prolifi c writer, and one of America’s best minds. He 
received the fi rst Ph.D. ever awarded to a Black person 
in any fi eld (from Harvard University), and he studied 
for a time in Germany, hearing several lectures by Max 
Weber. Du Bois was deeply troubled by the racial divi-
siveness in society, writing in a classic essay published 

in  that “the prob-
lem of the twentieth 
century is the problem 
of the color line” (Du 
Bois : ). Like 
many of his women 
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Ida B. Wells-Barnett 
is now well-known for 
her brave campaign 
against the lynching of 
African American people. 
Less known are her 
early contributions to 
sociological thought.

An insightful observer of 
race and culture, W.E.B. 
Du Bois was one of the 
fi rst sociologists to use 
community studies as the 
basis for sociological work. 
His work, long excluded 
from the “great works” of 
sociological theory, is now 
seen as a brilliant and lasting 
analysis of the signifi cance 
of race in the United States.
Courtesy of University of Massachusetts at 

Amherst, W. E. B. Du Bois Library
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Jane Addams, the only 
sociologist to win the 
Nobel Peace Prize, used 
her sociological skills to 
try to improve people’s 
lives. The settlement 
house movement 
provided social services 
to groups in need, while 
also providing a social 
laboratory in which to 
observe the sociological 
dimensions of problems 
such as poverty.
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what WOULD THEY say now?
Suppose some of the classical theorists 
of sociology were suddenly brought back 
to life. What might they say about the 
contemporary war in Afghanistan?

Emile Durkheim: War, although involving 
human tragedy, also promotes a sense 
of group and national identity.  Patriotic 
symbols, such as bumper stickers saying 
Support Our Troops, promote a collec-
tive sense of national identity.

Classical Theorists Reflect on the War in Afghanistan

 Cultural forces, such as the confl ict be-
tween western values and Islamic value 
 systems, are also a major social force.

Karl Marx: Wars must be understood 
as the result of the dynamics of capital-
ism. Not only do they involve economic 
greed (such as the profi ts garnered from 
the pursuit of oil), but private, economic 
 interests are paramount in understand-
ing war, such as the businesses that 
profi t from them.

W.E.B. Du Bois: War has a dispro-
portionate impact on people of color. 
 AfricansAmericans (and, he would now 
note, Latinos) are most likely to be 
 recruited to fi ght wars, and thus there is 
a disproportionate impact of tragedy on 
these as well as low-income, working-
class families.
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Max Weber: War involves multiple 
dimensions of society. Wars are often 
fought for political reasons, but also 
 involve economic forces (such as the 
need for oil in Western societies). 

Jane Addams: As a sociologist who won 
the Nobel Peace Prize, I must advocate 
for peaceful resolutions to world con-
fl icts. Were the more pacifi st values of 
women to guide international aff airs, we 
would not experience as many confl icts 
as we do in a more masculine-based 
 political culture.

Ida B. Wells-Barnett: War has a pro-
found infl uence on the lives of women 
and people of color, often resulting in 
rape and other atrocious human rights 
violations by  occupying armies.

Each part is “functional” for society—that is, contrib-
utes to the stability of the whole. Th e diff erent parts are 
primarily the institutions of society, each of which is 
organized to fi ll diff erent needs and each of which has 
particular consequences for the form and shape of soci-
ety. Th e parts each then depend on one another.

Th e family as an institution, for example, serves 
multiple functions. At its most basic level, the fam-
ily has a reproductive role. Within the family, infants 
 receive protection and sustenance. As they grow older, 
they are exposed to the patterns and expectations of 
their culture. Across generations, the family supplies a 
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thinking SOCIOLOGICALLY
What are the manifest functions of grades in college?

What are the latent functions? •
Functionalism was a dominant theoretical perspec-

tive in sociology for many years, and one of its major 
theorists was Talcott Parsons (–). In Parsons’s 
view, all parts of a social system are interrelated, with 
diff erent parts of society having diff erent basic func-
tions. Functionalism was further developed by Robert 
Merton (–). Merton saw that social practices 
often have consequences for society that are not imme-
diately apparent, not necessarily the same as the stated 
purpose. He suggested that human behavior has both 
manifest and latent functions. Manifest functions are 
the stated and intended goals of social behavior. Latent 
functions are neither stated nor intended.

Critics of functionalism argue that its emphasis on 
social stability is inherently conservative and that it un-
derstates the roles of power and confl ict in society. Critics 
also disagree with the explanation of inequality off ered 
by functionalism—that it persists because social inequal-
ity creates a system for the fair and equitable distribution 
of societal resources. Functionalists would argue that it 
is fair and equitable that the higher social classes earn 
more money since they are more important (functional) 
to society. Critics of functionalism argue that function-
alism is too accepting of the status quo. Functionalists 
would counter this argument by saying that, regardless of 
the  injustices that inequality produces, inequality serves 
a purpose in society: It provides an incentive system for 
people to work and promotes solidarity among groups 
linked by common social standing.

Conflict Theory
Confl ict theory emphasizes the role of coercion and 
power, a person’s or group’s ability to exercise infl u-
ence and control over others, in producing social order. 
Whereas functionalism emphasizes cohesion within 
society, confl ict theory emphasizes strife and friction. 
Derived from the work of Karl Marx, confl ict theory 
pictures society as fragmented into groups that com-
pete for social and economic resources. Social order is 
maintained not by consensus but by domination, with 
power in the hands of those with the greatest political, 
economic, and social resources. When consensus exists, 
according to confl ict theorists, it is attributable to  people 
being united around common interests, often in opposi-
tion to other groups (Dahrendorf ; Mills ).

According to confl ict theory, inequality exists be-
cause those in control of a disproportionate share of so-
ciety’s resources actively defend their advantages. Th e 
masses are not bound to society by their shared values 
but by coercion at the hands of the powerful. In confl ict 
theory, the emphasis is on social control, not consen-
sus and conformity. Groups and individuals advance 

broad unit of support and enriches individual experi-
ence with a sense of continuity with the past and future. 
All these aspects of family can be assessed by how they 
contribute to the stability and prosperity of society. Th e 
same is true for other institutions.

Th e functionalist framework emphasizes the con-
sensus and order that exist in society, focusing on social 
stability and shared public values. From a functional-
ist perspective, disorganization in the system, such as 
deviant behavior and so forth, leads to change because 
societal components must adjust to achieve stability. 
Th is is a key part of functionalist theory—that when 
one part of society is not working (or is dysfunctional, as 
they would say), it aff ects all the other parts and creates 
social problems. Change may be for better or worse; 
changes for the worse stem from instability in the so-
cial system, such as a breakdown in shared values or 
a social institution no longer meeting people’s needs 
( Collins ; Eitzen and Baca Zinn ; Turner ).

key sociological concepts

As you build your sociological perspective, you must learn cer-
tain key concepts in order to begin understanding how sociolo-
gists view human behavior. Social structure, social institutions, 
social change, and social interaction are not the only sociological 
concepts, but they are fundamental to grasping the sociological 
perspective.

Social Structure. Earlier, we defi ned social structure as the 
organized pattern of social relationships and social institutions 
that together constitute society. Social structure is not a “thing,” 
but refers to the fact that social forces not always visible to the 
human eye guide and shape human behavior. Acknowledging 
that social structure exists does not mean that humans have no 
choice in how they behave, only that those choices are largely 
conditioned by one’s location in society.

Social Institutions. In this book, you will also learn about the 
signifi cance of social institutions, defi ned as established and 
organized systems of social behavior with a particular and rec-
ognized purpose. The family, religion, marriage, government, 
and the economy are examples of major social institutions. So-
cial institutions confront individuals at birth and transcend in-
dividual experience, but they still infl uence individual behavior.

Social Change. As you can tell, sociologists are also interested 
in the process of social change, the alteration of society over 
time. As much as sociologists see society as producing certain 
outcomes, they do not see society as fi xed, nor do they see hu-
mans as passive recipients of social expectations. Sociologists 
view society as stable but constantly changing.

Social Interaction. Sociologists see social interaction as 
behavior between two or more people that is given meaning. 
Through social interaction, people react and change, depending 
on the actions and reactions of others. Since society changes 
as new forms of human behavior emerge, change is always in 
the works.

As you read this book, you will see that these key  concepts—
social structure, social institutions, social change, and social 
 interaction—are central to the sociological imagination.
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are called the “defi nition of the situation.” For example, 
why would young people smoke cigarettes even though 
all objective medical evidence points to the danger of 
doing so? Th e answer is in the defi nition of the situa-
tion that people create. Studies fi nd that teenagers are 
well informed about the risks of tobacco, but they also 
think that “smoking is cool,” that they themselves will 
be safe from harm, and that smoking projects an im-
age—a positive identity for boys as a “tough guy” and 
for girls as fun-loving, mature, and glamorous. Smok-
ing is also defi ned by young women as keeping you 
thin—an ideal constructed through dominant images 
of beauty. In other words, the symbolic meaning of 
smoking overrides the actual facts regarding smoking 
and risk (Stjerna et al. ).

thinking SOCIOLOGICALLY
Think about the example given about smoking, and using 
a symbolic interaction framework, how would you explain 
other risky behaviors, such as steroid use among athletes 
or eating disorders among young women? •

Symbolic interaction interprets social order as 
 constantly negotiated and created through the interpre-
tations people give to their behavior. In observing society, 
symbolic interactionists see not simply facts but “social 
constructions,” the meanings attached to things, whether 
those are concrete symbols (like a certain way of dress or 
a tattoo) or nonverbal behaviors. To a symbolic interac-
tionist, society is highly subjective—existing in the minds 
of people, even though its eff ects are very real.

Functionalism, confl ict theory, and symbolic in-
teraction theory are by no means the only theoretical 

their own interests, struggling over control of societal 
resources. Th ose with the most resources exercise power 
over others; inequality and power struggles are the result. 
Confl ict theory gives great attention to class, race, and 
gender in society because these are seen as the grounds 
of the most pertinent and enduring struggles in society.

Whereas functionalists fi nd some benefi t to so-
ciety in the unequal distribution of resources, confl ict 
theorists see inequality as inherently unfair, persisting 
only because groups who are economically advantaged 
use their social position to their own betterment. Th eir 
dominance even extends to the point of shaping the 
beliefs of other members of the society by controlling 
public information and having major infl uence over 
institutions such as education and religion. From the 
confl ict perspective, power struggles between confl ict-
ing groups are the source of social change. Typically, 
those with the greatest power are able to maintain their 
advantage at the expense of other groups.

Confl ict theory has been criticized for neglecting 
the importance of shared values and public consensus 
in society while overemphasizing inequality. Like func-
tionalist theory, confl ict theory fi nds the origins of social 
behavior in the structure of society, but it diff ers from 
functionalism in emphasizing the importance of power.

Symbolic Interaction
Th e third major framework of sociological theory is 
symbolic interaction theory. Instead of thinking of 
society in terms of abstract institutions, symbolic in-
teractionists consider immediate social interaction 
to be the place where “society” exists. Because of the 
human capacity for refl ection, people give meaning to 
their behavior, and this is how they interpret the diff er-
ent behaviors, events, or things that are signifi cant for 
 sociological study.

Because of this, symbolic interaction, as its name 
implies, relies extensively on the symbolic meaning 
that people develop and rely on in the process of social 
interaction. Symbolic interaction theory emphasizes 
face-to-face interaction and thus is a form of microso-
ciology, whereas functionalism and confl ict theory are 
more macrosociological.

Derived from the work of the Chicago School, sym-
bolic interaction theory analyzes society by addressing 
the subjective meanings that people impose on objects, 
events, and behaviors. Subjective meanings are given 
primacy because, according to symbolic interactionists 
and according to Th omas’s dictum mentioned earlier, 
people behave based on what they believe, not just on 
what is objectively true. Th us, society is considered to 
be socially constructed through human interpretation 
(Berger and Luckmann ; Blumer ; Shibutani 
). Symbolic interactionists see meaning as con-
stantly modifi ed through social interaction. People 
interpret one another’s behavior, and it is these interpre-
tations that form the social bond. Th ese interpretations 
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Symbolic interaction theory can help explain why people 
might do things that otherwise seem contrary to what one 
might expect.
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to their behavior. Together, these frameworks provide a 
rich, comprehensive perspective on society, individuals 
within society, and social change (see Table .).

Feminist Theory
Contemporary sociological theory has been greatly in-
fl uenced by the development of feminist theory. Prior 
to the emergence of second-wave feminism (the feminist 
movement emerging in the s and s), women 

frameworks in sociology. For some time, however, they 
have provided the most prominent general explana-
tions of society. Each has a unique view of the social 
realm. None is a perfect explanation of society, yet 
each has something to contribute. Functionalism gives 
special weight to the order and cohesion that usually 
characterizes society. Confl ict theory emphasizes the 
inequalities and power imbalances in society. Symbolic 
interaction emphasizes the meanings that humans give 

table 1.2 Three Classical Sociological Frameworks

Basic Questions Functionalism Conflict Theory Symbolic Interaction

What is the relationship 
of individuals to society?

Individuals occupy fi xed 
social roles.

Individuals are 
subordinated to society.

Individuals and society are 
interdependent.

Why is there inequality? Inequality is inevitable and 
functional for society.

Inequality results from 
a struggle over scarce 
resources.

Inequality is demonstrated 
through the importance of 
symbols.

How is social order 
possible?

Social order stems from 
consensus on public values.

Social order is maintained 
through power and 
coercion.

Social order is sustained 
through social interaction and 
adherence to social norms.

What is the source of 
social change?

Society seeks equilibrium 
when there is social 
disorganization.

Change comes through 
the mobilization of people 
struggling for resources.

Change evolves from an 
ever-evolving set of social 
relationships and the creation 
of new meaning systems.

Major Criticisms

This is a conservative view 
of society that underplays 
power diff erences among 
and between groups.

The theory understates 
the degree of cohesion 
and stability in society.

There is little analysis of 
inequality, and it overstates 
the subjective basis of 
society.

careers in sociology

Now that you understand a bit more what sociology 
is about, you may ask, What can I do with a degree in 
 sociology?  This is a question we often hear from students. 
There is no single job called “sociologist” like there is “engineer” 
or “nurse” or “teacher,” but sociology prepares you well for 
many diff erent kinds of jobs, whether with a bachelor’s degree 
or a postgraduate education. The skills you acquire from your 
sociological education are useful for jobs in business, health 
care, criminal justice, government agencies, various nonprofi t 
organizations, and other job venues.

For example, the research skills one gains through sociol-
ogy can be important in analyzing business data or organizing 
information for a food bank or homeless shelter. Students in 
sociology also gain experience working with and understanding 
those with diff erent cultural and social backgrounds; this is an 
important and valued skill that employers seek. Also, the ability 
to dissect the diff erent causes of a social problem can be an 
asset for jobs in various social service organizations.

Some sociologists have worked in their communities to 
deliver more eff ective social services. Some are employed in 
business organizations and social services where they use their 
sociological training to address issues such as poverty, crime 

and delinquency, population studies, substance abuse, violence 
against women, family social services, immigration policy, and any 
number of other important issues. Sociologists also work in the 
offi  ces of U.S. representatives and senators, doing background 
research on the various issues addressed in the political process.

These are just a few examples of how sociology can prepare 
you for various careers. A good way to learn more about how 
sociology prepares you for work is to consider doing an intern-
ship while you are still in college.

For more information about careers in sociology, see the 
booklet, Careers in Sociology, available through the American 
Sociological Association (www.asanet.org).

Critical Thinking Exercise
 1. Read a national newspaper over a period of one week and 

identify any experts who use a sociological perspective in 
their commentary. What does this suggest to you as a possi-
ble career in sociology? What are some of the diff erent sub-
jects about which sociologists provide expert information?

 2. Identify some of the students from your college who have 
fi nished degrees in sociology. What diff erent ways have 
they used their sociological knowledge?
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What is sociology?
Sociology is the study of human behavior in society. 
Th e sociological imagination is the ability to see societal 
patterns that infl uence individuals. Sociology is an em-
pirical discipline, relying on careful observations as the 
basis for its knowledge.

What is debunking?
Debunking in sociology refers to the ability to look 
 behind things taken for granted, looking instead to the 
origins of social behavior.

Why is diversity central to the study of sociology?
One of the central insights of sociology is its analysis of 
social diversity and inequality. Understanding diversity 
is critical to sociology because it is necessary to analyze 
social institutions and because diversity shapes most of 
our social and cultural institutions.

When and how did sociology emerge 
as a field of study?
Sociology emerged in western Europe during the En-
lightenment and was infl uenced by the values of criti-
cal reason, humanitarianism, and positivism. Auguste 

Comte, one of the earliest sociologists, emphasized so-
ciology as a positivist discipline. Alexis de Tocqueville 
and Harriet Martineau developed early and insightful 
analyses of American culture.

What are some of the basic insights of classical 
sociological theory?
Emile Durkheim is credited with conceptualizing soci-
ety as a social system and with identifying social facts as 
patterns of behavior that are external to the individual. 
Karl Marx showed how capitalism shaped the develop-
ment of society. Max Weber sought to explain society 
through cultural, political, and economic factors.

What are the major theoretical frameworks 
in sociology?
Functionalism emphasizes the stability and integra-
tion in society. Confl ict theory sees society as organized 
around the unequal distribution of resources and held 
together through power and coercion. Symbolic interac-
tion theory emphasizes the role of individuals in giving 
meaning to social behavior, thereby creating society. 
Feminist theory is the analysis of women and men in so-
ciety and is intended to improve women’s lives. 
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were largely absent and invisible within most sociologi-
cal work—indeed, within most academic work. When 
seen, they were strongly stereotyped in traditional roles 
as wives and mothers. Feminist theory developed to un-
derstand the status of women in society and with the pur-
pose of using that knowledge to better women’s lives. 

Feminist theory has created vital new knowledge 
about women and has also transformed what is under-
stood about men. Feminist scholarship in sociology, by 
focusing on the experiences of women, provides new 
ways of seeing the world and contributes to a more 
complete view of society. Feminist theory is a now 

vibrant and rich perspective in sociology, and it has 
added much to how people understand the sociology of 
gender—and its connection to other social factors, such 
as race and class. Along with the classical traditions of 
sociology, feminist theory is included throughout this 
book in the context of particular topics.

Whatever the theoretical framework used, theory 
is evaluated in terms of its ability to explain observed 
social facts. Th e sociological imagination is not a single-
minded way of looking at the world. It is the ability to 
observe social behavior and interpret that behavior in 
light of societal infl uences.

Online Study Resources
Login to CengageBrain.com to access the resources your 
 instructor has assigned. For this book, you can access:

CourseMate
Access chapter-specifi c learning tools, includ-
ing learning objectives, practice quizzes, videos, 

Internet exercises, fl ash cards, and glossaries, as well as 
InfoTrac® College Edition  exercises, web links, and more 
in your Sociology CourseMate.

Aplia
If your professor has assigned Aplia homework:
 1. Sign in to your account.
 2. Complete the corresponding homework exercises as 

required by your professor.
 3. When fi nished, click “Grade It Now” to see which areas 

you have mastered, which need more work, and for 
 detailed explanations of every answer.

Visit www.cengagebrain.com to access your account and 
purchase materials.
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in one contemporary society known for its 
technological sophistication, people—especially the 
young—walk around with plugs in their ears. The plugs are 
connected to small wires that are themselves coated with 
a plastic fi lm. These little plastic-covered wires are then 
connected to small devices made of metal, plastic, silicon, 
and other modern components, although most of the peo-
ple who use them have no idea how they are made. When 
turned on, the device puts music into people’s ears or, in 
some cases, shows pictures and movies on a screen about 
the size of a postage stamp. Some of the people who 
use these devices wouldn’t even consider walking around 
without them; it is as if the device shields them from some 
of the other elements of their culture.

The same people who carry these devices around 
have other habits that, when seen from the perspective of 
someone unfamiliar with this culture, might seem peculiar 
and certainly highly ritualized. Apparently, when the young 
people in this society go away to school, most take a large 
number of various technological devices along with them. 
According to recent reports from these young people, 
many of them sleep with one of these devices turned on all 
night. It looks like a large box—some square, others fl at—
and it projects pictures and sound when the user clicks but-
tons on another small device that, though detached from 
the bigger box, can be placed anywhere in the room. If you 
click the buttons on this portable device, the pictures and 
sound coming forth from the larger box will change pos-
sibly hundreds of times, revealing a huge assortment of 
images that seem to infl uence what people in this culture 
believe and, in many cases, how they behave. They say that 
in over 40 percent of the households in this culture, this 
device is turned on 24 hours a day (Gitlin 2002)!

Defining Culture

The Elements of Culture

Cultural Diversity

The Mass Media and Popular Culture

Theoretical Perspectives on Culture 
and the Media

Cultural Change

Chapter Summary

 < 23
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24 > C H A P T E R  

The young people in this culture seem to get up every 
day and immediately go to another device where they do 
things with unusual names, such as to “text” or “tweet” 
their friends (who, by the way, may be nowhere near 
them), pushing buttons with their thumbs on a small de-
vice with a tiny screen. Indeed, it seems that everything 
these young people do involves looking at some kind of 
screen, enough so that one of the authors of this book has 
labeled their generation “Screenagers.”

Not everyone in this culture has access to all of these 
devices, although many want them. Indeed, having more 
of the devices seems to be a mark of one’s social status, 
that is, how you are regarded in this culture. But very few 
people know where the devices are made, what they are 
made of, or how they work, even though the young often 
ridicule older people for not understanding how the de-
vices work or why they are so important to them.1

From outside the culture, these practices seem 
strange, yet few within the culture think the behaviors 
associated with these devices are anything but perfectly 
 ordinary. Most of the time, people do not spend much time 
thinking about the meaning of the behaviors associated 
with these devices unless, for some reason, they suddenly 
do not work.

You have surely guessed that the practices described 
here are taken from U.S. culture: iPods/iPads, MP3 players, 
smartphones, television/video viewing. These are such 
daily practices that they practically defi ne modern Ameri-
can culture. Unless they are somehow interrupted, most 
people do not think much about their infl uence on soci-
ety, on people’s relationships, or on people’s defi nitions of 
themselves.

When viewed from the outside, cultural habits that 
seem perfectly normal often seem strange. Take an ex-
ample from a diff erent culture. The Tchikrin people—a 
remote culture of the central Brazilian rain forest—paint 
their bodies in elaborate designs. Painted bodies commu-
nicate to others the relationship of the person to his or 
her body, to society, and to the spiritual world. The de-
signs and colors symbolize the balance the Tchikrin people 
think exists between biological powers and the integration 
of people into the social group. The Tchikrin also associ-
ate hair with sexual powers; lovers get a special thrill from 
using their teeth to pluck an eyebrow or eyelash from their 
partner’s face (Turner 1969). To the Tchikrin people, these 
practices are no more unusual or exotic than the daily hab-
its we practice in the United States.

To study culture, to analyze it and measure its signifi -
cance in society, we must separate ourselves from judg-
ments such as “strange” or “normal.” We must see a culture 
as it is seen by insiders, but we cannot be completely taken 

Th is introduction is inspired by a classic article on the “Nacirema”—
American, backwards—by Horace Miner (). But it is also written 
based on the essays students at the University of Delaware have writ-
ten based on the media blackout exercise described on pages –. 
Students have written that, without access to their usual media de-
vices, they felt they “had no personality!” and that the period of the 
blackout was “the worst forty-eight hours of my life!”

in by that view. We should know the culture as insiders and 
understand it as outsiders.
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The Tchikrin people of the Brazilian rain forest paint 
elaborate and beautiful designs on their bodies that defi ne 
the relationship of people to social groups. Are there ways 
that cultural practices in the United States also defi ne social 
relationships?

APLIA CULTURE ENGAGEMENT ACTIVITY

Is culture the same all over the world? Take a look at these symbols 
and rituals to fi nd out.

DEFINING CULTURE
Culture is the complex system of meaning and behavior 
that defi nes the way of life for a given group or society. 
It includes beliefs, values, knowledge, art, morals, laws, 
customs, habits, language, and dress, among other 
things. Culture includes ways of thinking as well as pat-
terns of behavior. Observing culture involves studying 
what people think, how they interact, and the objects 
they use. 

In any society, culture defi nes what is perceived 
as beautiful and ugly, right and wrong, good and bad. 
Culture helps hold society together, giving people a 
sense of belonging, instructing them on how to behave, 
and telling them what to think in particular situations. 
 Culture gives meaning to society.

Culture is both material and nonmaterial.  Material 
culture consists of the objects created in a given 
 society—its buildings, art, tools, toys, print and broad-
cast media, and other tangible objects, such as those 
discussed in the chapter opener. In the popular mind, 
material artifacts constitute culture because they can 
be collected in museums or archives and analyzed for 
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CULTURE AND THE MEDIA < 25

your offi  ce in black crepe paper. Such are the cultural 
 rituals associated with birthdays in the United States.

But what if you had been born in another culture? 
Traditionally, in Vietnam, everyone’s birthday is celebrated 
on the fi rst day of the year and few really acknowledge 
the day they were born. In Russia, you might get a birth-
day pie, not a cake, with a birthday message carved into 
the crust. In Newfoundland, you might get ambushed and 
have butter rubbed on your nose for good luck—the but-
ter on your nose being considered too greasy for bad luck 
to catch you. Many of these cultural practices are being 
changed by the infusion of Western culture, but they 
show how something as seemingly “normal” as celebrat-
ing your birthday has strong cultural roots.

What are the norms associated with birthday parties 
that you have attended? What social factors infl uence 
these parties? How do these refl ect the values in U.S. 
 culture? •

Characteristics of Culture
Across societies, there are common characteristics of 
culture, even when the particulars vary. Th ese diff erent 
characteristics are as follows.

 . Culture is shared. Culture would have no signifi -
cance if people did not hold it in common. Culture 
is collectively experienced and collectively agreed 
upon. Th e shared nature of culture is what makes 
human society possible. Th e shared basis of culture 
may be diffi  cult to see in complex societies where 
groups have diff erent traditions, perspectives, and 
ways of thinking and behaving. In the United States, 
for example, diff erent racial and ethnic groups have 
unique histories, languages, and beliefs—that is, 
diff erent cultures. Even within these groups, there 
are diverse cultural traditions. Latinos, for example, 
comprise many groups with distinct origins and cul-
tures. Still, there are features of Latino culture, such 
as the Spanish language and some values and tra-
ditions, that are shared. Latinos also share a culture 

what they represent. Th ese objects are signifi cant be-
cause of the meaning they are given. A temple, for ex-
ample, is not merely a building, nor is it only a place of 
worship. Its form and presentation signify the religious 
meaning system of the faithful.

Nonmaterial culture includes the norms, laws, 
customs, ideas, and beliefs of a group of people. Non-
material culture is less tangible than material culture, 
but it has a strong presence in social behavior. Exam-
ples of nonmaterial culture are numerous and found in 
the patterns of everyday life. In some cultures, people 
eat with utensils, in others, people do not. Th e eating 
utensils are part of material culture, but the belief about 
whether to use them is nonmaterial culture.

It is cultural patterns that make humans so interest-
ing. Is it culture that distinguishes human beings from 
animals? Some animal species develop what we might 
call culture. Chimpanzees, for example, learn behavior 
through observing and imitating others, a point proved 
by observing the diff erent eating practices among chim-
panzees in the same species but raised in diff erent 
groups (Whiten et al. ). Others have observed el-
ephants picking up the dead bones of other elephants 
and fondling them, perhaps evidence of grieving behav-
ior (Meredith ). Dolphins are known to have a com-
plex auditory language. And most people think that their 
pets communicate with them. Apparently, humans are 
not unique in their ability to develop systems of com-
munication. But some scientists generally conclude that 
animals lack the elaborate symbol-based cultures com-
mon in human societies. Perhaps, as Charles Darwin 
wrote, “Th e diff erence in mind between man and the 
higher animals, great as it is, certainly is one of degree 
and not of kind” (Darwin, cited in Gould ).

Studying animal groups reminds us of the interplay 
between biology and culture. Human biology sets lim-
its and provides certain capacities for human life and 
the development of culture. Similarly, the environment 
in which humans live establishes the possibilities and 
limitations for human society. Nutrition, for instance, 
is greatly infl uenced by environment, thereby aff ect-
ing human body height and weight. Not everyone can 
shoot baskets like LeBron James or lob a tennis ball like 
Venus and Serena Williams, but with training and con-
ditioning, people can enhance their physical abilities. 
Biological limits exist, but cultural factors have an enor-
mous infl uence on the development of human life.

thinking SOCIOLOGICALLY 
Celebrating Your Birthday!
Birthday cake, candles, friends singing “Happy Birthday to 
You!” Once a year, you feel like the day is yours, and your 
friends and family gather to celebrate with you. Some 
people give you presents, send cards, and maybe there is 
even a drinking ritual associated with turning a particular 
age. Or, if you are older, say turning forty or fi fty, perhaps 
people kid you about “being over the hill” and decorate 
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26 > C H A P T E R  

that is shaped by their common experiences as 
minorities in the United States. Similarly, African 
Americans have created a rich and distinct culture 
that is the result of their unique experience within 
the United States. What identifi es African American 
culture are the practices and traditions that have 
evolved from both the U.S. experience and African 
and Caribbean traditions. Placed in another coun-
try, such as an African nation, African Americans 
would likely recognize elements of their culture, but 
they would also feel culturally distinct as Americans.

   Within the United States, culture varies by age, 
race, region, gender, ethnicity, religion, class, and 

other social factors. A person growing up in the 
South is likely to develop diff erent tastes, modes of 
speech, and cultural interests from a person raised 
in the West. Despite these diff erences, there is a 
common cultural basis to life in the United States. 
Certain symbols, language patterns, belief systems, 
and ways of thinking are distinctively American 
and form a common culture, even though great 
cultural diversity exists.

 . Culture is learned. Cultural beliefs and practices 
are usually so well learned that they seem perfectly 
natural, but they are learned nonetheless. How 
do people come to prefer some foods to others? 
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Cultural shapes many things, including how people dress. The U.S. students in the upper left may not even think of 
themselves as displaying culture, but their manner of dress as students is a refl ection of their culture. Compare this 
cultural display to others: In the upper right, students from Mali (in western Africa) are dressed in their traditional style. 
In the lower left, students are wearing the shalwar kameez, the traditional dress in south and central Asian countries. 
And, in the lower right, a woman student is wearing a traditional kimono at an archery shooting in Kyoto.
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CULTURE AND THE MEDIA < 27

the meaning is not inherent in a symbol but is be-
stowed by the meaning people give it. Th e U.S. fl ag, 
for example, is literally a decorated piece of cloth. 
Its cultural signifi cance derives not from the cloth of 
which it is made but from its meaning as a symbol 
of freedom and democracy, as was witnessed by the 
widespread fl ying of the fl ags after the terrorist at-
tacks on the United States on September , .

   Th at something has symbolic meaning does 
not make it any less important or infl uential than 
objective facts. Symbols are powerful expressions 
of human culture. Th ink of the Confederate fl ag. 
Th ose who object to the Confederate fl ag being dis-
played on public buildings see it as a symbol of rac-
ism and the legacy of slavery. Th ose who defend it 
see it as representing southern heritage, a symbol 
of group pride and regional loyalty. Similarly, the 
use of Native American mascots to name and repre-
sent sports teams is symbolic of the exploitation of 
Native Americans. Native American activists and 
their supporters see the use of Native American 
mascots as derogatory and extremely insulting, 
representing gross caricatures of Native American 
traditions. (Th ink of the Washington Redskins, the 
Cleveland Indians, or the Atlanta Braves’ “toma-
hawk chop.”) Th e protests that have developed over 
controversial symbols are indicative of the enor-
mous infl uence of cultural symbols.

debunking SOCIETY’S MYTHS
myth: The use of Native American names for school 
mascots is just for fun and is no big deal.

sociological perspective: Language carries 
with it great meaning that refl ects the perceived social 
value of diverse groups. Research fi nds that exposure to 
the trivial or degrading use of Native American images for 
such things as school mascots and sports teams actually 
lowers Native American children’s sense of self-worth 
(Fryberg 2003). •
   Symbolic attachments can guide human behav-

ior. For example, people stand when the national 
anthem is sung and may feel emotional from dis-
plays of the cross or the Star of David. Under some 
conditions, people organize mass movements to 
protest what they see as the defamation of impor-
tant symbols, such as the burning of a fl ag or the 
burning of a cross. Th e signifi cance of the sym-
bolic value of culture can hardly be overestimated. 
Learning a culture means not just engaging in par-
ticular behaviors but also learning their symbolic 
meanings within the culture.

 . Culture varies across time and place. Culture de-
velops as humans adapt to the physical and social 
environment around them. Culture is not fi xed 
from one place to another. In the United States, for 
example, there is a strong cultural belief in scientifi c 

How is musical taste acquired? Culture may be 
taught through direct instruction, such as a parent 
teaching a child how to use silverware or teachers 
instructing children in songs, myths, and other tra-
ditions in school.

   Culture is also learned indirectly through obser-
vation and imitation. Th ink of how a person learns 
what it means to be a man or a woman. Although 
the “proper” roles for men and women may never 
be explicitly taught, one learns what is expected 
from observing others. A person becomes a mem-
ber of a culture through both formal and informal 
transmission of culture. Until the culture is learned, 
the person will feel like an outsider. Th e process of 
learning culture is referred to by sociologists as so-
cialization, discussed in Chapter .

 . Culture is taken for granted. Because culture is 
learned, members of a given society seldom ques-
tion the culture of which they are a part, unless for 
some reason they become outsiders or establish 
some critical distance from the usual cultural ex-
pectations. People engage unthinkingly in hun-
dreds of specifi cally cultural practices every day; 
culture makes these practices seem “normal.” If 
you suddenly stopped participating in your culture 
and questioned each belief and every behavior, 
you would soon fi nd yourself feeling detached and 
perhaps a little disoriented; you might even be-
come ineff ective at functioning within your group.

   You can see this if you travel outside of your cul-
ture, such as visiting a foreign country. Even the 
simplest things, such as how you eat or even use the 
toilet, may seem strange and have to be learned. As 
a result, tourists tend to stand out when in a foreign 
culture. Th ey rarely have much knowledge of the 
culture they are visiting and, even when they are 
well-informed, typically approach the society from 
their own cultural orientation.

   But you do not have to leave your home country 
to observe this. Cultural diff erences within a soci-
ety also shape social relations. For example, stu-
dents who have been raised in a cultural group that 
teaches them to be quiet and not outspoken might 
be perceived as stupid or “slow” if in a classroom 
where they are expected to assert themselves and 
be aggressive in debate. Native American students, 
for example, may experience this, and if a teacher 
is not aware of these cultural diff erences, such stu-
dents may be penalized simply for observing their 
cultural traditions. You can probably think of many 
other examples in which cultural misunderstand-
ing can lead to isolation of those perceived as dif-
ferent or even to overt confl ict. Culture binds us 
together, but lack of communication across cul-
tures can have negative consequences. 

 . Culture is symbolic. Th e signifi cance of culture 
lies in the meaning it holds for people. Symbols are 
things or behaviors to which people give meaning; 
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DOING sociological research

Research Question: Not so long ago 
tattoos were considered a mark of 
social outcasts. They were associated 
with gang members, sailors, and juve-
nile delinquents. But now tattoos are in 
vogue—a symbol of who’s trendy and 
hip. How did this happen that a once 
stigmatized activity associated with the 
working class became a statement of 
middle-class fashion?

Research Method: This is what soci-
ologist Katherine Irwin wanted to know 
when she fi rst noticed the increase in 
tattooing among the middle class. Irwin 
fi rst encountered the culture of tattooing 
when she accompanied a friend getting 
a tattoo in a shop she calls Blue Mosque. 
She started hanging out in the shop and 
began a four-year study using participant 
observation in the shop along with inter-
views of people getting their fi rst tattoos. 
Irwin also interviewed some of the par-
ents of tattooees and potential tattooees.

Tattoos: Status Risk or Status Symbol?

Research Results: Irwin found that 
middle-class tattoo patrons were initially 
fearful that their desire for a tattoo 
would associate them with low-status 
groups, but they reconciled this by 
adopting attitudes that associated tat-
tooing with middle-class values and 
norms. Thus, they defi ned tattooing as 
symbolic of independence, liberation, 
and freedom from social constraints. 
Many of the women defi ned tattooing as 
symbolizing toughness and strength—
values they thought rejected more con-
ventional ideals of femininity.

Some saw tattoos as a way of 
increasing their attachment to alterna-
tive social groups or to gain entrée into 
“fringe” social worlds. Although tattoos 
held diff erent cultural meanings to dif-
ferent groups, people getting tattooed 
used various techniques (what Irwin calls 
“legitimation techniques”) to counter 
the negative stereotypes associated with 
tattooing.

Conclusions and Implications: Irwin con-
cludes that people try to align their be-
havior with legitimate cultural values and 
norms even when that behavior seem-
ingly falls outside of prevailing standards.

Questions to Consider
 1. Do you think of tattoos as fashion-

able or deviant? What do you think 
infl uences your judgment about 
this, and how might your judgment 
be diff erent were you in a diff er-
ent culture, age group, or historical 
moment?

 2. Are there fashion adornments that 
you associate with diff erent social 
classes? What are they, and what 
kinds of judgment (positive and neg-
ative) do people make about them? 
Where do these judgments come 
from, and why are they associated 
with social class?

Source: Irwin, Katherine. 2001. “Legitimat-
ing the First Tattoo: Moral Passage through 
Informal Interaction.” Symbolic Interaction 
24 (March): 49–73.
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Tattooing, once considered a working class symbol, has now 
become stylish and common, both among celebrities and in 
the general public. 

solutions to human problems; consequently, many 
think that problems of food supply and environ-
mental deterioration can be addressed by scien-
tifi c breakthroughs, such as genetic engineering 
to create high-yield tomatoes or cloning cows to 

eliminate mad cow disease. In other cultural set-
tings, diff erent solutions may seem preferable. 
 Indeed, some religions think of genetic engineer-
ing as trespassing on divine territory.

   Culture also varies over time. As people en-
counter new situations, the culture that emerges 
is a mix of the past and present. Second genera-
tion immigrants to the United States are raised in 
the traditions of their culture of origin, and chil-
dren of immigrants typically grow up with both the 
traditional cultural expectations of their parents’ 
homeland and the cultural expectations of a new 
society. Adapting to the new society can create 
confl ict between generations, especially if the older 
generation is intent on passing along their cultural 
traditions. Th e children may be more infl uenced 
by their peers and may choose to dress, speak, and 
behave in ways that are characteristic of their new 
society but unacceptable to their parents.

To sum up, culture is concrete because we can 
observe the cultural objects and practices that defi ne 
human experience. Culture is abstract because it is a 
way of thinking, feeling, believing, and behaving. Cul-
ture links the past and the present because it is the 
knowledge that makes us part of human groups. Cul-
ture gives shape to human experience.
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share the language of a group cannot participate fully 
in its culture.

Language is fl uid and dynamic and evolves in re-
sponse to social change. Th ink, for example, of how 
the introduction of computers has aff ected the English 
language. People now talk about “downloading apps” 
and providing “input.” Only a few years ago, had you 
said you were going to “text” your friends, no one would 
have known what you were talking about. Text mes-
saging has also introduced its own language: BFF (best 
friends forever), LOL (laughing out loud), and GTG (got 
to go)—a new language shared among those in the text-
messaging culture. Th ere are now even online diction-
aries listing and defi ning such “words” (see Table .).

THE ELEMENTS OF CULTURE
Culture is multifaceted, consisting of both material 
and nonmaterial things, some parts of culture being 
abstract, others more concrete. Th e diff erent elements 
of culture include language, norms, beliefs, and values 
(see Table .).

Language
Language is a set of symbols and rules that, combined 
in a meaningful way, provides a complex communica-
tion system. Th e formation of culture among humans 
is made possible by language. Learning the language 
of a culture is essential to becoming part of a society, 
and it is one of the fi rst things chil-
dren learn. Indeed, until children 
acquire at least a rudimentary 
command of language, they seem 
unable to acquire other social 
skills. Language is so important to 
human interaction that it is diffi  cult 
to think of life without it; indeed, as 
one commentator on language has 
said, “Life is lived as a series of con-
versations” ( Tannen : ).

Th ink about the experience of 
becoming part of a social group. 
When you enter a new society or 
a diff erent social group, you have 
to learn its language to become a 
member of the group. Th is includes 
any special terms of reference used 
by the group. Lawyers, for example, 
have their own vocabulary and 
their own way of constructing sen-
tences called, not always kindly, 
“legalese.” Becoming a part of any 
social group—a friendship circle, 
fraternity or sorority, or any other 
group—involves learning the lan-
guage they use. Th ose who do not 

table 2.1 Elements of Culture

Definition Examples

Language A set of symbols and rules that, put together in a meaningful way, 
provides a complex communication system

English; Spanish; hieroglyphics

Norms The specifi c cultural expectations for how to behave in a given 
situation

Behavior involving use of personal 
space; manners

Folkways General standards of behavior adhered to by a group Cultural forms of dress; food habits

Mores Strict norms that control moral and ethical behavior Religious doctrines; formal law

Values Abstract standards in a society or group that defi ne ideal principles Liberty; freedom

Beliefs Shared ideas about what is true held collectively by people within 
a given culture

Belief in a higher being

table 2.2 The Language of the Internet

Language often changes as society and culture change. One example is messaging, 
some samples of which are provided below.

AAS alive and smiling MTFBWU May the force be with you.

B/F boyfriend OP on phone

BM&Y between me and you POS parent over shoulder

BTDT been there, done that SLAP sounds like a plan

CRBT crying really big tears SNAG sensitive New Age guy

FYEO for your eyes only SUP what’s up

GFI go for it TMB text me back

HAGO have a good one UCMU you crack me up

KIR keeping it real WDYK what do you know

KOTL kiss on the lips WOMBAT waste of money, brains, and time

KWIM know what I mean? WWJD What would Jesus do?

LD later dude YRYOCC You’re running your own cuckoo clock.

ZZ bored

Source: “Text Messaging Abbreviations” 2007. www.webopedea.com; www.netlingo.com
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Social Inequality in Language. Th e language of any 
culture refl ects the nature of that society. Th us, in a so-
ciety where there is inequality, language is likely to com-
municate assumptions and stereotypes about diff erent 
social groups. What people say—including what people 
are called—reinforces patterns of inequality in society 
(Moore ). We see this in what diff erent groups in the 
United States are called (see also the box on page , “Un-
derstanding Diversity: Th e Social Meaning of Language”). 
What someone is called can be signifi cant because it im-
poses an identity on that person. Th is is why the names for 
various racial and ethnic groups have been so heavily de-
bated. Th us, for years, many Native Americans objected 
to being called “Indian,” because it was a term created 
about them by White conquerors. To emphasize their na-
tive roots in the Americas, the term Native American was 
adopted. Now, though many prefer to be called by their 
actual origin, Native American and American Indian are 
also used interchangeably. Likewise, Asian Americans 
tend to be off ended by being called “Oriental,” an expres-
sion that stemmed from Western (that is, European and 
American) views of Asian nations.

Language refl ects the social value placed on diff er-
ent groups, and it refl ects power relationships, depend-
ing on who gets to name whom. Derogatory terms such 
as redneck, white trash, or trailer park trash stigmatize 
people based on regional identity and social class. Th is 
is also why it is so demeaning when derogatory terms 
are used to describe racial–ethnic groups. For example, 
throughout the period of Jim Crow segregation in the 
American South, Black men, regardless of their age, were 
routinely called “boy” by Whites. Calling a grown man a 
“boy” is an insult; it diminishes his status by defi ning him 
as childlike. Referring to a woman as a “girl” has the same 
eff ect. Why are young women, even well into their twen-
ties, routinely referred to as “girls”? Just as does calling a 
man “boy,” this diminishes women’s status.

Does Language Shape Culture? Language is clearly 
a big part of culture. Edward Sapir (writing in the s) 
and his student Benjamin Whorf (writing in the s) 
thought that language was central in determining social 
thought. Th eir theory, the Sapir–Whorf hypothesis, 
asserts that language determines other aspects of cul-
ture because language provides the categories through 
which social reality is defi ned. Sapir and Whorf thought 
that language determines what people think because 
language forces people to perceive the world in certain 
terms (Sapir ; Whorf ).

If the Sapir–Whorf hypothesis is correct, then 
speakers of diff erent languages have diff erent percep-
tions of reality. Whorf used the example of the social 
meaning of time to illustrate cultural diff erences in how 
language shapes perceptions of reality. He noted that 
the Hopi Indians conceptualize time as a slowly turning 
cylinder, whereas English-speaking people conceive of 
time as running forward in one direction at a uniform 
pace. Linguistic constructions of time shape how the 
two diff erent cultures think about time and therefore 
how they think about reality. In Hopi culture, events are 
located not in specifi c moments of time but in “catego-
ries of being,” as if everything is in a state of becoming, 
not fi xed in a particular time and place (Carroll ). In 
contrast, the English language locates things in a defi -
nite time and place, placing great importance on verb 
tense, with things located precisely in the past, present, 
or future.

Recent critics do not think that language determines 
culture to the extent that Sapir and Whorf proposed. Lan-
guage does not single-handedly dictate the perception of 
reality—but, no doubt, language has a strong infl uence 
on culture. Most scholars now see two-way causality be-
tween language and culture. Asking whether language 
determines culture or vice versa is like asking which 
came fi rst, the chicken or the egg. Language and culture 
are inextricable, each shaping the other.

Consider again the example of time. Contemporary 
Americans think of the week as divided into two parts: 
weekdays and weekends, words that refl ect how we 
think about time. When does a week end? Having lan-
guage that defi nes the weekend encourages us to think 
about the weekend in specifi c ways. It is a time for rest, 
play, chores, and family. In this sense, language shapes 
how we think about the passage of time—we look for-
ward to the weekend, we prepare ourselves for the 
workweek—but the language itself (the very concept 
of the weekend) stems from patterns in the culture—
specifi cally, the work patterns of advanced capitalism. 
Th e capitalist work ethic makes it morally off ensive to 
merely “pass the time”; instead, time is to be managed. 
Concepts of time in preindustrial, agricultural societies 
follow a diff erent pattern. In agricultural societies, time 
and calendars are based on agricultural and seasonal 
patterns; the year proceeds according to this rhythm, 
not the arbitrary units of time of weeks and months. 
Th is shows how language and culture shape each other.
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Living in a multicultural society often juxtaposes diverse cultures, 
even in public places.
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of others, violate the norm. Record how others react and 
note the sanctions engaged through this norm violation 
exercise. Note: Be careful not to do anything that puts you 
in danger or causes serious problems for others. •

In the early years of sociology, William Graham 
Sumner () identifi ed two types of norms: folk-
ways and mores. Folkways are the general standards 
of behavior adhered to by a group. You might think of 
folkways as the ordinary customs of diff erent group cul-
tures. How you dress is an example of a cultural folkway. 
Other examples are the ways that people greet each 
other, decorate their homes, and prepare their food. 
Folkways may be loosely defi ned and loosely adhered 
to, but they nevertheless structure group customs and 
implicitly govern much social behavior.

Mores (pronounced “more-ays”) are strict norms 
that control moral and ethical behavior. Mores provide 
strict codes of behavior, such as the injunctions, legal 
and religious, against killing others and committing 
adultery. Mores are often upheld through rules or laws, 
the written set of guidelines that defi ne right and wrong 
in society. Basically, laws are formalized mores. Violat-
ing mores can bring serious repercussions. When any 
social norm is violated, the violator is typically punished.

Social sanctions are mechanisms of social control 
that enforce folkways, norms, and mores. Th e serious-
ness of a social sanction depends on how strictly the 
norm or mores is held. Taboos are those behaviors that 
bring the most serious sanctions. Dressing in an un-
usual way that violates the folkways of dress may bring 
ridicule but is usually not seriously punished. In some 
cultures, the rules of dress are strictly interpreted, such 
as the requirement by Islamic fundamentalists that 
women who appear in public have their bodies cloaked 
and faces veiled. It would be considered a taboo for a 
woman in this culture to appear in public without being 
veiled. Th e sanctions for doing so can be as severe as 
whipping, branding, banishment, even death.

Sanctions can be positive or negative, that is, based 
on rewards or punishment. When children learn social 
norms, for example, correct behavior may elicit positive 
sanctions; the behavior is reinforced through praise, ap-
proval, or an explicit reward. Early on, for example, par-
ents might praise children for learning to put on their 
own clothes; later, children might get an allowance if 
they keep their rooms clean. Bad behavior earns nega-
tive sanctions, such as getting spanked or grounded. In 
society, negative sanctions may be mild or severe, rang-
ing from subtle mechanisms of control, such as ridicule, 
to overt forms of punishment, such as imprisonment, 
physical coercion, or death.

One way to study social norms is to observe what 
happens when they are violated. Once you become aware 
of how social situations are controlled by norms, you can 
see how easy it is to disrupt situations where adherence 
to the norms produces social order. Ethnomethodology 
is a theoretical approach in sociology based on the idea 

debunking SOCIETY’S MYTHS
myth: Bilingual education discourages immigrant chil-
dren from learning English and thus blocks their assimila-
tion into American culture and reduces their chances for a 
good education.

sociological perspective: Studies of students 
who are fl uent bilinguals show that they outperform both 
English-only students and students with limited bilingual-
ism. Moreover, preserving the use of native languages can 
better meet the need for skilled bilingual workers in the 
labor market (Portes 2002). •

Note, however, that terms such as girl and boy are 
pejorative only in the context of dominant and subordi-
nate group relationships. African American women, as 
an example, often refer to each other as “girl” in informal 
conversation. Th e term girl used between those of simi-
lar status is not perceived as derogatory, but when used 
by someone in a position of dominance, such as when 
a male boss calls his secretary a “girl,” it is demeaning. 
Likewise, terms such as dyke, fag, and queer are terms 
lesbians and gay men sometimes use without off ense in 
referring to each other, even though the same terms are 
off ensive to lesbians and gays when used about them 
by others. By reclaiming these terms as positive within 
their own culture, lesbians and gays build cohesiveness 
and solidarity (Due ). Th ese examples show that 
power relationships between groups supply the social 
context for the connotations of language.

In sum, language can reproduce the inequalities 
that exist in society. At the same time, changing the lan-
guage that people use can, to some extent, alter social 
stereotypes and thereby change the way people think.

Norms
Social norms are another component of culture. Norms 
are the specifi c cultural expectations for how to behave in 
a given situation. Society without norms would be chaos; 
with norms in place, people know how to act, and social 
interactions are consistent, predictable, and learnable. 
Th ere are norms governing every situation. Sometimes 
they are implicit; that is, they need not be spelled out for 
people to understand them. For example, when joining 
a line, there is an implicit norm that you should stand 
behind the last person, not barge in front of those ahead 
of you. Implicit norms may not be formal rules, but vio-
lation of these norms may nonetheless produce a harsh 
response. Implicit norms may be learned through spe-
cifi c instruction or by observation of the culture; they are 
part of a society’s or group’s customs. Norms are explicit 
when the rules governing behavior are written down or 
formally communicated. Typically, specifi c sanctions are 
imposed for violating explicit norms.

see FOR YOURSELF
Identify a norm that you commonly observe. Construct 
an experiment in which you, perhaps with the assistance 
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Language refl ects the assumptions of a 
culture. This can be seen and exempli-
fi ed in several ways:

• Language aff ects people’s percep-
tion of reality.

 Example: Researchers have found 
that using male pronouns, even 
when intended to be gender-neutral, 
produces male-centered imagery 
and ideas. Studies also fi nd that 
when college students look at job 
descriptions that use masculine pro-
nouns, they assume that women are 
not qualifi ed for the job (Gastil 1990; 
Hamilton 1988; Switzer 1990).

• Language refl ects the social and 
political status of diff erent groups 
in society.

 Example: A term such as woman 
doctor suggests that men are the 
standard and women the exception. 
The term working woman (used to 
refer to women who are employed) 
also suggests that women who do 
not work for wages are not working. 
Ask yourself what the term working 
man connotes and how this diff ers 
from working woman.

• Groups may advocate changing lan-
guage referring to them as a way of 
asserting a positive group identity.

 Example: Advocates for the disabled 
challenge the term handicapped, 
arguing that it stigmatizes people 
who may have many abilities, even if 
they are physically distinctive. Also, 
although someone may have one 
disabling condition, she or he may 
otherwise be perfectly able.

• The implications of language 
emerge from specifi c historical 
and cultural contexts.

 Example: The naming of so-called 
races comes from the social and his-
torical processes that defi ne diff erent 
groups as inferior or superior. Racial 
labels do not come just from physical, 
national, or cultural diff erences. The 

The Social Meaning of Language

term Caucasian, for example, was 
coined in the seventeenth century 
when racist thinkers developed al-
leged scientifi c classifi cation systems 
to rank diff erent societal groups. 
Alfred Blumenbach used the label 
Caucasian to refer to people from the 
Caucasus of Russia whom he thought 
were more beautiful and intelligent 
than any group in the world.

• Language can distort actual group 
experience.

 Example: Terms used to describe 
diff erent racial and ethnic groups 
homogenize experiences that may 
be unique. Thus, the terms Hispanic 
and Latino lump together Mexican 
Americans, island Puerto Ricans, 
U.S.-born Puerto Ricans, as well as 
people from Honduras, Panama, 
El Salvador, and other Central and 
South American countries. Hispanic 
and Latino point to the shared 
experience of those from Latin 
cultures, but like the terms Native 
American and American Indian, they 
obscure the experiences of unique 
groups, such as the Sioux, Nanticoke, 
 Cherokee, Yavapai, or Navajo.

• Language shapes people’s per-
ceptions of groups and events in 
society.

 Example: Following Hurricane 
Katrina in New Orleans, African 
American people taking food from 
abandoned stores were described 
as “looting” and White people as 
“fi nding food.” Also, Native Ameri-
can victories during the nineteenth 
century are typically described as 
“massacres”; comparable victories 
by White settlers are described in 
heroic terms (Moore 1992).

• Terms used to defi ne diff erent 
groups change over time and can 
originate in movements to assert 
a positive identity.

 Example: In the 1960s, Black 
American replaced the term Negro 

because the civil rights and Black 
Power movements inspired Black 
pride and the importance of self-
naming (Smith et al. 1992). Earlier, 
Negro and colored were used to 
defi ne African Americans. Currently, 
it is popular to refer to all so-called 
racial groups as “people of color.” 
This phrase was derived from the 
phrase “women of color,”  created 
by feminist African American, 
 Latina,1 Asian American, and Native 
American women to emphasize their 
 common experiences. Some people 
fi nd the use of “color” in this label 
off ensive since it harkens back to the 
phrase “colored people,” a phrase 
generally seen as paternalistic and 
racist because it was a label used by 
dominant groups to refer to African 
Americans prior to the civil rights 
movement. The phrase “women 
of color” now has a more positive 
meaning than the earlier term col-
ored women because it is meant to 
recognize common experiences, not 
just label people because of their 
presumed skin color.

In this book, we have tried to be sen-
sitive to the language used to describe 
diff erent groups. We recognize that the 
language we use is fraught with cultural 
and political assumptions and that what 
seems acceptable now may be off ensive 
later. Perhaps the best way to solve this 
problem is for diff erent groups to learn 
as much as they can about one another, 
becoming more aware of the meaning 
and nuances of naming and language 
and more conscious of the racial as-
sumptions embedded in the language. 
Greater sensitivity to the language used 
in describing diff erent group experiences 
is an important step in promoting better 
intergroup relationships.

1Latina is the feminine form in Spanish and 
 refers to women; Latino, to men.
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Culture is actually “enforced” through the social sanctions 
applied to those who violate social norms. Usually, specifi c 
sanctions are unnecessary because people have learned 
the normative expectations. When the norms are violated, 
their existence becomes apparent (see also Chapter ).

Beliefs
As important as social norms are the beliefs of people 
in society. Beliefs are shared ideas held collectively by 
people within a given culture about what is true. Shared 
beliefs are part of what binds people together in soci-
ety. Beliefs are also the basis for many norms and values 
of a given culture. In the United States, beliefs that are 
widely held and cherished are the belief in God and the 
belief in democracy.

Some beliefs are so strongly held that people fi nd it 
diffi  cult to cope with ideas or experiences that contra-
dict them. Someone who devoutly believes in God may 
fi nd atheism intolerable; those who believe in reincar-
nation may seem irrational to those who think life ends 
at death. Similarly, those who believe in magic may 
seem merely superstitious to those with a more scien-
tifi c and rational view of the world.

Whatever beliefs people hold, they orient us to the 
world. Th ey provide answers to otherwise impondera-
ble questions about the meaning of life. Beliefs provide 
a meaning system around which culture is organized. 
Whether belief stems from religion, myth, folklore, or 
science, it shapes what people take to be possible and 
true. Although a given belief may be logically impos-
sible, it nonetheless guides people through their lives.

Values
Deeply intertwined with beliefs are the values of a cul-
ture. Values are the abstract standards in a society or 
group that defi ne ideal principles. Values defi ne what 
is desirable and morally correct; thus, values determine 
what is considered right and wrong, beautiful and ugly, 
good and bad. Although values are abstract, they pro-
vide a general outline for behavior. Freedom, for exam-
ple, is a value held to be important in U.S. culture, as 
is equality. Values are ideals forming the abstract stan-
dards for group behavior, but they are also ideals that 
may not be realized in every situation.

Values can be a basis for cultural cohesion, but 
they can also be a source of confl ict. Some of our most 
contested issues can often be traced to value con-
fl icts. Should government play a role in the provision 
of health care? Should sex education be taught in the 
schools? Should public schools allow school prayer? 
Should women have the right to choose to terminate a 
pregnancy? Th ese and numerous other examples you 
can likely identify are matters of great debate—debates 
made more heated by the value confl icts that lie at the 
core of these public issues. 

Values guide the behavior of people in society; they 
also shape the social norms in a given culture. An example 

that you can discover the normal social order through dis-
rupting it. As a technique of study, ethnomethodologists 
often  deliberately disrupt social norms to see how people 
 respond and try to reinstate social order (Garfi nkel ).

In a famous series of ethnomethodological experi-
ments, college students were asked to pretend they were 
boarders in their own homes for a period of fi fteen min-
utes to one hour. Th ey did not tell their families what they 
were doing. Th e students were instructed to be polite, 
circumspect, and impersonal; to use terms of formal ad-
dress; and to speak only when spoken to. After the experi-
ment, two of the participating students reported that their 
families treated the experiment as a joke; another’s fam-
ily thought the daughter was being extra nice because she 
wanted something. One family believed that the student 
was hiding some serious problem. In all the other cases, 
parents reacted with shock, bewilderment, and anger. Stu-
dents were accused of being mean, nasty, impolite, and in-
considerate; the parents demanded explanations for their 
sons’ and daughters’ behavior (Garfi nkel ). Th rough 
this experiment, the student researchers were able to see 
that even the informal norms governing behavior in one’s 
home are carefully structured. By violating the norms of 
the household, the norms were revealed (Garfi nkel ).

Ethnomethodological research teaches us that soci-
ety proceeds on an “as if” basis. Th at is, society exists be-
cause people behave as if there were no other way to do so. 
Usually, people go along with what is expected of them. 
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Symbols take on meaning within a social context. The use of 
stereotypical Native American images as sports mascots has 
been challenged by many groups as demeaning and harmful.
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the more likely its culture will be internally varied and 
diverse. Th e United States, for example, hosts enormous 
cultural diversity stemming from religious, ethnic, and 
racial diff erences, as well as regional, age, gender, and 
class diff erences. Currently, more than . percent of 
people in the United States are foreign born. In a single 
year, immigrants from more than  countries come to 
the United States (U.S. Census Bureau a). Whereas 
earlier immigrants were predominantly from Europe, 
now Latin America and Asia are the greatest sources 
of new immigrants. One result is a large increase in the 
number of U.S. residents for whom English is the sec-
ond language. Cultural diversity is clearly a characteris-
tic of contemporary American society.

Th e richness of American culture stems from the 
many traditions that diff erent groups have brought with 
them to this society, as well as from the cultural forms 
that have emerged through their experience within the 
United States. Jazz, for example, is one of the few mu-
sical forms indigenous to the United States. An indig-
enous art form refers to something that originated in a 
particular region or culture. However, jazz also has roots 
in the musical traditions of slave communities and Afri-
can cultures. Since the birth of jazz, cultural greats such 
as Ella Fitzgerald, Count Basie, Duke Ellington, Billie 
Holiday, and numerous others have not only enriched 
the jazz tradition but have also infl uenced other forms 
of music, including rock and roll.

Native American cultures have likewise enriched 
the culture of our society, as have the cultures that 
various immigrant groups have brought with them to 
the United States. With such great variety, how can the 
United States be called one culture? Th e culture of the 
United States, including its language, arts, food cus-
toms, religious practices, and dress, can be seen as the 
sum of the diverse cultures that constitute this society.

of the impact that values have on people’s behavior comes 
from an American Indian society known as the Kwakiutl 
(pronounced “kwa-kee-YOO-tal”), a group from the 
coastal region of southern Alaska, Washington State, and 
British Columbia. Th e Kwakiutl developed a practice 
known as potlatch, in which wealthy chiefs would periodi-
cally pile up their possessions and give them away to their 
followers and rivals (Benedict ; Harris ; Wolcott 
). Th e object of potlatch was to give away or destroy 
more of one’s goods than did one’s rivals. Th e potlatch re-
fl ected Kwakiutl values of reciprocity, the full use of food 
and goods, and the social status of the wealthiest chiefs 
in Kwakiutl society. (By the way, chiefs did not lose their 
status by giving away their goods because the goods were 
eventually returned in the course of other potlatches. Th ey 
would even burn large piles of goods, knowing that others 
would soon replace their wealth through other potlatches.)

Compare this practice with the patterns of consump-
tion in the United States. Imagine the CEOs of major cor-
porations regularly gathering up their wealth and giving 
it away to their workers and rival CEOs! In the contempo-
rary United States, conspicuous consumption (consuming 
for the sake of displaying one’s wealth) celebrates values 
similar to those of the potlatch: High-status people dem-
onstrate their position by accumulating more material 
possessions than those around them (Veblen ).

Together, norms, beliefs, and values guide the be-
havior of people in society. It is necessary to understand 
how they operate in a situation in order to understand 
why people behave as they do.

CULTURAL DIVERSITY
It is rare for a society to be culturally uniform. As socie-
ties develop and become more complex, diff erent cul-
tural traditions appear. Th e more complex the society, 
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Cultural values can clash when groups have strongly held, but clashing, value systems. Values can be a source of cultural cohesion, 
but also of cultural confl ict. What are some of the diff erent values that are being debated in society?
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Dominant Culture
Two concepts from sociology help us understand the 
complexity of culture in a given society: dominant 
culture and subculture. Th e dominant culture is the 
culture of the most powerful group in a society. It is 
the cultural form that receives the most support from 
major institutions and that constitutes the major belief 
system. Although the dominant culture is not the only 
culture in a society, it is commonly believed to be “the” 
culture of a society despite the other cultures present. 
Social institutions in the society perpetuate the domi-
nant culture and give it a degree of legitimacy that is 
not shared by other cultures. Quite often, the dominant 
culture is the standard by which other cultures in the 
society are judged.

A dominant culture need not be the culture of the 
majority of people; rather, it is simply the culture of that 
group in society with enough power to defi ne the cultural 
framework. As an example, think of a college or university 
that has a strong system of fraternities and sororities. On 
campus, the number of students belonging to fraternities 

and sororities is probably a numerical minority of the 
total student body, but the cultural system established by 
the Greeks may dominate campus life nonetheless. In a 
society as complex as the United States, it is hard to isolate 
a single dominant culture, although there is a widely ac-
knowledged “American” culture that is considered to be 
the dominant one. Stemming from middle-class values, 
habits, and economic resources, this culture is strongly 
infl uenced by instruments of culture such as television, 
the fashion industry, and Anglo-European traditions 
and includes diverse elements such as fast food, Christ-
mas shopping, and professional sports. It is also a culture 
that emphasizes achievement and individual eff ort—a 
cultural tradition that we will later see has a tremendous 
impact on how many in the United States view inequality 
(see Chapter ).

Subcultures
Subcultures are the cultures of groups whose values 
and norms of behavior diff er to some degree from 
those of the dominant culture. Members of subcultures 

MAP 2.1

Mapping America’s Diversity
With increased immigration and greater 
diversity in the U.S. population, evi-
dence of cultural diversity can be seen 
in many homes—language being one 
type of evidence. This map shows the 
regional diff erences in the percentage 
of the population over age fi ve who 

speak a language other than English 
at home. For the United States as a 
whole, 17.9 percent of the population—
almost one-fi fth—fi t into this category. 
Eight percent of the population say 
they speak English less than very well. 

What implications does this have for 
the regions most aff ected? How might 
it infl uence relations between diff er-
ent generations within households? 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau. 2010. “American 
 FactFinder.” www.census.gov
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subcultures may coexist with the dominant society, and 
members of the subculture may participate in both the 
subculture and the dominant culture.

Subcultures also develop when new groups 
enter a society. Puerto Rican immigration to the 
U.S. mainland, for example, has generated distinct 
Puerto Rican subcultures within many urban areas. 
Although Puerto  Ricans also partake in the dominant 
culture, their unique heritage is part of their subcul-
tural experience. Parts of this culture are now enter-
ing the dominant culture. Salsa music, now heard on 
mainstream radio stations, was created in the late 
s by Puerto Rican musicians who were express-
ing the contours of their working-class culture (San-
chez ; Boggs ). The themes in salsa reflect 
the experience of barrio people and mix the musi-
cal traditions of other Latin music, including rumba, 
mambo, and cha-cha. As with other subcultures, 
the boundaries between the dominant culture and 
the subculture are permeable, resulting in cultural 
change as new groups enter society.

thinking SOCIOLOGICALLY
Identify a group on your campus that you would call a 
subculture. What are the distinctive norms of this group? 
Based on your observations of this group, how would 
you describe its relationship to the dominant culture on 
 campus? •

tend to interact frequently with one another and share 
a common worldview. Th ey may be identifi able by 
their appearance (style of clothing or adornments) or 
perhaps by language, dialect, or other cultural mark-
ers. You can view subcultures along a continuum of 
how well they are integrated into the dominant cul-
ture. Subcultures typically share some elements of the 
dominant culture and coexist within it, although some 
subcultures may be quite separated from the dominant 
one. Th is separation occurs because they are either un-
willing or unable to assimilate into the dominant cul-
ture, that is, share its values, norms, and beliefs (Dowd 
and Dowd ).

Rap and hip-hop music fi rst emerged as a subcul-
ture where young African Americans developed their 
own style of dress and music to articulate their resis-
tance to the dominant White culture. Now, rap and hip-
hop have been incorporated into mainstream youth 
culture. Indeed, they are now global phenomena, as 
cultural industries have turned hip-hop and rap into 
a profi table commodity. Even so, rap still expresses an 
oppositional identity for Black and White youth and 
other groups who feel marginalized by the dominant 
culture (Watkins ).

Some subcultures retreat from the dominant cul-
ture, as do the Amish, some religious cults, and some 
communal groups. In these cases, the subculture is 
actually a separate community that lives as indepen-
dently from the dominant culture as possible. Other 
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The Amish people form a subculture in the United States, although preserving their traditional way of life can be a challenge in the 
context of contemporary society.
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be diffi  cult to view other cultures without making judg-
ments based on one’s own cultural views. Ethnocen-
trism is the habit of seeing things only from the point 
of view of one’s own group. Judging one culture by the 
standards of another culture is ethnocentric. An ethno-
centric perspective prevents you from understanding 
the world as it is experienced by others, and it can lead 
to narrow-minded conclusions about the worth of di-
verse cultures.

Any group can be ethnocentric. Also, ethnocentrism 
can be extreme or subtle—as in the example of social 
groups who think their way of life is better than that of 
any other group. Is there such a ranking among groups in 
your community? Fraternities and sororities often build 
group rituals around such claims, youth groups see their 
way of life as superior to adults, and urbanites may think 
their cultural habits are more sophisticated than those of 
groups labeled “country hicks.” Ethnocentrism is a pow-
erful force because it combines a strong sense of group 
solidarity with the idea of group superiority.

Ethnocentrism can build group solidarity, but it also 
discourages intergroup understanding. Understanding 
ethnocentrism is critical to understanding some of the 
major confl icts that are shaping current history. Taken 
to extremes, ethnocentrism can lead to overt political 
confl ict, war, terrorism, even genocide, which is the mass 
killing of people based on their membership in a par-
ticular group. Understanding ethnocentrism can help 
explain the belief of groups such as al Qaeda that ter-
rorism is justifi ed as a religious jihad (defi ned as a reli-
gious struggle to defend Islamic faith). You might wonder 
how people could believe so much in the righteousness 
of their religious faith that they would murder people. 
Ethnocentrism is a key part of the answer. Understand-
ing ethnocentrism does not excuse such behavior, but 
it helps you understand how such murderous behavior 
can occur, though it would be overly simple to explain 
current political confl icts only in terms of ethnocentrism.

Ethnocentrism can also help you to understand the 
view that many nations now have of the United States 
(see Figure .)—a fact that people within the United 
States have diffi  culty understanding because we hold 
ethnocentric views of our own culture, as if it is superior 
to all others. Many other nations do not see U.S. culture 
in the positive light that U.S. citizens might expect. As 
this fi gure shows, cultural values in the Islamic world 
can clash with those of the West and are part of the 
complexity of U.S. relations with those cultures.

Contrasting with ethnocentrism is cultural rela-
tivism. Cultural relativism is the idea that something 
can be understood and judged only in relation to the 
cultural context in which it appears. Th is does not make 
every cultural practice morally acceptable, but it sug-
gests that without knowing the cultural context, it is im-
possible to understand why people behave as they do. 
For example, in the United States, burying or cremating 
the dead is the cultural practice. It may be diffi  cult for 
someone from this culture to understand that in parts 

Countercultures
Countercultures are subcultures created as a reaction 
against the values of the dominant culture. Members of 
the counterculture reject the dominant cultural values, 
often for political or moral reasons, and develop cul-
tural practices that explicitly defy the norms and values 
of the dominant group. Nonconformity to the dominant 
culture is often the hallmark of a counterculture. Youth 
groups often form countercultures. Why? In part, they 
do so to resist the culture of older generations, thereby 
asserting their independence and identity. Some also 
argue that young people establish countercultures 
because they have so little power in society that they 
have to construct their own cultures to have some sort 
of status, or social standing, at least among their peers 
(Milner ). Th us, countercultures among youth, like 
other countercultures, usually have a unique way of 
dress, their own special language, perhaps even diff er-
ent values and rituals.

Some countercultures directly challenge the domi-
nant society. Th e white supremacist movement is an 
example. People affi  liated with this movement have an 
extreme worldview, one that is in direct opposition to 
dominant values. White supremacist groups have devel-
oped a shared worldview, one based on extreme hostility 
to racial minorities, gays, lesbians, and feminists. Because 
of their self-contained culture—one focused on hate—
they can be very dangerous (Ferber ; Stern ).

Countercultures may also develop in situations 
where there is political repression and some groups are 
forced “underground.” Under a dictatorship, for exam-

ple, some groups may be forbidden to practice 
their religion or speak their own language. 

In Spain under the dictator Francisco 
Franco, people were forbidden to 
speak Catalan—the language of the 
region around  Barcelona. When 
Franco died in  and Spain be-
came more democratic, the Catalan 
language fl ourished—both in pub-

lic speaking and in the press.

Ethnocentrism and 
Cultural Relativism

Because culture tends to be taken 
for granted, it can be diffi  cult for 
people within a culture to see 
their culture as anything but 
“the way things are.” It can thus 
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The styles and practices of subcultures can be a source of 
innovation in society. Hip-hop, for example, once a subculture 
associated only with Black urban youth, has now infl uenced 
so-called mainstream style.
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violence against women. Many have called for interna-
tional intervention to eliminate the practice, but there 
is also a debate about whether disgust at this practice 
should be balanced by a reluctance to impose  Western 
cultural values on other societies. Should cultures 
have the right of self-determination or should cultural 
practices that maim people be treated as violations of 
human rights? Th is controversy is unresolved. Th e point 
is to see that understanding a cultural practice requires 
knowing the cultural values on which it is based.

The Globalization of Culture
Th e infusion of Western culture throughout the world 
seems to be accelerating as the commercialized cul-
ture of the United States is marketed worldwide. One 
can go to quite distant places in the world and see fa-
miliar elements of U.S. culture, whether it is McDon-
ald’s in Hong Kong, Th e Gap in South Africa, or Disney 
products in western Europe. From fi lms to fast food, 
the United States dominates international mass cul-
ture, largely through the infl uence of capitalist mar-
kets, as confl ict theorists would argue. Th e diff usion 
of a single culture throughout the world is referred 
to as global culture. Despite the enormous diversity 
of cultures worldwide, fashion, food, entertainment, 
and other cultural values are increasingly dominated 
by U.S. markets, thereby creating a more homogenous 
world culture. Global culture is increasingly marked 
by capitalist interests, squeezing out the more diverse 
folk cultures that have been common throughout the 
world (Steger ). 

Does increasing globalization of culture change 
traditional cultural values? Some worry that global-
ization imposes Western values on non-Western cul-
tures, thus eroding long-held cultural traditions. But 
global economic change can also introduce more 
tolerant values to cultures that might have had a nar-
rower worldview previously. As globalization occurs, 
both economic changes and traditional cultural values 
shape the emerging national culture of diff erent societ-
ies (Inglehart and Baker ).

Th e confl ict between traditional and more com-
mercial values is now being played out in world af-
fairs, with some arguing that the confl icts we see in 
international relations are partially rooted in a struggle 
between the values of a consumer-based, capitalist 
Western culture and the traditional values of local com-
munities. Benjamin Barber () expresses this as the 
struggle between “McWorld” and “Jihad”—the ten-
sion between global commerce and parochial values. 
As some people resist the infl uence of market-driven 
values, movements to reclaim or maintain ethnic and 
cultural identity can intensify. Th us, you can witness a 
proliferation of culturally based movements, including 
strong feelings of nationalism, such as among extrem-
ist groups in the Middle East, but also pro-democratic 
movements in parts of the Middle East.

Arrogance, think they are the best /most powerful,
advanced, civilized

High crime rate, drugs, violence, alcoholism,
corruption

Negative attitude toward Arabs/Muslims

Social aspects (too free, low morals, free sex,
impolite to elders, dislocation of family relations)

0 20 40 60 80

In your own words, what do you most
resent about the West?

Iran

Pakistan

Indonesia

Lebanon

Kuwait

Turkey

Jordan

Morocco

FIGURE 2.1 Islamic Views of the West
Data: Burkholder, Richard. 2003. “Iraq and the West: How Wide Is the 
 Morality Gap?” The Gallup Poll, Princeton, NJ. www.gallup.com

of Tibet, with a ruggedly cold climate and the inability 
to dig the soil, the dead are cut into pieces and left for 
vultures to eat. Although this would be repulsive (and 
illegal) in the United States, within Tibetan culture, this 
practice is understandable.

Understanding cultural relativism gives insight into 
some controversies, such as the international debate 
about the practice of clitoridectomy—a form of geni-
tal mutilation. In a clitoridectomy (sometimes called 
 female circumcision), all or part of a young woman’s 
clitoris is removed, usually not by medical personnel, 
often in very unsanitary conditions, and without any 
pain killers. Sometimes, the lips of the vagina may be 
sewn together. Human rights and feminist organiza-
tions have documented this practice in some countries 
on the African continent, in some Middle Eastern na-
tions, and in some parts of Southeast Asia; estimates are 
that around two million girls per year, worldwide, are at 
risk. Th is practice is most frequent in cultures where 
women’s virginity is highly prized and where marriage 
dowries depend on some accepted proof of virginity. 

From the point of view of Western cultures, cli-
toridectomy is genital mutilation and an example of 
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(Gitlin ). Turn on a news talk show, for example, 
and ask yourself who gets to lead the public discussion 
of current events. Are the diverse groups in society rep-
resented at the table? Are there some perspectives that 
seem off  limits or outside the boundaries of the media 
discourse? What age, race, gender, and social class are 
those who seem to get the most time on air?

Now, however, the widespread availability of 
 Internet-based blogs, chat groups, and social networks 
is radically changing how people communicate, includ-
ing about current events. Facebook, Twitter, Foursquare 
and other electronic networks have become such a 
common form of interaction that they are now referred 
to as social media—the term used to refer to the vast 
networks of social interaction that new media have in-
spired. Such usage increases the possibility of demo-
cratic participation by allowing the open discussion 
and transmittal of information (Ferdinand ). At the 
same time, however, these forms of communication can 
mean increased surveillance, both by governments and 
by hackers. As with other forms of culture, how these 
networks are used and controlled is a social process. 

Despite the vast reach of the mass media, many— 
including you, perhaps—believe that it has little eff ect 
on their beliefs and values, no matter how much they 
enjoy it. Th e infl uence of the mass media is made ap-
parent by trying to do without it—even for a brief pe-
riod of time. Simply getting away from all of the forms 
of media that permeate daily life may be extremely dif-
fi cult to do, as you will see if you try the experiment in 
the “See for Yourself” box on pages –. Turn it all off  
for a short period of time, and see if you feel suddenly 
“left out” of society. Th en ask yourself, what infl uence 
does the mass media have on your life, your opinions, 
your values, even how you look!

THE MASS MEDIA 
AND POPULAR CULTURE
Increasingly, culture in the United States—as well as in 
many parts of the world—is dominated and shaped by 
the media. Indeed, the culture of the United States is so 
infused by the media that, when people think of U.S. 
culture, they are likely thinking of something connected 
to the media—television, fi lm, and so forth. Th e term 
mass media refers to the channels of communication 
that are available to wide segments of the  population—
the print, fi lm, and electronic media (radio and televi-
sion), as well as the Internet, such as Facebook.

Th e mass media have extraordinary power to shape 
culture, including what people believe and the informa-
tion available to them. If you doubt this, observe how 
much the mass media aff ect your everyday life. Friends 
may talk about last night’s episode of a particular show 
or laugh about the antics of their favorite sitcom charac-
ter. Your way of dressing, talking, and even thinking has 
likely been shaped by the media. Now, even relationships 
are found and maintained via electronic networks such 
as Facebook—networks that are part of the mass media.

You can fi nd the mass media everywhere—in air-
ports, elevators, classrooms, bars and restaurants, and 
hospital waiting rooms. Enter an elevator in a major 
hotel and you might fi nd CNN or Th e Weather Channel 
on twenty-four hours a day. You may even be born to the 
sounds and images of television, since they are turned 
on in many hospital delivery rooms. Television is now so 
ever-present in our lives that  percent of all U.S. house-
holds are now called “constant television  households”—
that is, those households where television is on most 
of the time (Gitlin ). For many families, TV is the 
“ babysitter.” Ninety-eight percent of all homes in the 
United States have at least one television. Th e average 
person consumes some form of media sixty-eight hours 
per week—more time than they likely spend in school 
or at work; thirty-one of these hours are spent watch-
ing television. On average, people spend only about two 
hours per week reading books. And, in the short period of 
time since , the number of hours spent playing video 
games has actually doubled (U.S. Census Bureau a)!

For most Americans, television dominates leisure 
time; one-quarter of all Americans say watching TV is 
their favorite way to spend an evening, compared to 
 percent who would rather read and  percent whose 
 favorite evening activity is listening to music (Saad 
). Television is a powerful transmitter of culture. 
Even with all of the channels and choices available, tele-
vision portrays a very homogeneous view of culture be-
cause in seeking the widest possible audience, networks 
and sponsors fi nd the most common ground and take 
few risks. Th e mass media also shape our understanding 
of social problems by determining the range of opinion 
or information that is defi ned as legitimate and by decid-
ing which experts will be called on to elaborate an issue 
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The power of the mass media can be staggering, as evidenced by 
the popularity of American Idol.
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“heh-JEM-o-nee”), defi ned as the pervasive and exces-
sive infl uence of one culture throughout society. Cultural 
hegemony means that people may conform to cultural 
patterns and interests that benefi t powerful elites, even 
without those elites overtly forcing people into confor-
mity. Th us, on the one hand, while there seems to be 
enormous choice in what media forms people consume, 
the cultural messages are largely homogenous (mean-
ing “sameness”). Cultural hegemony produces a homo-
geneous mass culture, even when it appears that there 
is vast choice. Th us, cultural monopolies are a means 
through which powerful groups gain the assent of those 
they rule. Th e concept of cultural hegemony implies that 
culture is highly politicized, even if it does not appear so. 
Th rough cultural hegemony, those who control cultural 
institutions can also control people’s political awareness 
because they create cultural beliefs that make the rule 
of those in power seem inevitable and right. As a result, 
political resistance to the dominant culture is blunted 
(Gramsci ). We explore this idea further in the dis-
cussion below on sociological theories of culture.

The Media and Popular Culture
Because the mass media pervade the whole society, 
the media infl uence such things as popular styles, 
language, and value systems. Together, these create 

The Organization of Mass Media
Mass media are not only a pervasive part of daily life, 
they are a huge business. On average, consumers spend 
$ per year on media consumption, most of which 
is for television. Th at may not seem like much until you 
realize that the television industry (including cable) is a 
$ billion industry; motion picture and sound record-
ing, $ billion; telecommunications (including cell 
phones, Internet access, cable, and so forth), almost 
$ billion (U.S. Census Bureau a)!

Th e mass media are organized via powerful eco-
nomic interests. And, increasingly, the media are 
owned by a small number of companies—companies 
that form huge media monopolies. Th is means that a 
few very powerful groups—media conglomerates—are 
the major producers and distributors of culture. A sin-
gle corporation can control a huge share of television, 
radio, newspapers, music, publishing, fi lm, and the 
Internet, as shown in Figure .. As the production of 
popular culture becomes concentrated in the hands of 
just a few, there may be less diversity in the content.

Th e organization of the mass media as a system 
of economic interests means that there is enormous 
power in the hands of a few to shape the culture of the 
whole society. Sociologists refer to the concentration 
of cultural power as cultural hegemony (pronounced 

HBO, CNN, AOL Instant Messenger,
Warner Brothers, Turner Network
Television, Netscape, amazon.com
(partial), 50 magazines, and more . . .

Time Warner:

Fox News, myspace.com,
William Morrow Books, 29 international
newspapers, HarperCollins Publishing,
20th Century Fox Film, Los Angeles
Lakers, 27 local television stations,
and more . . .

News Corporation:

Disney Pictures, Miramax Films,
Touchstone Pictures, Pixar, ABC
Network, 50 local television stations,.
5 Disneylands, Disney stores, Disney
cruise line, and more . . .

The Walt Disney Corporation:

FIGURE 2.2 Cultural Monopolies
Note: These data were current as of 2008.
Source: Columbia Journalism Review. 2010. Who Owns What? www.cjr.org
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beauty ideals change over time. Aging is defi ned as 
not beautiful, youth is. Light skin is promoted as more 
beautiful than dark skin, regardless of race, although 
being tan is seen as more beautiful than being pale. 
In African American women’s magazines, the mod-
els typifi ed as most beautiful are generally those with 
the clearly Anglo features of light skin, blue eyes, and 
straight or wavy hair. European facial features are also 
pervasive in the images of Asian and Latino women ap-
pearing in U.S. magazines. Th e point is that the media 
communicate that only certain forms of beauty are cul-
turally valued. Th ese ideals are not somehow “natural.” 
Th ey are constructed by those who control cultural and 
economic institutions (Craig ; Gimlin ).

You can learn a lot about how the media shape pop-
ular culture by looking carefully and systematically at the 
images produced and disseminated via the media. Con-
tent analyses of the media (a research method discussed 
in the following chapter) show distinct patterns of how 
race and gender and class are depicted in various media 
forms. On prime-time television, men are still a large 
majority of the characters shown. Over the years, there 
has been an increase in the extent to which women are 
depicted in professional jobs, but such images usually 
depict professional women as young (suggesting that ca-
reer success comes early), thin, and beautiful. In music 
videos, women are more present, but typically wearing 
sexy and skimpy clothing and more often the object of 
another’s gaze than is true for their male counterparts; 
Black women especially are represented in sexualized 
ways (Emerson ; Collins ).

see FOR YOURSELF
Two Days Without the Media
Suppose that you lived for a few days without use of 
the mass media that permeate our lives. How would this 
 aff ect you? In an intriguing experiment, Charles  Gallagher 
(a sociologist at La Salle University) has developed a 
research project for students in which he asks them to 

popular culture, meaning the beliefs, practices, and 
objects that are part of everyday traditions. In a society 
so dominated by the mass media, popular culture, in-
cluding such things as music and fi lms, mass-marketed 
books and magazines, large-circulation newspapers, 
and Internet websites, are mass-produced. Popular 
culture is distinct from elite culture, which is shared by 
only a select few but is highly valued. Unlike elite culture 
(sometimes referred to as “high culture”), popular cul-
ture is mass-consumed and has enormous signifi cance 
in the formation of public attitudes and values. Popular 
culture is also supported by patterns of mass consump-
tion, as the many objects associated with popular cul-
ture are promoted and sold to a consuming public.

Th e distinction between popular and elite culture 
means that culture is consumed in diff erent ways by var-
ious segments of the population. Th is, too, is aff ected by 
patterns of social class, race, and gender in the society. 
While popular culture may be widely available and be 
relatively cheap for the consumer, some groups derive 
their cultural experiences from expensive theater shows 
or opera performances where tickets may cost hundreds 
of dollars. Meanwhile, millions of “ordinary” citizens get 
their primary cultural experience from television, movie 
rentals, and increasingly, the Internet. Even something 
as seemingly common as Internet usage refl ects pat-
terns of social class diff erences in society, as you can see 
in Figure .. Th is inequality has led many to advocate 
for free wireless service in some cities as a way of trying 
to make Internet access more democratic.

Race, Gender, and Class in the Media
Many sociologists argue that the mass media can pro-
mote narrow defi nitions of who people are and what 
they can be. What is considered beautiful, for example? 
Is there a universal idea of beauty, or do the media pro-
mote diff erent ideals for diff erent groups? Th e mass 
media have a huge impact on how we see beauty and 
who or what is defi ned as beautiful; moreover, these 
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FIGURE 2.3 Social Class and the Internet
Source: U.S. Census Bureau. 2010. The Statistical Abstract 2010. www.census.gov
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the number of African American characters shown in 
television has come to match their proportion in the 
population, but largely because of their casting in situ-
ation comedies and in programs that are mostly minor-
ity. Latinos and Asians are vastly underrepresented in 
the media, relative to their proportion in the popula-
tion, and Native Americans are nonexistent (Signorielli 
). Latinos are often stereotyped as criminals, pas-
sionate lovers, or comic fi gures. African American men 
are most often seen as athletes and sports commenta-
tors, criminals, or entertainers. Women who work as 
football sports commentators are typically on the side-
lines, reporting not so much on the play of the game as 
on the human interest or injury reports—suggesting 
that women’s role in sports is limited to that of the nur-
turer. It is diffi  cult to fi nd a single show where Asians are 
the principal characters—usually they are depicted in 
silent roles as domestics or behind-the-scenes charac-
ters. Native Americans make occasional appearances, 
where they usually are depicted as mystics or warriors. 
Jewish women are generally invisible on popular TV 
programming, except when they are ridiculed in stereo-
typical roles. Arab Americans are likewise stereotyped, 
depicted as terrorists, rich oil magnates, or in the case of 
women, as perpetually veiled and secluded (Read ; 
Mandel ).

In a good example of how race and gender stereo-
types merge in the mass media, one analyst carefully 
analyzed multiple episodes of the popular show, Th e 
Bachelor (Dubrofsky ). Supposedly, the women 
all have an equal chance at being selected as the bach-
elor’s mate, the basic concept of the show asserting 
heterosexual relationships as the most appropriate ro-
mance. But, as Dubrofsky shows, women of color are 
never chosen as the bachelor’s mate; they are, in fact, 
eliminated early from the competition. Equally reveal-
ing, Dubrofsky shows how the show’s set suggests a 
harem-like quality—multiple women available to one 
man, women lounging around on plush furniture, as-
sembled to resemble a stereotypical harem—with 
plush, overstuff ed cushions, lush gardens, and often 
Middle Eastern tapestries on the walls, thereby produc-
ing stereotypes about the supposed sexual excess and 

stage a media blackout in their lives for just forty-eight 
hours. You can try this yourself.
�Begin by keeping a written log for forty-eight hours 
of exactly how much time you spend with some form 
of media. Include all time spent watching television, on 
the Internet, reading books and magazines, listening to 
music, viewing fi lms, even using cell phones—any activity 
that can be construed as part of the media monopoly on 
people’s time.
�Next, eliminate all use of the media, except for that 
required for work, school, and emergencies for a forty-
eight-hour period, keeping a journal as you go of what 
happens, what you are thinking, what others say, and 
how people interact with you. Warning: If you try the 
media blackout, be sure to have some plan in place for 
having your family and/or friends contact you in case 
of an  emergency! When one of the authors of this book 
 (Andersen) had her students do this experiment, they 
complained even before starting that they wouldn’t be 
able to do it! But they had to try. What happened?
�First, Andersen’s students had help: the week of the 
assignment came during a hurricane on the East Coast 
when many were without power for several days. This did 
not deter the students from thinking they just had to have 
their DVD players, music, TV, and cell phones! Many of the 
students said they could not stand being without access 
to the media—even for a few hours. Most could not go the 
full two days without using the media.
�Most reported that they felt isolated during the media 
exercise, not just from information, but mostly from 
other people. They were excluded from conversations 
with friends about what happened on a given television 
episode or about fi lm characters or movie stars profi led 
in magazines and from playing computer games. One 
even wrote that without the media she felt that she had 
no personality! Without their connection to the media, 
students were alienated, isolated, and detached, although 
most also reported that they studied more without the 
distraction of the media. A most interesting fi nding was 
that several reported that they were much more refl ective 
during this time and had more meaningful conversations 
with friends.
�After trying this experiment, think about the enormous 
infl uence that the mass media have in shaping everyday 
life, including your self-concept and your relationship with 
other people. What does this exercise teach you about 
cultural hegemony? The role of the mass media in shap-
ing society? How would each of the following theoretical 
frameworks explain what happened during your media 
blackout: functionalism, confl ict theory, feminist theory, 
symbolic interaction?

Source: Personal correspondence, Charles Gallagher, LaSalle 
 University. •

Even though African Americans watch more tele-
vision than White people do (see Figure .), they are 
generally confi ned to a narrow variety of character 
types, depicted in stereotypical ways. In recent years 

White African
American

Hispanic Asian

35.8%
41.3%

34.1%

24.2%

FIGURE 2.4 Prime-Time Television Usage by Race 
and Ethnicity
Source: The Nielsen Company. 2009. Ethnic Trends in Media. www.blog
.nielsen.com
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availability of Middle Eastern women. Research docu-
ments numerous examples of stereotyped portrayals in 
the media—stereotypes you will see for yourself if you 
step outside of the taken-for-granted views with which 
you ordinarily observe the media.

see FOR YOURSELF
Watch a particular kind of television show (situation 
comedy, sports broadcast, children’s cartoon, or news 
 program, for example) and make careful written notes on 
the depiction of diff erent groups in this show. How often 
are women and men or boys and girls shown?

How are they depicted? You could also observe the 
portrayal of Asian Americans, Native Americans, African 
Americans, or Latinos. What do your observations tell you 
about the cultural ideals that are communicated through 
popular culture? •

Class stereotypes abound in the media and popular 
culture as well, with working-class men typically por-
trayed as being ineff ectual, even buff oonish (Butsch 
; Dines and Humez ). Th is has been demon-
strated in research by sociologist Laura Grindstaff , who 
spent six months working on two popular talk shows. 
For her research she did careful participant observa-
tion and interviewed the production staff  and talk show 
guests. She found that in order to get airtime guests had 
to enact social class stereotypes, acting vulgar and loud. 
She concluded that, although these popular talk shows 
give ordinary people a place to air their problems and 
be heard, the shows exploit the working class, making a 
spectacle of their troubles (Grindstaff  ; Press ).

Recently, there has been increased representa-
tion of gays and lesbians in the media, after years of 
being virtually invisible or only the subject of ridicule. 
As advertisers have sought to expand their commer-
cial markets, they are showing more gay and lesbian 
characters on television. Th is makes gays and lesbians 
more visible, although critics point out that they are 
still cast in narrow and stereotypical terms, showing 
little about real life for gays and lesbians. Nonetheless, 
cultural visibility for any group is important because it 
validates people and can infl uence the public’s accep-
tance of and generate support for equal rights protec-
tion ( Gamson ).

Television is not the only form of popular culture 
that infl uences public consciousness, class, gender, and 
race. Music, fi lm, books, and other industries play a 
signifi cant role in molding public consciousness. What 
images are produced by these cultural forms? You can 
look for yourself. Try to buy a birthday card that contains 
neither an age or gender stereotype, or watch TV or a 
movie and see how diff erent gender and race groups are 
portrayed. You will likely fi nd that women are depicted 
as trying to get the attention of men;  African Ameri-
cans are more likely than Whites to be seen singing and 
dancing.

Do these images matter? Studies fi nd that expo-
sure to traditional sexualized imagery in music videos 
has a negative eff ect on college students’ attitudes, for 
example, holding more adversarial attitudes about sex-
ual relationships (Kalof ). Other studies fi nd that 
even when viewers see media images as unrealistic, 
they think that others fi nd the images important and 
will evaluate them accordingly; this has been found to 
be especially true for young White girls who think boys 
will judge them by how well they match the media ideal 
(Milkie ). Although people do not just passively 
internalize media images and do distinguish between 
fantasy and reality (Hollander ; Currie ), such 
images form cultural ideals that have a huge impact on 
people’s behavior, values, and self-image.

THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES 
ON CULTURE AND THE MEDIA
Sociologists study culture and the media in a variety of 
ways, asking a variety of questions about the relationship 
of culture to other social institutions and the role of cul-
ture in modern life. One important question for sociolo-
gists studying the mass media is whether these images 
have any eff ect on those who see them. Do the media 
create popular values or refl ect them? Th e  refl ection hy-
pothesis contends that the mass media refl ect the values 
of the general population (Tuchman ). Th e media 
try to appeal to the most broad-based audience, so they 
aim for the middle ground in depicting images and ideas. 
Maximizing popular appeal is central to television pro-
gram development; media organizations spend huge 
amounts on market research to uncover what people 
think and believe and what they will like. Characters are 
then created with whom people will identify. Interest-
ingly, the images in the media with which we identify are 
distorted versions of reality. Real people seldom live like 
the characters on television, although part of the appeal 
of these shows is how they build upon, but then mystify, 
the actual experiences of people.

Th e refl ection hypothesis assumes that images and 
values portrayed in the media refl ect the values existing 
in the public, but the reverse can also be true—that is, the 
ideals portrayed in the media also infl uence the attitudes 
and values of those who see them. Th is has been illus-
trated in research on music videos. In a controlled exper-
iment, the researchers exposed college men and women 
to hip-hop videos with high sexual content. Follow-
ing their viewing, men in the sample expressed greater 
sexual objectifi cation of women, more sexual permis-
siveness, stereotypical gender attitudes, and acceptance 
of rape myths; the fi ndings did not hold for women in 
the sample (Kistler and Lee ). Although there is not 
a simple and direct relationship between the content 
of mass media images and what people think of them-
selves, clearly these mass-produced images can have a 
signifi cant impact on who we are and what we think.
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values, norms, and belief systems of society. Sociolo-
gists who use this perspective emphasize the integra-
tive function of culture, that is, its ability to give people 
a sense of belonging in an otherwise complex social 
system (Smelser a). In the broadest sense, they see 
culture as a major integrative force in society, providing 
societies with a sense of collective identity and com-
monly shared worldviews.

Culture, Power, and Social Conflict
Whereas the emphasis on shared values and group soli-
darity drives one sociological analysis of culture, con-
fl icting values drives another. Confl ict theorists (see 
Chapter ) have analyzed culture as a source of power 
in society. You can fi nd numerous examples through-
out human history where confl ict between diff erent 
cultures has actually shaped the course of world af-
fairs. One such example comes from the Middle East 
and the situation for the Kurdish people. Th e Kurds are 
an ethnic group (see Chapter ) who speak their own 
language and inhabit an area in the Middle East that in-
cludes parts of Iraq, Iran, Turkey, and Syria, although 
they mostly live in northern Iraq. Most are Sunni 
 Muslims, and they have experienced years of political 
and economic repression and, under Saddam Hussein, 
mass murder. Attempting to eliminate Kurds altogether, 
Saddam Hussein ordered the execution of over , 
people in Kurdish villages, often using chemical and 
biological weapons (O’Leary ). Th is and other ex-
amples of so-called ethnic cleansing show how cultural 
confl ict can be driven by intense group hatred and pow-
erful forms of domination.

Confl ict theorists see contemporary culture as pro-
duced within institutions that are based on inequality 
and capitalist principles. As a result, the cultural val-
ues and products that are produced and sold promote 
the economic and political interests of the few—those 
who own or benefi t from these cultural industries. As 
we have seen, this is especially evident in the study of 
the mass media and popular culture marketed to the 

Culture and Group Solidarity
Many sociologists have studied particular forms of cul-
ture and have provided detailed analyses of the content 
of cultural artifacts, such as images in certain television 
programs or genres of popular music. Other sociolo-
gists take a broader view by analyzing the relationship 
of culture to other forms of social organization. Begin-
ning with some of the classical sociological theorists 
(see Chapter ), sociologists have studied the relation-
ship of culture to other social institutions. Max Weber 
looked at the impact of culture on the formation of so-
cial and economic institutions. In his classic analysis of 
the Protestant work ethic and capitalism, Weber argued 
that the Protestant faith rested on cultural beliefs that 
were highly compatible with the development of mod-
ern capitalism. By promoting a strong work ethic and a 
need to display material success as a sign of religious 
salvation, the Protestant work ethic indirectly but eff ec-
tively promoted the interests of an emerging capitalist 
economy. (We revisit this issue in Chapter .) In other 
words, culture infl uences other social institutions.

Many sociologists have also examined how cul-
ture integrates members into society and social groups. 
Functionalist theorists, for example, believe that norms 
and values create social bonds that attach people to so-
ciety. Culture therefore provides coherence and stability 
in society. Robert Putnam examines this idea in his book 
Bowling Alone (), in which he argues that there has 
been a decline in civic engagement—defi ned as par-
ticipation in voluntary organizations, religious activi-
ties, and other forms of public life—in recent years. As 
people become less engaged in such activities, there is a 
decline in the shared values and norms of the society so 
that social disorder results. Sociologists are debating the 
extent to which there has been such a decline in public 
life, but from a functionalist perspective, the point is that 
participation in a common culture is an important so-
cial bond—one that unites society (Etzioni et al. ).

Classical theoretical analyses of culture have 
placed special emphasis on nonmaterial culture—the 

table 2.3 Theoretical Perspectives on Culture

According to:

Functionalism Conflict Theory Symbolic Interaction New Cultural Studies

Culture�.�.�.

Integrates people into 
groups

Serves the interests of 
powerful groups

Creates group identity from 
diverse cultural meanings

Is ephemeral, unpredictable, and 
constantly changing

Provides coherence 
and stability in society

Can be a source of political 
resistance

Changes as people produce 
new cultural meanings

Is a material manifestation of 
a consumer-oriented society

Creates norms and 
values that integrate 
people in society

Is increasingly controlled 
by economic monopolies

Is socially constructed through 
the activities of social groups

Is best understood by analyzing its 
artifacts—books, fi lms, television 
images
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economic position in society. Sociologists have found a 
signifi cant relationship, for example, between cultural 
capital and grades in school; that is, those from the more 
well-to-do classes (those with more cultural capital) 
are able to parlay their knowledge into higher grades, 
thereby reproducing their social position by being more 
competitive in school admissions and, eventually, in 
the labor market (Hill ; Treiman ).

Symbolic Interaction 
and the Study of Culture
Especially productive when applied to the study of cul-
ture has been symbolic interaction theory—a perspec-
tive that analyzes behavior in terms of the meaning 
people give it. (See Chapter .) Th e concept of culture 
is central to this orientation. Symbolic interaction em-
phasizes the interpretive basis of social behavior, and 
culture provides the interpretive framework through 
which behavior is understood.

Symbolic interaction also emphasizes that cul-
ture, like all other forms of social behavior, is socially 
constructed; that is, culture is produced through social 
relationships and in social groups, such as the media or-
ganizations that produce and distribute culture. People 
do not just passively submit to cultural norms. Rather, 
they actively make, interpret, and respond to the cul-
ture around them. Culture is not one-dimensional; it 
contains diverse elements and provides people with a 
wide range of choices from which to select how they 
will behave (Swidler ). Culture, in fact, represents 
the creative dimension of human life.

In recent years, a new interdisciplinary fi eld known 
as cultural studies has emerged that builds on the in-
sights of the symbolic interaction perspective in sociol-
ogy. Sociologists who work in cultural studies are often 
critical of classical sociological approaches to studying 
culture, arguing that the classical approach has over-
emphasized nonmaterial culture, that is, ideas, beliefs, 
values, and norms. Th e new scholars of cultural studies 
fi nd that material culture has increasing importance in 
modern society (Crane ; Walters ). Th is includes 
cultural forms that are recorded through print, fi lm, arti-
facts, or the electronic media. Postmodernist theory has 
greatly infl uenced new cultural studies (see Chapter ). 
Postmodernism is based on the idea that society is not an 
objective thing; rather, it is found in the words and images 
that people use to represent behavior and ideas. Given 
this orientation, postmodernism often analyzes common 
images and cultural products found in everyday life.

Classical theorists have tended to study the uni-
fying features of culture; cultural studies researchers 
tend to see culture as more fragmented and unpredict-
able. To them, culture is a series of images—images 
that can be interpreted in multiple ways, depending on 
the viewpoint of the observer. From the perspective of 
new cultural studies theorists, the ephemeral and rap-
idly changing quality of contemporary cultural forms 

masses by entities with a vast economic stake in distrib-
uting their products. Confl ict theorists conclude that 
the cultural products most likely to be produced are 
consistent with the values, needs, and interests of the 
most powerful groups in society. Th e evening news, for 
example, typically is sponsored by major fi nancial insti-
tutions and oil companies. Confl ict theorists then ask 
how this commercial sponsorship infl uences the con-
tent of the news. If the news were sponsored by labor 
unions, would confl icts between management and 
workers always be defi ned as “labor troubles,” or might 
newscasters refer instead to “capitalist troubles”?

Confl ict theorists see culture as increasingly con-
trolled by economic monopolies. Whether it is books, 
music, fi lms, news, or other cultural forms, monopo-
lies in the communications industry (where culture is 
increasingly located) have a strong interest in protect-
ing the status quo. As media conglomerates swallow up 
smaller companies and drive out smaller, less-effi  cient 
competitors, the control that economic monopolies 
have over the production and distribution of culture be-
comes enormous. Mega-communications companies 
then infl uence everything—from the movies and televi-
sion shows you see to the books you read in school.

However, culture can also be a source of politi-
cal resistance and social change. Reclaiming an in-
digenous culture that had been denied or repressed is 
one way that groups mobilize to assert their indepen-
dence. An example from within the United States is the 
repatriation movement among American Indians who 
have argued for the return of both cultural artifacts and 
human remains held in museum collections. Many 
American Indians believe that, despite the public good 
that is derived from studying such remains and objects, 
cultural independence and spiritual respect outweigh 
such scientifi c arguments (Th ornton ). Other social 
movements, such as the gay and lesbian movement, 
have also used cultural performance as a means of po-
litical and social protest. Cross-dressing, drag shows, 
and other forms of “gender play” can be seen as cultural 
performances that challenge homophobia and tradi-
tional sexual and gender roles (Rupp and Taylor ).

A fi nal point of focus for sociologists studying cul-
ture from a confl ict perspective lies in the concept of 
cultural capital. Cultural capital refers to the cultural 
resources that are deemed worthy (such as knowledge 
of elite culture) and that give advantages to groups pos-
sessing such capital. Th is idea has been most developed 
by the French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu (), who 
sees the appropriation of culture as one way that groups 
maintain their social status.

Bourdieu argues that members of the dominant 
class have distinctive lifestyles that mark their status 
in society. Th eir ability to display this cultural lifestyle 
signals their importance to others; that is, they possess 
cultural capital. From this point of view, culture has a 
role in reproducing inequality among groups. Th ose 
with cultural capital use it to improve their social and 
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what WOULD THEY say now?
Suppose some of the classical theorists 
of sociology were asked to comment on 
the popularity of hip-hop? What might 
they say?

Emile Durkheim: I notice that young 
people can name hip-hop musicians 
whom others in the society do not 
recognize. This commonly happens as 
diff erent generations tend to grow up 
within a shared music culture. Whether 
it’s hip-hop, country, or pop, music cul-
tures bind groups together by creating 
a sense of shared and collective identity. 
For young people, this makes them feel 
like part of a generation instead of being 
completely alienated from an  otherwise 
adult-dominated culture.

Karl Marx: It is interesting that White 
youth are now the major consumers of 

Classical Theorists on Hip-Hop!

hip-hop. Hip-hop originated from young, 
Black youth who are disadvantaged by 
the economic system of society. Now 
capitalism has appropriated this creative 
work and turned it into a highly profi t-
able commodity that benefi ts dominant 
groups who control the music industry. 
As this has happened, the critical per-
spective originated by young, Black 
urban men has been supplanted by race 
and gender stereotypes that support the 
interests of the powerful.

Max Weber: Emile and Karl, you just see 
it one way. It’s not that you are wrong, 
but you have to take a multidimensional 
view. Yes, hip-hop is an economic and a 
cultural phenomenon, but it is also linked 
to power in society. Haven’t you noticed 
how political candidates try to use popu-
lar music to appeal to diff erent political 

constituencies? Don’t be surprised to 
fi nd hip-hop artists performing at politi-
cal conventions! That’s what I fi nd so 
intriguing: Hip-hop is an economic, cul-
tural, and political phenomenon.

W.E.B. Du Bois: I’ve said that Black peo-
ple have a “double  consciousness”—one 
where they always have to see them-
selves through the eyes of a world that 
devalues them—American and “Black” 
at the same time. But, concurrently, the 
“twoness” that Black people experience 
generates wonderful  cultural forms such 
as hip-hop that  refl ect the unique spirit 
of African Americans. I once wrote that 
“there is no true  American music but the 
wild sweet melodies of the Negro slave” 
(DuBois 1903: 14), but I wish I had lived 
to see this new spirited and soulful form 
of musical expression!

is refl ective of the highly technological and consumer-
based culture on which the modern economy rests. 
Modern culture, for example, is increasingly dominated 
by the ever-changing, but ever-present, images that the 
media bombard us with in everyday life. Th e fascination 
that cultural studies theorists have for these images is 
partially founded in illusions that such a dynamic and 
rapidly changing culture produces.

CULTURAL CHANGE
In one sense, culture is a conservative force in society; it 
tends to be based on tradition and is passed on through 
generations, conserving and regenerating the values and 
beliefs of society. Culture is also increasingly based on in-
stitutions that have an economic interest in maintaining 
the status quo. People are also often resistant to cultural 
change because familiar ways and established patterns 
of doing things are hard to give up. But in other ways, cul-
ture is completely taken for granted, and it may be hard 
to imagine a society diff erent from that which is familiar.

Imagine, for example, the United States without 
fast food. Can you do so? Probably not. Fast food is so 
much a part of contemporary culture that it is hard to 
imagine life without it. Consider these facts about fast-
food culture:

• Th e average person in the United States consumes 
three hamburgers and four orders of French fries 
per week.

• People in the United States spend more money on 
fast food than on movies, books, magazines, news-
papers, videos, music, computers, and higher edu-
cation combined.

• One in eight workers has at some point been em-
ployed by McDonald’s.

• McDonald’s is the largest private operator of play-
grounds in the United States and the single largest 
purchaser of beef, pork, and potatoes.

• Ninety-six percent of American schoolchildren 
can identify Ronald McDonald—only exceeded 
by the number who can identify Santa Claus 
(Schlosser ).

Eric Schlosser, who has written about the perme-
ation of society by fast-food culture, has written that “a 
nation’s diet can be more revealing than its art or liter-
ature” (: ). He relates the growth of the fast-food 
industry to other fundamental changes in American 
society, including the vast numbers of women entering 
the paid labor market, the development of an automo-
bile culture, the increased reliance on low-wage service 
jobs, the decline of family farming, and the growth of 
agribusiness. One result is a cultural emphasis on uni-
formity, not to mention increased fat and calories in 
people’s diets.

Th is example shows how cultures can change over 
time, sometimes in ways that are hardly visible to us 
unless we take a longer-range view or, as sociologists 
would do, question that which surrounds us. Culture 
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is a dynamic, not static, force in society, and it develops 
as people respond to various changes in their physical 
and social environments.

Culture Lag
Sometimes cultures adjust slowly to changing cultural 
conditions, and the result can be culture lag (Ogburn 
). Some parts of culture may change more rapidly 
than others; thus, one aspect of culture may “lag” be-
hind another. Rapid technological change is often at-
tended by culture lag because some elements of the 
culture do not keep pace with technological innova-
tion. In today’s world, we have the technological abil-
ity to develop effi  cient, less- polluting rapid transit, but 
changing people’s transportation habits is diffi  cult.

When culture changes rapidly or someone is sud-
denly thrust into a new cultural situation, the result can 
be culture shock, the feeling of disorientation when 
one encounters a new or rapidly changed cultural 
situation. Even moving from one cultural environ-
ment to another within one’s own society can make a 
person feel out of place. Th e greater the diff erence be-
tween cultural settings, the greater the culture shock. 
Some people displaced from New Orleans following 
 Hurricane Katrina experienced culture shock in the 
host communities where they relocated. Accustomed 
to the food,  customs, and environment in their New 
 Orleans homes, many evacuees were relocated to re-
mote, mostly White, rural parts of the country. On top 
of their disorientation from the trauma of the storm 
itself, living in these new environments could be very 
disorienting (Wilkerson ).

Sources of Cultural Change
Th ere are several causes of cultural change, including 
() a change in the societal conditions, () cultural dif-
fusion, () innovation, and () the imposition of cultural 
change by an outside agency. Let us examine each.

 . Cultures change in response to changed condi-
tions in the society. Economic changes, popula-
tion changes, and other social transformations all 
infl uence the development of culture. A change 
in the makeup of a society’s population may be 
enough by itself to cause a cultural transforma-
tion. Th e high rate of immigration in recent years 
has brought many cultural changes to the United 
States. Some cities, such as Miami and Los Ange-
les, have a Latin feel because of the large Hispanic 
population. But even outside urban areas, cultural 
change from immigration is apparent. Markets 
selling Asian, Mexican, and Middle Eastern foods 
are increasingly common; school districts include 
students who speak a huge variety of languages; 
popular music bears the imprint of diff erent world 
cultures. Th is is not the fi rst time U.S. culture has 
changed because of immigration. Many national 

traditions stem from the patterns of immigration 
that marked the earlier part of the twentieth cen-
tury—think of St. Patrick’s Day parades, Italian 
markets, and Chinatowns.

 . Cultures change through cultural diff usion. 
Cultural diff usion is the transmission of cultural 
elements from one society or cultural group to 
another. In our world of instantaneous communi-
cation, cultural diff usion is swift and widespread. 
Th is is evident in the degree to which worldwide 
cultures have been Westernized. Cultural diff usion 
also occurs when subcultural infl uences enter the 
dominant group. Dominant cultures are regularly 
enriched by minority cultures. An example is the 
infl uence of Black and Latino music on other musi-
cal forms. Rap music, for example, emerged within 
inner-city African American neighborhoods, de-
scribing and analyzing in its own form the eco-
nomic and political conditions of the urban ghetto. 
Now, rap music is listened to by White as well as 
Black audiences and is part of youth culture in gen-
eral. Cultural diff usion is one thing that drives cul-
tural evolution, especially in a society such as ours 
that is lush with diversity.

 . Cultures change as the result of innovation, in-
cluding inventions and technological develop-
ments. Cultural innovations can create dramatic 
changes in society. Th ink, for example, of how the 
invention of trolleys, subways, and automobiles 
changed the character of cities. People no longer 
walked to work; instead, cities expanded outward 
to include suburbs. Furthermore, the invention of 
the elevator let cities expand not just out, but up.

Now, the development of computer technol-
ogy infi ltrates every dimension of life. It is hard to 
overestimate the eff ect of innovation on contem-
porary cultural change. Technological innovation 
is so rapid and dynamic that one generation can 
barely maintain competence with the hardware 
of the next. Th e smallest laptop or handheld com-
puter today weighs hardly more than a few ounces, 
and its capabilities rival that of computers that 
fi lled entire buildings only twenty years ago. Down-
loading music was not even imaginable just a few 
years ago; now it is a common practice.

What are some of the social changes that tech-
nology change is creating (see Figure .)? People 
can now work and be miles—even nations—away 
from their places of employment. Families can 
communicate from multiple sites; children can be 
paged; grandparents can receive live photos of a 
family event; criminals are tracked via cellular tech-
nology; music can be stolen without even going 
into a music store. Conveniences multiply with the 
growth of such technology, but so do the invasions 
of privacy and, perhaps, identity theft. In such a 
rapidly changing technological world, it is hard to 
imagine what will be common in just a few years.
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a sociological eye ON THE media

With the widespread use of the Internet, 
a new form of culture has emerged: 
the blog. A blog (short for “web log”) is 
a chronological display of entries that 
people make on the Internet on topics 
that can be about anything, but most 
often involve politics or popular culture. 
A blog is an active diary of sorts in which 
multiple people participate, either as 
those who make the entries (“bloggers”) 
or those who simply read them.

This new cultural phenomenon 
raises interesting questions for sociologi-
cal research. Studies of blogs to date 
fi nd, for example, that women are a small 
proportion of bloggers—only 10 percent 
of the bloggers on the most widely used 
political sites. Some use blogs as support 
systems—for example, a gay person in a 
very traditional and isolated community 
may participate in a blog that provides 

The Blogging Culture

a national community of support. One 
study in China found that many women 
are using blogs to subvert traditional 
concepts of womanhood.

Blogs are also increasingly impor-
tant in political organizing—not just in 
mainstream campaigns but in grassroots 
movements. The presidential campaign 
of President Barack Obama is a case in 
point. The extensive and innovative use 
of blogs and the Internet in the Obama 
campaign has been widely heralded as 
contributing to his support—especially 
among young, Internet-savvy voters.

The use of blogs is a good example 
of how technological innovation can 
create new forms of culture. Unlike 
traditional communities, blogging com-
munities can cross vast geographic dis-
tances that connect people who might 
not ever meet face to face. Just as town 

meetings might have created a sense of 
community in the past, cyberspace com-
munities can now create new “imagined 
communities.” Some suggest that blogs 
can actually create a more democratic 
society by directly engaging more people 
in political discussion and activity.

Sources: Dolan, Jill. 2006. “Blogging on Queer 
Connections in the Arts and the Five Lesbian 
Brothers.” GLQ 12: 491–506; Harp, Dustin, 
and Mark Tremayne. 2006. “The Gendered 
Blogosphere: Examining Inequality Using 
Network and Feminist Theory.”  Journalism & 
Mass Communication Quarterly 83: 247–264; 
Lawson-Borders, Gracie, and Rita Kirk. 2005. 
“Blogs in Campaign  Communication.” American 
Behavioral Scientist 49: 548–559;  Macdougall, 
Robert. 2005. “Identity, Electronic Ethos, and 
Blogs: A Technologic Analysis of  Symbolic 
 Exchange on the New News Medium.” 
 American Behavioral Scientist 49:  575–599; 
Schaff er, Kay, and Song Xianlin. 2007. 
“ Unruly Spaces: Gender, Women’s  Writing 
and  Indigenous Feminism in China.” Journal 
of  Gender Studies 16 (1): 17–30; Perlmutter, 
David. 2008. Blogwars: The New Political Bat-
tleground. New York: Oxford University Press.
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FIGURE 2.5 The Changing Use of Media
Note: Does not include Internet-related use of traditional media. Ex-
amples include listening to music downloaded from a computer, reading 
books downloaded to e-readers, listening to radio via the Internet, read-
ing web-based newspapers, and so forth.
Data: U.S. Census Bureau. 2010b. The 2010 Statistical Abstract. Wash-
ington, DC: U.S. Department of Commerce. www.census.gov 

 . Cultural change can be imposed. Change can 
occur when a powerful group takes over a society 
and imposes a new culture. Th e dominating group 
may arise internally, as in a political revolution, or 
it may appear from outside, perhaps as an invasion. 
When an external group takes over the society of a 

“native,” or indigenous, group—as White settlers 
did with Native American societies—they typically 
impose their own culture while prohibiting the 
indigenous group from expressing its original cul-
tural ways. Manipulating the culture of a group is 
a way of exerting social control. Many have argued 
that public education in the United States, which 
developed during a period of mass immigration, 
was designed to force White, northern European, 
middle-class values onto a diverse immigrant pop-
ulation that was perceived to be potentially unruly 
and politically disruptive. Likewise, the schools run 
by the Bureau of Indian Aff airs have been used to 
impose dominant group values on Native Ameri-
can children (Snipp ).

Resistance to political oppression often takes 
the form of a cultural movement that asserts or re-
vives the culture of an oppressed group; thus, cul-
tural expression can be a form of political protest. 
Identifi cation with a common culture can be the 
basis for group solidarity, as found in the example 
of the “Black is beautiful” movement in the s 
that encouraged Black Americans to celebrate their 
African heritage with Afro hairstyles, African dress, 
and African awareness. Cultural solidarity has also 
been encouraged among Latinos through La Raza 
Unida (meaning “the race,” or “the people, united”). 
Cultural change can promote social change, just as 
social change can transform culture.

31561_ch02.indd   4831561_ch02.indd   48 8/29/11   5:56 PM8/29/11   5:56 PM

www.census.gov


What is culture?
Culture is the complex and elaborate system of mean-
ing and behavior that defi nes the way of life for a group 
or society. It is shared, learned, taken for granted, sym-
bolic, and emergent and varies from one society to 
another.

How do sociologists define norms, beliefs, 
and values?
Norms are rules of social behavior that guide every 
situation and may be formal or informal. When norms 
are violated, social sanctions are applied. Beliefs are 
strongly shared ideas about the nature of social reality. 
Values are the abstract concepts in a society that defi ne 
the worth of diff erent things and ideas.

What is the significance of diversity in human 
cultures?
As societies develop and become more complex, cul-
tural diversity can appear. Th e United States is highly 
diverse culturally, with many of its traditions infl u-
enced by immigrant cultures and the cultures of African 
Americans, Latinos, and Native Americans. Th e domi-
nant culture is the culture of the most powerful group in 
society. Subcultures are groups whose values and cul-
tural patterns depart signifi cantly from the dominant 
culture.

What is the sociological significance of the mass 
media and popular culture?
Elements of popular culture, such as the mass media, 
have an enormous infl uence on groups’ beliefs and val-
ues, including images associated with racism and sex-
ism. Popular culture includes the beliefs, practices, and 
objects of everyday traditions.

What do different sociological theories reveal 
about culture?
Sociological theory provides diff erent perspectives on 
the signifi cance of culture. Functionalist theory empha-
sizes the infl uence of values, norms, and beliefs on the 
whole society. Confl ict theorists see culture as infl uenced 
by economic interests and power relations in society. 
Symbolic interactionists emphasize that culture is socially 
constructed. Th is has infl uenced new cultural studies, 
which interpret culture as a series of images that can be 
analyzed from the viewpoint of diff erent observers.

How do cultures change?
Th ere are several sources of cultural change, includ-
ing change in societal conditions, cultural diff usion, 
innovation, and the imposition of change by domi-
nant groups. As cultures change, culture lag can result, 
meaning that sometimes cultural adjustments are out 
of sync with each other. Persons who experience new 
cultural situations may experience culture shock.

chapter summary
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you have now seen some of the interesting things 
sociologists study through a glimpse into the sociology of 
culture. You also have a basic foundation in sociological 
perspective and the major concepts in the fi eld. We turn 
now to the tools sociologists use to study social phenom-
ena: the tools of sociological research methods. These 
tools are varied, and the best tool to use depends on the 
sociological question that is being asked. Let us start with 
this example.

Suppose you wanted to do some sociological re-
search on how homeless people lived. What is life like for 
them? How dangerous is it? Where are the homeless to 
be found? Do they interact and associate with each other? 
Do they work at all, and if so, doing what? Do they feel 
rejected by society? Do they really sleep on park benches 
at night? Sociologist Mitch Duneier (1999) in his study 
entitled “Sidewalk” wanted to know all these things, plus 
more. So he decided to study a group of homeless people 
by living with them. And that is exactly what he did. He 
lived with them on their park benches and in doorways on 
New York City’s lower East Side. He spent four years with 
them. He interacted with them. He worked with them—
a group consisting largely of African American men who 
sold books and magazines on the street. Duneier himself 
is White: He tells how becoming accepted into this soci-
ety of African American men was itself an interesting and 
challenging process. Contrary to popular belief, he discov-
ered that these men make up a rather well-organized mini-
society, with a social status structure, rules, norms, and a 
culture. He discovered many unknown elements of this 
“sidewalk society.” Duneier used a method of sociological 
research called participant observation. In this chapter we 
examine this method plus other methods of sociological 

The Research Process

The Tools of Sociological Research

Research Ethics: Is Sociology 
Value Free?

Chapter Summary

 < 51
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THE RESEARCH PROCESS
Sociological research is the tool sociologists use to an-
swer questions. Th ere are various methods that sociolo-
gists use to do research, all of which involve rigorous 
observation and careful analysis.

As we saw in the chapter opener, sociologist 
Mitch Duneier () examined several questions 
about a group of homeless people by living with them. 
Duneier was engaged in what is called participant 
 observation—a sociological research technique in 
which the researcher actually becomes simultaneously 
both participant in and observer of that which she or he 
studies. In another example of participant observation, 
sociologist Peter Moskos (), as research for his doc-
toral dissertation, actually went through a police acad-
emy and spent two years as a beat policeman in a major 
American city, thus subjecting himself to both the rigid 
discipline of the police force as well as the dangers of the 
street in this role (see the Doing Sociological Research 
box at the end of this chapter, “A Cop in the Hood”). 

Th ere are other kinds of sociological research that 
sociologists do as well. Some approaches are more 
structured and focused than participant observation, 
such as survey research. Other methods may involve 
the use of offi  cial records or interviews. Th e diff erent 
approaches used refl ect the diff erent questions asked 
in the fi rst place. Other methods may require statistical 
analysis of a large set of quantitative information. Either 
way, the chosen research method must be appropriate 
to the sociological question being asked. (In the Doing 
Sociological Research boxes throughout this book, we 
explore diff erent research projects that sociologists 
have done, showing what question they started with, 
how they did their research, and what they found.)

However it is done, research is an engaging and de-
manding process. It requires skill, careful observation, 
and the ability to think logically about the things that 
spark your sociological curiosity.

Sociology and the Scientific Method
Sociological research derives from what is called the 
scientifi c method, originally defi ned and elaborated 
by the British philosopher Sir Francis Bacon (–
). Th e scientifi c method involves several steps in 
a research process, including observation, hypothesis 
testing, analysis of data, and generalization. Since its 
beginnings, sociology has attempted to adhere to the 

scientifi c method. To the degree that it has succeeded, 
sociology is a science; yet, there is also an art to devel-
oping sociological knowledge. Sociology aspires to be 
both scientifi c and humanistic, but sociological re-
search varies in how strictly it adheres to the scientifi c 
method. Some sociologists test hypotheses (discussed 
later); others use more open-ended methods, such as in 
Duneier’s study of homeless men or in Moskos’s study 
of police offi  cers on the beat.

Science is empirical, meaning it is based on careful 
and systematic observation, not just on conjecture. Al-
though some sociological studies are highly quantitative 
and statistically sophisticated, others are qualitatively 
based, that is, based on more interpretive observations, 
not statistical analysis. Both quantitative and qualitative 
studies are empirical. Sociological studies may be based 
on surveys, observations, and many other forms of analy-
sis, but they always depend on an empirical underpinning.

Sociological knowledge is not the same as phi-
losophy or personal belief. Philosophy, theology, and 
personal experience can deliver insights into human 
behavior, but at the heart of the scientifi c method is the 
notion that a theory must be testable. Th is requirement 
distinguishes science from purely humanistic pursuits 
such as theology and literature.

One wellspring of sociological insight is deductive 
reasoning. When a sociologist uses deductive reason-
ing, he or she creates a specifi c research question about 
a focused point that is based on a more general or uni-
versal principle (see Figure .). Here is an example of 
deductive reasoning: One might reason that because 
Catholic doctrine forbids abortion, Catholics would 

APLIA SOCIOLOGICAL RESEARCH ENGAGEMENT ACTIVITY

Have you ever taken part in sociological research? Learn to 
 recognize and understand sound research methods.

General theory

Data
collection

Research
question

Conclusions

Data
analysis

Research
design

Induction Deduction

FIGURE 3.1 The Research Process Research can begin 
by asking a research question derived from general theory or 
earlier studies, but it can also begin with an observation or 
even from the conclusion of prior research. One’s research 
question is the basis for a research design and the subse-
quent collection of data. As this fi gure shows, the steps in the 
research process fl ow logically from what is being asked.

research. Each method is diff erent from the others, but 
they all share a common goal: a deeper understanding of 
how society operates.
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then be less likely than other religious groups to support 
abortion rights. Th is notion is “deduced” from a general 
principle (Catholic doctrine). You could test this notion 
(the research question) via a survey. As it turns out, the 
testing of this hypothesis shows that it is incorrect: Sur-
veys show that Catholics as a group are on average more 
likely to support abortion rights than are other religious 
groups. Th at may come to you as a bit of a surprise! Th at 
is why we do research. 

Inductive reasoning—another source of sociologi-
cal insight—reverses this logic: that is, it arrives at general 
conclusions from specifi c observations. For example, if 
you observe that most of the demonstrators protesting 
abortion in front of a family planning clinic are evangeli-
cal Christians, you might infer that strongly held religious 
beliefs are important in determining human behavior. 
Again, referring to Figure ., inductive reasoning would 
begin with one’s observations. Either way—deductively 
or inductively—you are engaged in research.

Research Design
When sociologists do research, they engage in a process 
of discovery. Th ey organize their research questions 
and procedures systematically—their research site 
being the social world. Th rough research, sociologists 
organize their observations and interpret them.

Developing a Research Question. Sociological re-
search is an organized practice that can be described 
in a series of steps (see Figure .). Th e fi rst step in so-
ciological research is to develop a research question. 
One source of research questions is past research. For 
any number of reasons, the sociologist might disagree 
with a research fi nding and decide to carry out fur-
ther research or develop a detailed criticism of previ-
ous research. A research question can also begin from 
an observation that you make in everyday life, such as 
wondering about the lives of homeless people.

Developing a sociological research question typically 
involves reviewing existing studies on the subject, such 
as past research reports or articles. Th is process is often 
called a literature review. Digital technology has vastly 
simplifi ed the task of reviewing past studies, that is, the 
“literature.” Researchers who once had to burrow through 
paper indexes and card catalogs to fi nd material relevant 
to their studies can now scan much larger swaths of ma-
terial in far less time using online databases. Th e catalogs 
of most major libraries in the world are accessible on the 
Internet, as are specialized indexes, professional research 
journals, discussion groups, and other research tools de-
veloped to assist sociological researchers.

Increasingly, many journals that report new socio-
logical research are now available online in full-text for-
mat, such as on JSTOR (for “journal storage”). You must 
be careful using the Internet for research, however. How 
do you know when something found on the web is valid 
or true? A lot of what is found on the web is of ques-
tionable accuracy, that is, unsubstantiated by accurate 

research or empirical study. Pay attention, for example, 
to what person or group has posted the  website. Is it a 
political organization? An organization promoting a 
cause? A person expressing an opinion? See the box 
“A Sociological Eye on the Media: Research and the 
Media” on pages – for some guidelines about inter-
preting what you see on the web and in the media. 

When you review prior research, you may wonder 
if the same results would be found if the study were re-
peated, perhaps examining a diff erent group or study-
ing the phenomenon at a diff erent time. Research that 
is repeated exactly, but on a diff erent group of people or 
in a diff erent time or place, is called a replication study. 
Suppose earlier research found that women managers 
have fewer opportunities for promotion than do men. 
You might want to know if this still holds true. You would 
then replicate the original study, probably using a dif-
ferent group of women and men managers, but asking 
the same questions that were asked earlier. A replication 
study can tell you what changes have occurred since 
the original study and may also refi ne the results of the 
earlier work. Research fi ndings should be reproducible: 
If the research is sound, other researchers who repeat 
a study should get the same results, unless, of course, 
some identifi able change has occurred in the interim.

Sociological research questions can also come 
from casual observation of human behavior. Perhaps 
you have observed the seating patterns in your college 
dining hall at lunch and wondered why people sit with 
the same group day after day. Does the answer point to 
similarity on the basis of race, gender, age, or perhaps 
political views? Answering this question would be an 
example of inductive reasoning: going from a specifi c 
observation (such as seating patterns at lunch) to a 
generalization (a theory about the eff ects of race and 

The research process involves several operations that can be 
performed on the computer, such as entering data in numerical 
form and writing the fi ndings in a research report.
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gender). Researcher Beverly Tatum [] found that 
seating patterns in a college dining room depended 
heavily upon race and also gender. 

Creating a Research Design. A research design is the 
overall logic and strategy underlying a research project. 
Sociologists engaged in research may distribute ques-
tionnaires, interview people, or make direct observations 
in a social setting or laboratory. Th ey might analyze cul-
tural artifacts, such as magazines, newspapers, television 
shows, or other media. Some do research using historical 
records. Others base their work on the analysis of social 
policy. All these are forms of sociological observation. 
Research design consists of choosing the observational 
technique best suited to a particular research question.

thinking SOCIOLOGICALLY
If you wanted to conduct research that would examine 
the relationship between student alcohol use and family 
background, what measures, or indicators, would you use 
to get at the two variables: alcohol use and family back-
ground? How might you design your study? •

Suppose you wanted to study the career goals of stu-
dent athletes. In reviewing earlier studies, perhaps you 
found research discussing how athletics is related to aca-
demic achievement (Messner ; Schacht ). You 
might also have read an article in your student newspaper 
reporting that the rate of graduation for women college 
athletes is much higher than the rate for men athletes and 
wondered if women athletes are better students than men 
athletes. In other words, are athletic participation, academic 
achievement, and gender interrelated, and if so, how?

Your research design would lay out a plan for investi-
gating these questions. Which athletes would you study? 
How will you study them? To begin, you will need to get 
sound data on the graduation rates of the groups you are 
studying to verify that your assumption of better gradua-
tion rates among women athletes is actually true. Perhaps, 
you think, the diff erences between men and women are 
not so great when the men and women play the same 
sports. Or perhaps the diff erences depend on other fac-
tors, such as what kind of fi nancial support they get or 
whether coaches encourage academic success. To ob-
serve the infl uence of coaches, you might observe inter-
actions between coaches and student athletes, recording 
what coaches say about class work. As you proceed, you 
would probably refi ne your research design and even your 
research question. Do coaches encourage diff erent traits 
in men and women athletes? To answer this question, you 
have to build into your research design a comparison of 
coaches interacting with men and with women. Perhaps 
you even want to compare female and male coaches and 
how they interact with women and men. Th e details of your 
research design fl ow from the specifi c questions you ask.

Quantitative Versus Qualitative Research. Th e re-
search design often involves deciding whether the  research 

will be qualitative or quantitative or perhaps some combi-
nation of both. Quantitative research is that which uses 
numerical analysis. In essence, this approach reduces the 
data into numbers, for example, the percentage of teenage 
mothers in California. Qualitative research is somewhat 
less structured than quantitative research, yet still focuses 
on a central research question. Qualitative research allows 
for more interpretation and nuance in what people say 
and do and thus can provide an in-depth look at a particu-
lar social behavior. Both forms of research are useful, and 
both are used extensively in sociology.

Some research designs involve the testing of 
 hypotheses. A hypothesis (pronounced “hy-POTH-i-
sis”) is a prediction or a hunch, a tentative assumption 
that one intends to test. If you have a research design 
that calls for the investigation of a very specifi c hunch, 
you might formulate a hypothesis. Hypotheses are often 
formulated as if–then statements. For example:

Hypothesis: If a person’s parents are racially prejudiced, 
then that person will, on average, be more prejudiced than 
a person whose parents are relatively free of prejudice.

Th is is merely a hypothesis or expectation, not a 
demonstration of fact. Having phrased a hypothesis, 
the sociologist must then determine if it is true or false. 
To test the preceding example, one might take a large 
sample of people and determine their prejudice level by 
interviews or some other mechanism. One would then 
determine the prejudice level of their parents, perhaps 
by interviewing their parents. According to the hypoth-
esis, one would expect to fi nd more prejudiced children 
among prejudiced parents and more nonprejudiced 
children among nonprejudiced parents. If this associa-
tion is found, the hypothesis is supported. If it is not 
found, then the hypothesis would be rejected.

Some research is done by analyzing the content of various cultural 
artifacts. Content analysis is one tool of sociological research.
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Not all sociological research follows the model of 
hypothesis testing, but all research does include a plan 
for how data will be gathered. (Note that data is the 
plural form; one says, “data are used . . .,” not “data is 
used . . ..”) Data can be qualitative or quantitative; either 
way, they are still data. Sociologists often try to convert 
their observations into a quantitative form (see the 
 Statistics in Sociology box on page []).

Sociologists frequently design research to test the 
infl uence of one variable on another. A variable is a 
characteristic of a person or group that can have more 
than one value or score. A variable can be relatively 
straightforward, such as age or income, or a variable 
may be more abstract, such as social class or degree of 
prejudice. In much sociological research, variables are 
analyzed to understand how they infl uence each other. 
With proper measurement techniques and a good re-
search design, the relationships between diff erent 
variables can be discerned. In the example of student 
athletes given above, the variables you use would likely 
be student graduation rates, gender, and perhaps the 
sport played. In the hypothesis about race prejudice, 
parental prejudice and their child’s prejudice would be 
the two variables you would study.

An independent variable (see Figure .) is one 
that the researcher wants to test as the presumed cause 
of something else. Th e dependent variable is one on 
which there is a presumed eff ect. Th at is, if X is the in-
dependent variable, then X leads to Y, the dependent 
variable. In the previous example of the hypothesis, the 
amount of prejudice of the parent is the independent 
variable and the amount of prejudice of the child is the 
dependent variable. In some sociological research, in-
tervening variables are also studied—variables that fall 
between the independent and dependent variables.

Sociological research proceeds through the study 
of concepts. A concept is any abstract characteristic or 
attribute that can potentially be measured. Social class 
and social power are concepts. Th ese are not things that 
can be seen directly, although they are key concepts in 
the fi eld of sociology. When sociologists want to study 
concepts, they must develop ways of “seeing” them.

Variables are sometimes used to show more ab-
stract concepts that cannot be directly measured, such 
as the concept of social class. In such cases the variables 
are indicators—something that points to or refl ects 
an abstract concept. An indicator is a way of “seeing” 
a concept. An example is shown in Map . (page ) 
using the United Nations’ human development index. 

Here, the human development index is composed of 
several indicators, including life expectancy and edu-
cational attainment, combined to show levels of well-
being. “Level of well-being” is the concept.

Th e validity of a measurement (an indicator) is the 
degree to which it accurately measures or refl ects a con-
cept. To ensure the validity of their fi ndings, research-
ers usually use more than one indicator for a particular 
concept. If two or more chosen measures of a concept 
give similar results, it is likely that the measurements are 
giving an accurate—that is, valid—depiction of the con-
cept. For example, using a person’s occupation, years of 
formal education, and annual earnings—namely, using 
three indicators of her or his social class—would likely 
be more valid than using only one indicator.

Sociologists also must be concerned with the 
 reliability of their research results. A measurement is 
reliable if repeating the measurement under the same 
circumstances gives the same result. If a person is given 
a survey or test two or three times and every time the 
test gives diff erent results, then the reliability of the test 
is poor. One way to ensure that sociological measure-
ments are reliable is to use measures that have proved 
sound in past studies. Another technique is to have a 
variety of people gather the data to make certain the re-
sults are not skewed by the tester’s appearance, person-
ality, and so forth. Th e researcher must be sensitive to 
all factors that aff ect the reliability of a study.

Sometimes sociologists want to gather data that 
would almost certainly be unreliable if the subjects 
(the people in the study) knew they were being studied. 
Knowing that they are being studied might cause peo-
ple to change their behavior, a phenomenon in research 
known as the Hawthorne eff ect, an eff ect fi rst discov-
ered while observing work groups at a Western Electric 
plant in Hawthorne, Illinois. Th e work groups mysteri-
ously increased their productivity right after they were 
observed by the researchers—an eff ect not noticed at 
fi rst by the researchers themselves. An example of this 
eff ect would be a professor who wants to measure stu-
dent attentiveness by observing how many notes are 
taken during class. Students who know they are being 
scrutinized will magically become more diligent! (In the 
natural sciences, such as physics, the eff ect of studying 
or observing something upon that which is being stud-
ied is called the Heisenberg Principle of Indeterminacy: 
By studying an object, you change it and thus cannot 
know its exact state before it was studied. (Note that in 
sociology participant observation of the covert type, for 
example, is designed to get around this problem.)

Gathering Data. After research design comes data col-
lection. During this stage of the research process, the 
researcher interviews people, observes behaviors, or 
collects facts that throw light on the research question. 
When sociologists gather original material, the product 
is known as primary data. Examples include the an-
swers to questionnaires or notes made while observing 

Independent
variable
(X )

Dependent
variable
(Y )

Intervening
variable
(Z )

FIGURE 3.2 The Analysis of Variables Much sociologi-
cal research seeks to fi nd out whether some independent 
variable (X) aff ects an intervening variable (Z), which in turn 
aff ects a dependent variable (Y).
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group behavior. Sociologists often rely on secondary 
data, namely data that have already been gathered and 
organized by some other party. Th is can include na-
tional opinion polls, census data, national crime statis-
tics, or data from an earlier study made available by the 
original researcher. Secondary data may also come from 
offi  cial sources, such as university records, city or county 
records, national health statistics, or historical records.

When gathering data, often the groups that sociolo-
gists want to study are so large or so dispersed that research 
on the whole group is impossible. To construct a picture 
of the entire group, sociologists take data from a subset of 
the group and extrapolate to get a picture of the whole. A 
sample is any subset of people (or groups or categories) of 
a population. A population is a  relatively large collection 
of people (or groups or categories) that a researcher stud-
ies and about which generalizations are made. Suppose 
a sociologist wants to study the students at your school. 

All the students together constitute the population being 
studied. A survey could be done that reached every stu-
dent, but conducting a detailed interview with every stu-
dent would be highly impractical. If the sociologist wants 
the sort of information that can be gathered only during 
a personal interview, she would study only a portion, or 
sample, of all the students at your school.

How is it possible to draw accurate conclusions 
about a population by studying only part of it? Th e secret 
lies in making sure that the sample is representative of the 
population as a whole. Th e sample should have the same 
mix of people as the larger population and in the same 
proportions. If the sample is representative, then the re-
searcher can generalize what she fi nds from the sample 
to the entire population. For example, if she interviews a 
sample of  students and fi nds that  percent of them 
are in favor of a tuition increase, and if the sample is rep-
resentative of the population, then she can conclude 

a sociological eye ON THE media

On any given day, if you watch the news, 
read a newspaper, or search the web, 
you are likely to learn about various 
new research studies purporting some 
new fi nding. How do you know if the re-
search results reported in the media are 
accurate?

Most people are not likely to check 
the details of the study or have the 
research skills to verify the study’s 
claims. But one benefi t of learning the 
basic concepts and tools of sociological 
 research is to be able to critically  assess 
and judge the research frequently 
 reported in the media. The following 
questions will help.

 1. What are the major variables in 
the study? Are the researchers 
claiming a causal connection be-
tween two or more variables? For 
example, the press reported that 
one way parents can reduce the 
chances of their children becoming 
sexually active at an early age is to 
quit smoking (O’Neil 2002). The re-
searcher who conducted this study 
actually claimed there was no direct 
link between parental smoking and 
teen sex, although she did fi nd a 
correlation between parents’ risky 
behaviors—smoking, heavy drink-
ing, and not using seat belts—and 
children’s sexual activity. She argued 

Research and the Media

that parents who engage in unsafe 
activities provide a model for their 
children’s own risky behavior (Wilder 
and Watt 2002).

  	Just because there is a link, or 
“correlation,” between two variables 
does not necessarily mean one 
caused the other. Seeing parental 
behavior as a model for what chil-
dren do is hardly the same thing 
as seeing parents’ smoking as the 
cause of early sexual activity!

 2. How have researchers defi ned 
and measured the major  topics 
of their study? For example, if 
someone claims that 10 percent 
of all people are gay, how is “being 
gay” defi ned? Does it mean having 
had only one such experience over 
one’s entire lifetime or does it mean 
actually having a gay identity? The 
diff erence matters because one defi -
nition will likely infl ate the number 
reported. Sometimes you must look 
up the original study, which may 
be online, to learn how things are 
defi ned or how they are measured. 
Ask yourself if the same conclusions 
would be reached had the research-
ers used diff erent defi nitions and 
measurements.

 3. Is the research based on a truly 
representative scientifi c sample, 

or is it a biased sample? You might 
have to go to the original source of 
the study to learn this, but often the 
sample will be reported in the press 
(even if in nonscientifi c language). 
For example, a study widely reported 
in the media had headlines exclaim-
ing “Study Links Working Mothers to 
Slower Learning” (Lewin 2002). But 
if you read the news report closely, 
you will learn that this study included 
only White, non-Hispanic families. 
Black and Hispanic children were 
dropped from some of the published 
results because there were too 
few cases in the sample to make 
meaningful statistical comparisons 
(Brooks-Gunn et al. 2002). Another 
study by the same research team 
found that there were no signifi cant 
eff ects of mother’s employment on 
children’s intellectual development 
among African American or Hispanic 
children (Waldfogel et al. 2002). 
The point is not that the study is 
invalid, but that its results have 
more limited implications than the 
 headlines suggest.

 4. Is there false generalization in the 
media report? Often a study has 
more limited claims in the scientifi c 
version than what is reported in the 
media. Using the example just given 
about the connection between ma-
ternal employment and children’s 
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that about  percent of all the students at your school 
are in favor of a tuition increase. Note that a sample of  
or  students would probably result in generalizations of 
poor quality, because the sample is not large enough to 
be representative. A biased (nonrepresentative) sample 
can lead to grossly inaccurate conclusions.

Th e best way to ensure a representative sample is 
to make certain that the sample population is selected 
randomly. A scientifi c random sample gives everyone 
in the population an equal chance of being selected. 
Quite often, striking and controversial research fi nd-
ings prove to be distorted by inadequate sampling. Th e 
man-on-the-street survey, much favored by radio and 
TV news reports, and certain other media as well, is the 
least scientifi c type of sample and the least representa-
tive. (Th e person-on-the-street sample includes only 
those who were available at that particular time and 
place and thus ignores those who were not there.) 

Analyzing the Data. After the data have been col-
lected, whether primary or secondary data, they must be 
analyzed. Data analysis is the process by which sociolo-
gists organize collected data to discover the patterns and 
uniformities that the data reveal. Th e analysis may be 
statistical or qualitative. When the data analysis is com-
pleted, conclusions and generalizations can be made.

Data analysis is labor intensive, but it is also an ex-
citing phase of research. Here is where research discov-
eries are made. Sometimes while pursuing one question, 
a researcher will stumble across an unexpected fi nding, 
referred to by researchers as serendipity. A serendipi-
tous fi nding is something that emerges from a study 
that was not anticipated, perhaps the discovery of an 
association between two variables that the researcher 
was not looking for or some pattern of behavior that 
was outside the scope of the research design. Such fi nd-
ings can be minor sidelines to the researcher’s major 

learning, it would be a big mistake to 
generalize from the study’s results to 
all children and families. Remember 
that some groups were not included. 

 5. Can the study be replicated? 
 Unless there is full disclosure of 
the research methodology (that 
is, how the study was conducted), 
this will not be possible. But you 
can ask yourself how the study was 
conducted, whether the procedures 
used were reasonable and logical, 
and whether the researchers made 
good decisions in constructing their 
research question and research de-
sign. If possible, you might be able 
obtain the original study upon which 
the media coverage was based. 

 6. Who sponsored the study and 
do they have a vested interest in 
the study’s results? Find out if a 
group or organization with a particu-
lar vested interest in the outcome 
sponsors the research. For example, 
would you give as much validity to 
a study of environmental pollution 
that was funded and secretly con-
ducted by a chemical company as 
you would a study on the same topic 
conducted by independent scientists 
who openly report their research 
methods and results and who had no 
connection with the chemical com-
pany? Research sponsored by inter-
ested parties does not necessarily 

negate research fi ndings, but it can 
raise questions about the research-
ers’ objectivity and the standards of 
inquiry they used.

 7. Who benefi ts from the study’s 
conclusions? Although this question 
does not necessarily challenge the 
study’s fi ndings, it can help you think 
about whom the fi ndings are likely 
to help.

 8. What assumptions did the re-
searchers have to make to ask the 
question they did? For example, 
if you started from the assumption 
that poverty is not the individual’s 
fault but is the result of how soci-
ety is structured, would you study 
the values of the poor or perhaps 
the values of policymakers? When 
research studies explore mat-
ters where social values infl uence 
people’s opinions, it is especially im-
portant to identify the assumptions 
made by certain questions.

 9. What are the implications of the 
study’s claims? Thinking through 
the policy implications of a given 
result can often help you see things 
in a new light, particularly given how 
the media tend to sensationalize 
much of what is reported.

  	Consider the study of maternal 
employment and children’s intellec-
tual development examined in ques-
tion 3 above. If you take the media 

headlines at face value, you might 
leap to the conclusion that work-
ing mothers hurt their children’s 
intellectual development, and you 
might then think it would be best if 
mothers quit their jobs and stayed at 
home. But is this a reasonable impli-
cation of this study? Does the study 
not have just as many implications 
for day-care policies as it does for 
encouraging stay-at-home mothers? 
Especially when reported research 
studies involve politically charged 
topics (such as issues of “family 
values”), it is important to ask ques-
tions that explore various implica-
tions of social policies.

 10. Do these questions mean you 
should never believe anything you 
hear in the media? Of course not. 
Thinking critically about research 
does not mean being negative or 
cynical about everything you hear 
or read. The point is not to reject all 
media claims out of hand, but instead 
to be able to evaluate good versus 
bad research. All research has limita-
tions. Learning the basic tools of 
research, even if you never conduct 
research yourself or pursue a career 
where you would use such skills, can 
make you a better-informed citizen 
and prevent you from being duped 
by claims that are neither scientifi -
cally nor sociologically valid.
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“Baby Einstein” early intervention program (see the box 
“Th e Baby Einstein Farce” on page ), which promised 
to dramatically increase early infant language develop-
ment by means of exposing very young children, (two 
years old or younger) to various videos (DVDs). It was 
later discovered that the videos actually inhibited lan-
guage development in children of this age.

Reaching Conclusions and Reporting Results. Th e 
fi nal stage in research is developing conclusions, relating 
fi ndings to sociological theory and past research, and re-
porting the fi ndings. An important question researchers 
will ask at this stage is whether their fi ndings can be gen-
eralized. Generalization is the ability to draw conclu-
sions from specifi c data and to apply them to a broader 
population. Researchers ask, do my results apply only to 
those people who were studied, or do they also apply to 
the world beyond? Assuming that the results have wide 
application, the researcher can then ask if the fi ndings 
refi ne or refute existing theories and whether the re-
search has direct application to practical social issues. 
Using the earlier example of the relationship between 
parent and off spring prejudice, if you found that racially 
prejudiced people did tend to have racially prejudiced 

MAP 3.1
Viewing Society in Global Perspective
The human development index is a 
series of indicators developed by the 
United Nations and used to show the 
diff ering levels of well-being in nations 
around the world. The index is calculated 

using a number of indicators, includ-
ing life expectancy, educational attain-
ment, and standard of living. (Are these 
reasonable indicators of well-being? 

What else might you use?) Data: United 
Nations. 2010. Human Development Annual 
Report 2009. www.undp.org/publications/ 
UNDPaction2010/report.shtml

NA
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A census taker interviews a man in his home.
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conclusions or, in some cases, lead to major new discov-
eries. Th ey are part of the excitement of doing sociologi-
cal research. A good example of serendipity involved the 
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parents (thus supporting your hypothesis), then you 
might report these results in a paper or research report. 
You might also ask, what kinds of programs for reducing 
prejudice do the results of your study suggest?

THE TOOLS 
OF SOCIOLOGICAL 
RESEARCH
Th ere are several tools or techniques sociologists use 
to gather data. Among the most widely used are survey 
research, participant observation, controlled experi-
ments, content analysis, historical research, and evalu-
ation research.

The Survey: Polls, Questionnaires, 
and Interviews
Whether in the form of a questionnaire, interview, or 
telephone poll, surveys are among the most commonly 
used tools of sociological research. Questionnaires are 
typically distributed to large groups of people. Th e re-
turn rate is the percentage of questionnaires returned 
out of all those distributed. A low return rate introduces 
possible bias because the small number of responses 
may not be representative of the whole group.

Like questionnaires, interviews provide a struc-
tured way to ask people questions. Th ey may be con-
ducted face-to-face, by phone, or even by electronic 
mail (email). Interview questions may be open-ended 
or closed-ended, though the open-ended form is partic-
ularly accommodating if respondents wish to elaborate.

Typically, a survey questionnaire will solicit data 
about the respondent, such as income, occupation or 
employment status (employed or unemployed), years 
of formal education, yearly income, age, race, and gen-
der, coupled with additional questions that throw light 
upon a particular research question. For closed-ended 
questions, people must reply from a list of possible an-
swers, like a multiple choice test. For open-ended ques-
tions, the respondent is allowed to elaborate on her 
or his answer. Closed-ended questions are generally 
analyzed quantitatively, and open-ended questions are 
generally analyzed qualitatively. Th us a survey can in-
volve both qualitative as well as quantitative research.

As a research tool, surveys make it possible to ask 
specifi c questions about a large number of topics and 
then to perform sophisticated analyses to fi nd patterns 
and relationships among variables. Th e disadvantages 
of surveys arise from their rigidity (see Table ., page 
). Responses may not accurately capture the opin-
ions of the respondent or may fail to capture nuances 
in people’s behavior and attitudes. Also, what people 
say and what they do are not always the same. Survey 
researchers must be persistent in order to get answers 
that are truthful, one reason for allowing respondents 

to be anonymous. Survey researchers sometimes get at 
this problem by asking essentially the same question in 
diff erent ways. In this way, validity is increased.

Participant Observation
A unique and interesting way for sociologists to collect 
data and study society is to actually become part of the 
group they are studying. Th is is the method of participant 
observation. Two roles are played at the same time: sub-
jective participant and objective observer. Usually, the 
group is aware that the sociologist is studying them, but 
not always. Participant observation is sometimes called 
fi eld research, a term borrowed from anthropology.

Participant observation combines subjective knowl-
edge gained through personal involvement and objec-
tive knowledge acquired by disciplined recording of 
what one has seen. Th e subjective component supplies 
a dimension of information that is lacking in survey data.

debunking SOCIETY’S MYTHS
myth: People who are just hanging out together and 
relaxing don’t care much about social diff erences between 
them.

sociological research: Even casual groups have 
organized social hierarchies. That is, they make  distinctions 
within the group that give some people higher status than 
others. This has been shown in  participant observation 
studies such as Duneier’s (1999) study of the homeless on 
New York City’s lower East Side; in  Anderson’s (1976) study 
of the people just hanging out in “Jelly’s Bar”; in Anderson’s 
(1999) “Code of the Street” study, which showed a rigid 
hierarchy among those  engaged in street crime; and in the 
study of “Pam’s Place” (Gimlin 1996, 2002), which showed 
the classlike  distinctions hair  dressers and their customers 
made  between each other. •

Street Corner Society (), a classic work by soci-
ologist William Foote Whyte, documents one of the fi rst 
qualitative participant observation studies ever done. 
Whyte studied the “Cornerville Gang,” a group of Ital-
ian American men whose territory was a street corner in 
Boston in the late s and early s. Although not 
Italian, Whyte learned to speak the language, lived with an 
Italian family, and then infi ltrated the gang by befriend-
ing the gang’s leader, whose pseudonym was “Doc.” Doc 
was the informant for Whyte, a person with whom the 
participant observer works closely in order to learn about 
the group. For the duration of the study, Doc was the only 
gang member who knew that Whyte was doing research 
on his gang. Th is represents what is called covert partici-
pant observation, in which the members of the group 
being studied do not know that they are being researched. 
Th is is one means of trying to reduce the Hawthorne 
eff ect. (If the group is told that they are being studied 
and that they are the research subjects, then it is called 
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statistics in sociology

Certain fundamental statistical concepts are basic 
to sociological research
Although not all sociologists do quantitative research, basic sta-
tistics are important to carrying out and interpreting sociologi-
cal studies.

A percentage is the same as parts per hundred. To say that 
22 percent of U.S. children are poor tells you that for every 
100 children randomly selected from the whole population, 
approximately 22 will be poor. A rate is the same as parts per 
some number, such as per 10,000 or 100,000. The homicide 
rate in 2009 was about 7.2, meaning that for every 100,000 
people in the population, approximately 7 were murdered. 
A rate is meaningless without knowing the numeric base on 
which it is founded; it is always the number per some other 
number.

A mean is the same as an average. Adding a list of fi fteen 
numbers and dividing by fi fteen gives the mean. The median 
is often confused with the mean but is actually quite diff erent. 
The median is the midpoint in a series of values arranged in nu-
meric order. In a list of fi fteen numbers arrayed in numeric order, 
the eighth number (the middle number) is the median. In some 
cases, the median is a better measure than the mean because 
the mean can be skewed (“pulled” up or down) by extremes at 
either end. Another often-used measure is the mode, which is 
simply the value (or score) that appears most frequently in a set 
of data.

Let’s illustrate the diff erence between mean and median 
using national income distribution as an example. Suppose 
that you have a group of ten people. Two make $10,000 per 
year, seven make $40,000 per year, and one makes $1 mil-
lion per year. If you calculate the mean (the average), it comes 
to $130,000. The median, on the other hand, is $40,000, 
a fi gure that more accurately suggests the income profi le of 
the group. That single million-a-year earner dramatically dis-
torts, or skews, the picture of the group’s income. If we want 

information about how the group in general lives, we are wiser 
to use the median income fi gure as a rough guide, not the 
mean. Note also that in this example the mode is the same as 
the median: $40,000.

Sociologists frequently examine the relationship between 
two variables. Correlation is a widely used technique for ana-
lyzing the patterns of association, or correlation, between pairs 
of variables such as income and education. We might begin 
with a questionnaire that asks for annual earnings (which we 
designate as the dependent variable, Y��) and level of educa-
tion (the independent variable, X��). Correlation analysis deliv-
ers two types of information: It tells us the “direction” of the 
relationship between X and Y and also the “strength” of that 
relationship. The direction of a relationship is positive (that is, 
a positive correlation exists) if X is low when Y is low and if X 
is high when Y is high. But there is also a correlation if Y is low 
when X is high (or vice versa); this is a negative, or inverse, cor-
relation. The strength of a correlation is simply how closely or 
tightly the variables are associated, regardless of the direction 
of correlation. With this example, you might well fi nd a posi-
tive correlation between education (X��) and annual earnings 
(Y��), and we would also be interested in the strength of this 
correlation.

A correlation does not necessarily imply cause and eff ect. 
A correlation is simply an association, one whose cause must 
be explained by means other than simple correlation analysis. A 
spurious correlation exists when there is no meaningful causal 
connection between apparently associated variables.

Another widely used method of analyzing sociological data 
is cross-tabulation, a way of seeing if two variables are related 
by breaking them down into categories for comparison. Take 
the following example. In a Gallup Poll (2009), the following 
question was asked: “Do you feel that the laws covering the 
sale of fi rearms should be made more strict, or less strict? “The 
following results, a cross-tabulation of answers to the question 

overt participant observation. Sometimes the group 
members inadvertently fi nd out that they are research 
subjects and may become angry because of the discovery. 
In this case, covert participant observation is by accident 
transformed into overt participant observation.) 

Most social scientists of the s and s 
thought gangs were socially disorganized, random de-
viant groups, but Whyte’s study showed otherwise—as 
have participant observation studies since then, notably 
those of Anderson (, , ). He found that the 
Cornerville Gang, and by implication other urban street 
corner gangs as well, was a highly organized minisoci-
ety with its own social hierarchy (social stratifi cation), 
morals, practices, and punishments (sanctions) for de-
viating from the norms of the gang.

Th ere are a few built-in weaknesses to participant ob-
servation as a research technique. We already mentioned 
that it is very time-consuming. Participant observers have 
to cull data from vast amounts of notes. Such studies 
usually focus on fairly small groups, posing problems of 
generalization. Participant observation can also pose real 
physical dangers to the researcher, such as being “found 

out” or “outed” if one is studying a street gang using co-
vert participant observation (Sanchez-Jankowski ). 
Observers may also lose their objectivity by becoming 
too much a part of what they study. If this happens—
the observer becomes so much a part of the group that 
she or he is no longer a scientifi c observer but rather a 
 participant—it is called “going native” and is seen as one 
of the disadvantages of participant observation research. 
Th ese limitations aside, participant observation has been 
the source of some of the most arresting and valuable 
studies in sociology (see “A Cop in the Hood” on page ).

Controlled Experiments
Controlled experiments are highly focused ways of 
collecting data and are especially useful for determin-
ing a pattern of cause and eff ect. To conduct a controlled 
experiment, two groups are created, an experimental 
group, which is exposed to the factor or variable one 
is examining, and the control group, which is not. In a 
controlled experiment, external infl uences are either 
eliminated or equalized, that is, held constant, between 
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(the dependent variable) by gender (the independent variable) 
were obtained:

More Strict: Less Strict: 

Women: 72% 28%

Men: 52% 48%

Source: www.gallup.com 

As you can see from this cross-tabulation, women and men dif-
fered on the question. In general, women wanted more strict 
laws than did men. This means that the two variables—gender 
and the answer to the question—are related.

Statistical information is notoriously easy to misinterpret, 
willfully or accidentally. Examples of some statistical mistakes 
include the following:

• Citing a correlation as a cause. A correlation reveals an 
association between things (variables). Correlations do not 
necessarily indicate that one causes the other. Sociologists 
often say: “Correlation is not proof of causation.”

• Overgeneralizing. Statistical fi ndings are limited by the ex-
tent to which the sample group actually refl ects or repre-
sents the population from which the sample was obtained. 
Generalizing beyond the population is a misuse of statistics. 
Studying only men and then generalizing conclusions to 
both men and women would be an example of overgeneral-
izing. This kind of mistake is fairly common in the media and 
also in some sociological research.

• Interpreting probability as certainty. Probability is a state-
ment about chance or likelihood only. For example, in the 
cross-tabulation given above, women are more likely than 

men to favor strict gun control. This means that women 
have a higher probability (a greater chance) of favor-
ing strict gun control than men; it does not mean that all 
women favor strict gun control or that all men do not.

• Building in bias. In a famous advertising campaign, public 
taste tests were off ered between two soft drinks. A wily 
journalist verifi ed that in at least one site, the brand sold 
by the sponsor of the test was a few degrees colder (thus 
presumably better tasting) than its competitor when it was 
given to the people being tested, which biased the results. 
Bias can also be built into studies by careless wording on 
questionnaires.

• Faking data. Perhaps one of the worse misuses of statis-
tics is actually making up, or faking, data. A famous instance 
of this occurred in a study of identical twins who were 
separated early in life and raised apart (Burt 1966). The 
researcher wished to show that despite their separation, 
the twins remained highly similar in certain traits, such as 
measured intelligence (IQ), thus suggesting that their (iden-
tical) genes caused their striking similarity in intelligence. It 
was later shown that the data were fabricated (Kamin 1974; 
Hearnshaw 1979; Taylor 1980; Mackintosh 1995).

• Using data selectively. Sometimes a survey includes many 
questions, but the researcher reports on only a few of the 
answers. Doing so makes it quite easy to misstate the fi nd-
ings. Researchers often do not report fi ndings that show no 
association between variables, but these can be just as tell-
ing as associations that do exist. For example, researchers 
on gender diff erences typically report the diff erences they 
fi nd between men and women, but seldom publish their 
fi ndings when the results for men and women are identical. 
This tends to exaggerate the diff erences between women 
and men and falsely confi rms certain social stereotypes 
about gender diff erences.

the experimental and the control group. Th is is neces-
sary in order to establish cause and eff ect.

Suppose you wanted to study whether violent 
television programming causes aggressive behavior in 
children. You could conduct a controlled experiment 
to investigate this question. Th e behavior of children 
would be the dependent variable; the independent vari-
able is whether or not the children are exposed to violent 
programming. To investigate your question, you would 
expose an experimental group of children (under moni-
tored conditions) to a movie containing lots of violence 
(ultimate fi ghting, for example, or gunfi ghting). Th e con-
trol group would watch a movie that is free of violence. 
Beforehand, the children would be assigned randomly 
to the experimental group or the control group (this is 
called experimental randomization) in order to make 
the composition of the two groups as much alike as pos-
sible. Aggressiveness in the children (the dependent 
variable) would be measured twice: a pretest measure-
ment made before the movies are shown and a posttest 
measurement made afterward. You would take pre-
test and posttest measures on both the control and the 
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The men in this bar, as shown by participant observation 
as in Anderson’s (1976) classic study of “Jelly’s Bar” in 
A Place on the Corner, reveal status diff erences among 
themselves that they create, such as (in descending 
status order) “regulars,” “hoodlums,” and “winos.”
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experimental groups. Studies of this sort actually fi nd 
that the children who watched the violent movie are in-
deed more violent and aggressive afterward than those 
who watched a movie containing no violence (Taylor et 
al. ; Worchel et al. ; Bushman ).

Among its advantages, a controlled experiment 
can establish causation, and it can zero in on a single 
independent variable. On the downside, controlled ex-
periments can be artifi cial. Th ey are for the most part 
performed in a contrived laboratory setting (unless it 
is a fi eld experiment), and they tend to eliminate many 
real-life eff ects. Analysis of controlled experiments 
includes making judgments about how much the artifi -
cial setting has aff ected the results (see Table .).

Content Analysis
Researchers can learn a vast amount about a society 
by analyzing cultural artifacts such as newspapers, 
magazines, TV programs, or popular music. Content 
analysis is a way of measuring by examining the cul-
tural artifacts of what people write, say, see, and hear. 
Th e researcher studies not people but the communica-
tions the people produce as a way of creating a picture 
of their society.

Content analysis is frequently used to measure cul-
tural change and to study diff erent aspects of culture 
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Controlled experimentation shows that some media violence 
tends to desensitize children to the eff ects of violence, 
including engendering less sympathy for victims of violence 
(Baumeister and Bushman 2008; Huesmann et al. 2003; 
Cantor 2000). Many also think that violent video games 
(another form of media) may be a cause of school shootings, 
where youth go on a rampage of gunfi re against fellow 
students. Perhaps there is some link here; it is too simplistic to 
see a direct causal connection between viewing violence and 
actually engaging in it. For one thing, such an argument ignores 
the broader social context of violent behavior (including such 
things as the availability of guns, family characteristics, youth 
alienation from school, to name a few (Steinhamer 2007)).

table 3.1 Comparison of Six Research Techniques

Technique (Tool)
Qualitative Analysis or 
Quantitative Analysis Advantages Disadvantages

The survey (polls, 
questionnaires, 
interviews)

Usually quantitative, 
often qualitative

Permits the study of a large 
number of variables; results can be 
generalized to a larger population 
if sampling is accurate

Diffi  cult to focus in great depth on a few 
variables; diffi  cult to measure subtle 
nuances in people’s attitudes

Participant 
observation

Usually qualitative Studies actual behavior in its home 
setting; aff ords great depth of inquiry

Is very time-consuming; diffi  cult to 
generalize beyond the research setting

Controlled 
experiment

Usually quantitative Focuses on only two or three 
variables; able to study cause and 
eff ect

Diffi  cult or impossible to measure large 
number of variables; may have an artifi cial 
quality

Content analysis Can be either 
qualitative or 
quantitative 

A way of measuring culture Limited by studying only cultural products 
or artifacts (music, TV programs, stories, 
other), rather than people’s actual 
attitudes

Historical 
research

Usually qualitative Saves time and expense in data 
collection; takes diff erences over 
time into account

Data often refl ect biases of the original 
researcher and refl ect cultural norms 
that were in eff ect when the data were 
collected

Evaluation 
research

Can be either 
qualitative or 
quantitative

Evaluates the actual outcomes of 
a program or strategy; often direct 
policy application

Limited in the number of variables that 
can be measured; maintaining objectivity 
is problematic if research is done or 
commissioned by administrators of the 
program being evaluated
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the person being studied because the cultural artifact 
has already been produced. Hence content analysis 
will reveal very little Hawthorne eff ect. Content analy-
sis is limited in what it can study, however, because it 
is based on mass communication—either visual, oral, 
or written. It cannot tell us what people think about 
these images or whether they aff ect people’s behavior. 
Other methods of research, such as interviewing or par-
ticipant observation, would be used to answer these 
questions.

Historical Research
Historical research examines sociological themes over 
time. It is commonly done in historical archives, such 
as offi  cial records, church records, town archives, pri-
vate diaries, or oral histories. Th e sources of this sort of 
material are critical to its quality and applicability. Oral 
histories have been especially illuminating, most dra-
matically in revealing the unknown histories of groups 
that have been ignored or misrepresented in other his-
torical accounts. For example, when developing an ac-
count of the spirituality of Native Americans, one would 
be misguided to rely solely on the records left by Chris-
tian missionaries or U.S. Army offi  cials. Th ese records 
would give a useful picture of how Whites perceived 
Native American religion, but they would be a very poor 

DOING sociological research

Several years back (starting in 1997), 
the Baby Einstein Program, acquired 
by Disney Productions in 2001, ad-
vertised that it could greatly increase 
language development and other skills 
(the dependent variables) by subjecting 
very young children (two years old or 
younger) to the various toys, fl ashcards, 
DVDs, and books they marketed. The 
claim was that such exposure would 
produce earlier and better language 
development, comparing a sample of in-
fants before exposure to several months 
after exposure. The implication was that 
exposure to this Baby Einstein program 
would result in faster and better lan-
guage development than that in infants 
not exposed to the program. After all, 
what could be more obvious? Of course 
early exposure to the program would 
result in better language development 
than would nonexposure to the pro-
gram. How could the results possibly be 
otherwise? Thousands upon thousands 

The “Baby Einstein” Program: A Farce?

of parents with high hopes purchased 
the Baby Einstein products. 

That is precisely why doing research 
is so important! Several years after 
the Baby Einstein program was begun, 
anxious parents began contacting the 
founders of the program and telling 
them that their infants were not re-
sponding well to the Baby Einstein DVDs, 
fl ashcards, and so on. Furthermore, two 
University of Washington professors dis-
covered that, in fact, children exposed to 
the program and its gadgets had actually 
slowed down their language develop-
ment relative to children who had not 
been in the program. In addition, children 
exposed to the program revealed greater 
attention defi cit afterward. As a test 
for these observations, experimental as 
well as control conditions for children, 
matched on age, were created, and over-
time measures of language develop-
ment, reading speed, attention span, and 
other dependent variables were carried 

out. As it turns out, the fi ndings dis-
proved what “obvious common sense” 
told us; namely, the experimental group 
babies (the Baby Einstein conditions) 
performed less well on these dependent 
variables than did babies in the control 
conditions (those not exposed to the 
program)!

These results were upsetting to 
the original founders of the program, 
including Disney Productions. As of 
this writing, there are threats of class 
action lawsuits being brought against 
Disney Productions on the grounds 
that the “Baby Einstein” materials were 
fraudulent and not educational, as they 
were initially advertised. Furthermore, 
the American Academy of Pediatrics 
has since recommended that children 
younger than two years of age not be 
exposed to the kinds of DVDs and videos 
marketed by Baby Einstein. 

Source: Lewin, Tamar. 2010. “Baby Einstein 
Founder Goes to Court.” The New York Times 
(January 13): A15; and http://www.nytimes
.com.

(Lamont ). Sociologists also use content analy-
sis as an indirect way to determine how social groups 
are  perceived—they might examine, for example, how 
Asian Americans are depicted in television dramas or 
how women are depicted in advertisements.

Children’s books have been the subject of many 
content analyses. In acknowledgment of their impact on 
the development of youngsters, a team of sociologists 
compared images of Black Americans in children’s books 
from the s to the present (Pescosolido et al. ). 
Th ey obtained three important fi ndings: First, they found 
a declining representation of African Americans from the 
s through the s, with practically no representa-
tion from  through . Beginning in , an in-
crease in representation lasted until the mid-s, when 
the appearance of African American characters leveled
off . Second, they found that the symbolic images of 
 African Americans did change signifi cantly over time. 
In the s—a period of much racial unrest—African 
Americans were mostly portrayed in “safe,” distant im-
ages, such as in secondary and nearly invisible occu-
pational roles. Th ird, they found few portrayals of Black 
adults in intimate, egalitarian, or interracial relationships. 
Recent research on stereotyping generally confi rms these 
three fi ndings (Baumeister and Bushman : –).

Content analysis has the advantage of being unob-
trusive, or “nonreactive.” Th e research has no eff ect on 
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on page .) If you use this research to recommend 
social policy, you would be doing policy research.

RESEARCH ETHICS: IS 
SOCIOLOGY VALUE FREE?
Th e topics dealt with by sociology are often controver-
sial. People have strong opinions about social ques-
tions, and in some cases, the settings for sociological 
work are highly politicized. Imagine spending time in 
an urban precinct house to do research on police bru-
tality or doing research on acquired immune defi ciency 
syndrome (AIDS) and sex education in a conservative 
public school system. Under these conditions, can so-
ciology be scientifi cally objective? How do researchers 
balance their own political and moral commitments 
against the need to be objective and open-minded? 
Sociological knowledge has an intimate connection to 
political values and social views. Often the very pur-
pose of sociological research is to gather data as a step 
in  creating social policy. Can sociology be value free? 
Should it be?

Th is is an important question without a simple an-
swer. Most sociologists do not claim to be value free, 
but they do try as best they can to produce objective re-
search. It must be acknowledged that researchers make 
choices throughout their research that can infl uence 
their results. Th e problems sociologists choose to study, 
the people they decide to observe, the research design 
they select, and the type of media they use to distribute 
their research can all be infl uenced by the personal val-
ues of the researcher.

Sociological research often raises ethical ques-
tions. In fact, ethical considerations of one sort or an-
other exist with any type of research. In a survey, the 
person being questioned is often not told the purpose 
of the survey or who is funding the study. Is it ethical to 
conceal this type of information?

In controlled experiments, deception is often 
employed, as in the now-famous studies by Stanley 
 Milgram, to be reviewed later in Chapter , where peo-
ple were led to believe that they were causing harm to 
another, when in fact they were not. Researchers often 
reveal the true purpose of an experiment only after it is 
completed. Th is is called debriefi ng. Th e deception is 
therefore temporary. But does that lessen the potential 
ethical violation? Does it lessen any potential damage 
to the self-concept of the subject or respondent? (Some 
damage to the self-concept of subjects in the Milgram 
experiments was indeed found when the subjects real-
ized that they were easily duped into causing what they 
thought was serious harm to another human.) 

One of the clearest ethical violations in all of 
the history of science has come to be known as the 
 Tuskegee Syphilis Study. Th e study was conducted at the 
Tuskegee Institute in Macon County, Alabama, a his-
torically Black college. For this study, begun in  by 

source for discovering how Native Americans under-
stood their own spirituality.

In a similar vein, the writings of a slave owner can 
deliver fascinating insights into slavery, but a slave 
owner’s diary will certainly present a diff erent picture 
of slavery as a social institution than will the written or 
oral histories of former slaves themselves.

Handled properly, comparative and historical re-
search is rich with the ability to capture long-term so-
cial changes and is the perfect tool for sociologists who 
want to ground their studies in historical or compara-
tive perspectives.

Evaluation Research
Evaluation research assesses the eff ect of policies and 
programs on people in society. If the research is in-
tended to produce policy recommendations, then it is 
called policy research.

Suppose you want to know if an educational pro-
gram is actually improving student performance. You 
could design a study that measured the academic per-
formance of two groups of students, one that partici-
pates in the program and one that does not (a “control” 
group). If the academic performance of students in the 
program is better than that of those not in the program, 
and if the groups are alike in other ways (they are often 
matched to accomplish this), you would conclude that 
the program was eff ective. If the academic performance 
of the students in the program ended up being the same 
(or even worse) as those not in the program, then you 
would conclude that the program was not eff ective. 
(See the box “Th e ‘Baby Einstein Program’: A Farce?” 
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Here a man with syphilis is being examined in order to 
determine the “progress” of syphilis in his case. This 
unfortunate man was an experimental subject in the U.S. 
government’s infamous Tuskegee Syphilis Study, one of the 
clearest ethical violations in all the history of science.
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the government’s United States Health Service, a sam-
ple of about  Black males who were infected with 
the sexually transmitted disease syphilis (this was the 
“experimental” group) were allowed to go untreated 
medically for over forty years. Another  Black males 
who had not contracted syphilis were used as a con-
trol group. Th e purpose of the study was to examine 
the eff ects of “untreated syphilis in the male negro.” 
Th e study was not unlike similar “studies” carried out 
against Jews by Hitler’s Nazi regime in Germany at 
the same time—just before and during World War II 
in the s and early s. Jews who were injected 
with debilitating illnesses remained medically un-
treated. Untreated syphilis causes blindness, mental 
retardation, and death, and this is how many of the 
untreated men in the Tuskegee Study fared over the 
forty-plus-year period. 

In the s, penicillin was discovered as an ef-
fective treatment for infectious diseases, including 

syphilis, and was widely available. Nonetheless, the sci-
entists conducting the study decided not to give peni-
cillin to the infected men in the study on the grounds 
that it would “interfere” with the study of the physical 
and mental harm caused by untreated syphilis! Th e U.S. 
government itself authorized the study to be continued 
until the early s—that is, until quite recently. By 
the mid-s pressure from the public and the press 
caused the federal government to terminate the study, 
but by then it was too late to save approximately  men 
who had already died of the ravages of untreated syphi-
lis, plus many others who were forced to live with major 
mental and physical damage.

Following the ethical horrors of studies such as the 
Tuskegee study, the American Sociological Association 
(ASA) has since developed a professional code of eth-
ics (see the ASA website for the full code of ethics). Th e 
federal government also has many regulations about 
the protection of human subjects. Ethical researchers 

DOING sociological research

An excellent recent example of partici-
pant observation research of the overt 
type is sociologist Peter Moskos’s twenty 
months as a bone fi de police offi  cer in 
Baltimore, Maryland. For his doctoral 
dissertation research, Moskos, who 
is White, underwent the standard six 
months of training in the police academy 
and was then assigned to Baltimore’s 
Eastern District, a heavily African Ameri-
can and depressed ghetto with a heavy 
drug trade. A true participant observer, 
he became a police offi  cer. He got to 
know and trust the other offi  cers with 
whom he worked, and he became famil-
iar with the social life of the homeless 
individuals, drug dealers, and neighbor-
hood residents in East Baltimore. He 
lived minute by minute and day by day 
with the ever-present extreme dangers 
of police work, carried a Glock semiau-
tomatic pistol with a seventeen-shot clip 
(which he never had to fi re but had to 
“show” on occasion), and discovered that 
“danger creates a bond” among police 
offi  cers. He wrote his fi eld notes each 
day after work—numbering overall 
350 typed, single-spaced pages. His 
study ranks with other classic participant 
observation studies in sociology, such as 
Whyte’s Street Corner Society (1943), 
Anderson’s A Place on the Corner (1976) 

A Cop in the Hood: Participant Observation

and Streetwise (1990), and Duneier’s 
Sidewalk (1999).

Moskos’s study is important because, 
among other things, it dispels a number 
of myths that the public has about police 
offi  cers and police work. For example, 
many think that summoning the police by 
calling 911 will get a quick solution to the 
problem—whether it be a drug deal taking 
place, an incident of domestic violence, or 
gunfi re on the street. While the police are 
indeed generally quick to respond, in real-
ity the drug deal or the domestic violence 
reconvenes immediately after the police 
leave the scene. Moskos even concludes 
that, unfortunately, 911 is “a joke.”

Many assume that if a suspected 
drug dealer is standing close to a vial 
of cocaine in the street, the observing 
police offi  cer will report that he or she 
“saw” the dealer throw the vial into the 
street.  Moskos found, however, that this 
was rarely the case: The vast majority of 
offi  cers over the vast majority of such in-
cidents reported “seeing” the dealer toss 
the vial only if they indeed saw the dealer 
do so and were able to verify this act by 
another offi  cer witnessing it. A veteran of-
fi cer warned Moskos that “if you don’t see 
him drop it, then just kick it or crush it.”

In his further demystifi cation of 
the police and police culture, Moskos 

describes his fellow police offi  cers not as 
power-hungry, thrill-seeking bullies, but 
as hard-working persons who marshal 
their own weaknesses and strengths to 
cope with unique job conditions.

Also of importance is Moskos’s 
discovery of certain elements of social 
structure characterizing street drug 
trade. For example, virtually each and 
every illicit drug transaction on the 
street corner involves fi ve social roles in 
addition to the person who actually pur-
chases a drug or drugs: lookouts (who 
watch for police cars, the lowest-status 
role in the street transaction); steerers 
(who “hawk” or advertise their drug to 
passersby); money-men (who collect the 
money paid for the drug); slingers (who 
actually give the drugs to the purchaser);
and gunmen (who stand ready in the 
shadows in case they feel needed). 
 Engaging in such roles serves the 
 function of limiting the legal liability of 
each individual in the event of arrests.

Such insights into the social struc-
ture and culture of street activity (in this 
case, street drug trade) ranks Moskos’s 
work with other participant observa-
tion studies that reveal structure and 
culture—for example, those of Whyte, 
Anderson, and Duneier.

Source: Moskos, Peter. 2008. Cop in the Hood: 
My Year Policing Baltimore’s Eastern District. 
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.
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purposes of the study are explained in detail to them. 
Th ere may be exceptions to the need for informed con-
sent, such as when observing people in public places. 
Sociologists also take measures to avoid identifying 
their respondents and to assure confi dentiality through 
the use of pseudonyms or by not using names at all and 
by assigning random ID (code) numbers to all respon-
dents during data analysis.

adhere to these guidelines and must ensure that re-
search subjects are not subjected to physical, mental, 
or legal harm. Research subjects must also be informed 
of the rights and responsibilities of both researcher 
and  subject. Sociologists, like other scientists, also 
should not involve people in research without what is 
called informed consent—that is, getting agreement to 
participate from the respondents or subjects after the 

What is sociological research?
Sociological research is used by sociologists to answer 
questions and in many cases to test hypotheses. Th e re-
search method one uses depends upon the question 
that is asked. 

Is sociological research scientific? 
Sociological research is derived from the scientifi c 
method, meaning that it relies on empirical observation 
and, sometimes, the testing of hypotheses. Th e research 
process involves several steps: developing a research 
question, designing the research, collecting data, analyz-
ing data, and developing conclusions. Diff erent research 
designs are appropriate to diff erent research questions, 
but sociologists have to be concerned with the validity, 
the reliability, and the generalization of their results. Ap-
plying one’s results obtained from a sample to a broader 
population is an example of generalization. 

What is the difference between qualitative research 
and quantitative research?
Qualitative research is research that is relatively un-
structured, does not rely heavily upon statistics, and is 
closely focused on a question being asked. Quantitative 
research is research that uses statistical methods. Both 
kinds of research are used in sociology. 

What are some of the statistical concepts in 
sociology?
Th rough research, sociologists are able to make state-
ments of probability, or likelihood. Sociologists use per-
centages and rates. Th e mean is the same as an average. 

Th e median represents the midpoint in an array of val-
ues or scores. Th e mode is the most common value or 
score. Correlation and cross-tabulation are statistical 
procedures that allow sociologists to see how two (or 
more) diff erent variables are associated. Th ere have 
been instances of misuse of statistics in the behavioral 
and social sciences, including sociology, and these have 
resulted in incorrect conclusions. 

What different tools of research do sociologists 
use?
Th e most common tools of sociological research are 
surveys and interviews, participant observation, con-
trolled experiments, content analysis, comparative 
and historical research, and evaluation research. Each 
method has its own strengths and weaknesses. You 
can better generalize from surveys, for example, than 
participant observation, but participant observation is 
better for capturing subtle nuances and depth in social 
behavior. 

Can sociology be value free? 
Although no research in any fi eld can always be value 
free, sociological research nonetheless strives for objec-
tivity while recognizing that the values of the researcher 
may have some infl uence on the work. One of the worst 
cases of ethical violation in scientifi c research was the 
Tuskegee Syphilis Study. Th ere are ethical dilemmas 
in doing sociological research, such as whether one 
should attempt to avoid the Hawthorne eff ect by col-
lecting data without letting research subjects (people) 
know they are being observed.

chapter summary
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in the summer of 2000 scientists working on the 
human genome project announced that they had deci-
phered the human genetic code. By mapping the complex 
structure of DNA (deoxyribonucleic acid) on high-speed 
computers, scientists identifi ed the 3.12 billion chemical 
base pairs in human DNA and put them in proper sequence, 
unlocking the genetic code of human life. Scientists lik-
ened this to assembling “the book of life,” that is, having 
the knowledge to make and maintain human beings. The 
stated purpose of the human genome project is to see 
how genetics infl uences the development of disease, but 
it raises numerous ethical questions about human cloning 
and the possibility of creating human life in the laboratory. 
Is our genetic constitution what makes us human? Sup-
pose you created a human being in the laboratory but left 
that creature without social contact. Would the “person” 
be human? As profoundly noted by sociologist Robert 
Merton (1957), we are “not born human.” 

Rare cases of feral children, who have been raised in 
the absence of human contact, provide some clues as to 
what happens during human development when a person 
has little or no social contact. One such case, discovered in 
1970, involved a young girl given the pseudonym of Genie. 
When her blind mother appeared in the Los  Angeles 
County welfare offi  ce seeking assistance for herself, case 
workers fi rst thought the girl was six years old. In fact, she 
was thirteen, although she weighed only 59 pounds and 
was 4 feet, 6 inches tall. She was small and withered, un-
able to stand up straight, incontinent, and severely mal-
nourished. Her eyes did not focus, and she had two nearly 
complete sets of teeth. A strange ring of calluses circled 
her buttocks. She could not talk.

The Socialization Process

Agents of Socialization

Theories of Socialization

Growing Up in a Diverse Society

Aging and the Life Course

Resocialization

Chapter Summary
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This rare case of a feral child sheds some light on the 
consequences of life without social contact. Knowing the 
sequence of the human genome may raise the specter of 
making human beings in the laboratory, but without soci-
ety, what would humans be like? Genes may confer skin 
and bone and brain, but only by learning the values, norms, 
and roles that culture bestows on people do we become 
social beings—literally, human beings. Sociologists refer to 
this process as socialization—the subject of this chapter.

As the case unfolded, it was discovered that the girl 
had been kept in nearly total isolation for most of her life. 
The fi rst scientifi c report about Genie stated:

In the house Genie was confi ned to a small bed-
room, harnessed to an infant’s potty seat. Genie’s 
father sewed the harness himself; unclad except 
for the harness, Genie was left to sit on that chair. 
Unable to move anything except her fi ngers and 
hands, feet and toes, Genie was left to sit, tied-up, 
hour after hour, often into the night, day after day, 
month after month, year after year (Curtiss 1977: 5).

At night, she was restrained in a handmade sleeping bag 
that held her arms stationary and placed in a crib. If she 
made a sound, her father beat her. She was given no toys 
and was allowed to play only with two old raincoats and 
her father’s censored version of TV Guide. (He had de-
leted everything “suggestive,” such as pictures of women 
in bathing suits.) Genie’s mother, timid and blind, was 
also victimized by her husband. Shortly after the mother 
sought help after years of abuse, the father committed 
suicide.

Genie was studied intensively by scientists interested 
in language acquisition and the social eff ects of extreme 
confi nement. They hoped that her development would 
throw some light on the question of nature versus nur-
ture; that is, are people relatively more the product of their 
genes, or of their social training? After intense language 
instruction and psychological treatment, Genie developed 
some verbal ability and, after a year, showed progress in 
her mental and physical development. Yet the years of iso-
lation and severe abuse had taken their toll, and she was 
never able to catch up to her age peers. Genie was placed 
in a home for mentally disabled adults (Rymer 1993).

APLIA SOCIALIZATION ENGAGEMENT ACTIVITY

How important is socialization to human development? Watch a 
video on language and socialization to fi nd out.

THE SOCIALIZATION 
PROCESS
Socialization is the process through which people 
learn the expectations of society. Roles are the expected 
behavior associated with a given status in society. When 
you occupy a given social role, you tend to take on the 
expectations of others. For example, when you enter a 
new group of friends, you probably observe their be-
havior, their language, their dress, perhaps even their 
opinions of others, and often modify your own behavior 
accordingly. Before you know it, you are a member of 
the group, perhaps socializing others into the same set 
of expectations. We explore roles further in Chapter , 
but it is important to know here that roles are learned 
through the socialization process.

By means of socialization, people absorb their 
 culture—customs, habits, laws, practices, and means of 

expression. Socialization is the basis 
for identity: how one defi nes oneself. 
Identity is both personal and social. To 
a great extent, it is bestowed by others, 
because we come to see ourselves as 
others see us. Socialization also estab-
lishes personality, defi ned as a person’s 
relatively consistent pattern of behavior, 
feelings, predispositions, and beliefs.

Th e socialization experience dif-
fers for individuals, depending on fac-
tors such as age, race, gender, and class, 
as well as more subtle factors such as 
introversion- extroversion and other 
such aspects of personality. Women 
and men encounter diff erent socializa-
tion patterns as they grow up because 
each gender brings with it diff erent 
social expectations (see Chapter ). 
Likewise, growing up Jewish, Asian, 
Latino, or African American involves 
diff erent socialization experiences, as 
the box “Understanding Diversity: My 
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Formal and informal learning, through schools and other socialization agents, 
are important elements of the socialization process. In this photo hearing 
impaired children are learning sign language.
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UNDERSTANDING diversity

Childhood is a time when children learn 
their gender, as well as their racial and 
ethnic identity. This excerpt from an in-
terview with Bong Hwan Kim, a Korean 
American man, is a refl ection on growing 
up and learning both Korean and Ameri-
can culture.

I came to the United States in 1962, 
when I was three or four years old. My 
father had come before us to get a 
Ph.D. in chemistry. He had planned to 
return to Korea afterward, but it was 
hard for him to support three children 
in Korea while he was studying in the 
United States, and he wasn’t happy 
alone, so he brought the family over . . . 
The Bergenfeld, New Jersey, commu-
nity where I grew up was a blue-collar 
town of about 40,000 people, mostly 
Irish and Italian Americans. I lived a 
schizophrenic existence. I had one life 
in the family, where I felt warmth, close-
ness, love, and protection, and another 
life outside—school, friends, television, 
the feeling that I was on my own. I ac-
cepted that my parents would not be 
able to help me much.

I can remember clearly my fi rst 
childhood memory about diff erence. 
I had been in this country for maybe 
a year. It was the fi rst day of kinder-
garten, and I was very excited about 
having lunch at school. All morning I 
could think only of the lunch that was 
waiting for me in my desk. My mother 
had made kimpahp [rice balls rolled up 
in dried seaweed] and wrapped it all up 
in aluminum foil. I was eagerly looking 
forward to that special treat. I could 
hardly wait. When the lunch bell rang I 

My Childhood (Bong Hwan Kim)

happily took out my foil-wrapped kim-
pahp. But all the other kids pointed and 
gawked. “What is that? How could you 
eat that?” they shrieked. I don’t remem-
ber whether I ate my lunch or not, but I 
told my mother I would only bring tuna 
or peanut butter sandwiches for lunch 
after that.

I have always liked Korean food, but 
I had to like it secretly, at home. There 
are things you don’t show to your non-
Korean friends. At various times when 
I was growing up, I felt ashamed of the 
food in the refrigerator, but only when 
friends would come over and wonder 
what it was. They’d see a jar of garlic 
and say, “You don’t eat that stuff , do 
you?” I would say, “I don’t eat it, but my 
parents do; they do a lot of weird stuff  
like that.”

. . . As a child you are sensitive; you 
don’t want to be diff erent. You want 
to be like the other kids. They made 
fun of my face. They called me “fl at 
face.” When I got older, they called me 
“Chink” or “Jap” or said “Remember 
Pearl  Harbor.” In all cases, it made me 
feel terrible. I would get angry and get 
into fi ghts. Even in high school, even the 
guys I hung around with on a regular 
basis, would say, “You’re just a Chink” 
when they got angry. Later, they would 
say they didn’t mean it, but that was not 
much consolation. When you are angry, 
your true perceptions and emotions 
come out. The rest is a facade.

They used to say, “We consider 
you to be just like us. You don’t seem 
Korean.” That would give rise to such 
mixed feelings in me. I wanted to 

believe that I was no diff erent from my 
White classmates. It was painful to be 
reminded that I was diff erent, which 
people did when they wanted to put me 
in my place, as if I should be grateful to 
them for allowing me to be their friend.

I wanted to be as American as 
 possible—playing football, dating 
cheerleaders. I drank a lot and tried to 
be cool. I had convinced myself that I 
was “American,” whatever that meant, 
all the while knowing underneath that 
I’d have to reconcile myself to try to 
fi gure out where I would fi t in a society 
that never sanctioned that identity as a 
public possibility. Part of growing up in 
America meant denying my cultural 
and ethnic identity. . . . When I got 
to  college, I experienced an identity 
crisis. . . . I decided to go to Korea, hop-
ing to fi nd something to make me feel 
more whole. Being in Korea somehow 
gave me a sense of freedom I had never 
really felt in America. It also made me 
love my parents even more. I could 
imagine where they came from and 
what they experienced. I began to un-
derstand and appreciate their sacrifi ce 
and love and what parental support 
means. Visiting Korea didn’t provide 
answers about the meaning of life, 
but it gave me a sense of comfort and 
belonging, the feeling that there was 
somewhere in this world that validated 
that part of me that I knew was real 
but few others outside my immediate 
 family ever recognized.

Source: Edited by Karin Aguilar-San Juan. 
Copyright © 1994. The State of Asian America. 
Boston, MA: South End Press. Reprinted with 
permission of South End Press.
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Childhood (Bong Hwan Kim)” shows. In the example, a 
Korean American man refl ects on the cultural habits he 
learned growing up in two cultures, Korean and Ameri-
can. His comments reveal the strain felt when social-
ization involves competing expectations—as when his 
schoolmates comment, “We consider you to be just like 
us—you don’t seem Korean.” Such strain can be particu-
larly acute when a person grows up within diff erent, even 
overlapping, cultures.

Th rough socialization, people internalize cul-
tural expectations, then pass these expectations on to 

others. Internalization occurs when behaviors and 
assumptions are learned so thoroughly that people no 
longer question them, but simply accept them as cor-
rect. Th rough socialization, one internalizes the expec-
tations of society. Th e lessons that are internalized can 
have a powerful infl uence on attitudes and behavior. 
For example, someone socialized to believe that ho-
mosexuality is morally repugnant is unlikely to be tol-
erant of gays and lesbians. If such a person, say a man, 
experiences erotic feelings about another man, he is 
likely to have deep inner confl icts about his identity. 
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To understand how socialization is a form of social 
control, imagine the individual in society as surrounded 
by a series of concentric circles (see Figure .). Each 
circle is a layer of social controls, ranging from the most 
subtle, such as the expectations of others, to the most 
overt, such as physical coercion and violence. Coercion 
and violence are usually not necessary to extract con-
formity because learned beliefs and the expectations of 
others are enough to keep people in line. Th ese social-
izing forces can be subtle because even when a person 
disagrees with others, he or she can feel pressure to 
conform and may experience stress and discomfort in 
choosing not to conform. People learn through a life-
time of experience that deviating from the expectations 
of others invites peer pressure, ridicule, and other so-
cial judgments that remind one of what is expected.

Conformity and Individuality
Saying that people conform to social expectations does 
not eliminate individuality. We are all unique to some 
degree. Our uniqueness arises from diff erent experi-
ences, diff erent patterns of socialization, the choices 
we make, and the imperfect ways we learn our roles; 
furthermore, people resist some of society’s expecta-
tions. Sociologists warn against seeing human beings 
as totally passive creatures because people interact 
with their environment in creative ways. Yet, most peo-
ple conform, although to diff ering degrees. Socializa-
tion is profoundly signifi cant, but this does not mean 
that people are robots. Instead, socialization empha-
sizes the adaptations people make as they learn to live 
in society.

Some people conform too much, for which they 
pay a price. Socialization into men’s roles can encour-
age aggression and a zeal for risk-taking. Men have 
a lower life expectancy and higher rate of accidental 
death than do women, probably because of the risky 
behaviors associated with men’s roles, that is, simply 
“being a man” (National Center for Educational Statis-
tics ; Kimmel and Messner ). Women’s gender 

Similarly, someone socialized to believe that racism is 
morally repugnant is likely to be more accepting of dif-
ferent races. However, people can change the cultural 
expectations they learn. New experiences can under-
mine narrow cultural expectations. Attending college 
often has a liberalizing eff ect, supplanting old expecta-
tions with new ones generated by exposure to the di-
versity of college life.

The Nature–Nurture Controversy
Examining the socialization process helps reveal the de-
gree to which our lives are socially constructed, meaning 
that the organization of society and the life outcomes of 
people within it are the result of social defi nitions and 
processes. Is it “nature” (what is natural) or is it “nurture” 
(what is social)—or both—that makes us human? Th is 
question has been the basis for debate for many years.

From a sociological perspective, what a person be-
comes results more from social experiences than from 
innate (inborn or natural) traits, although innate traits 
do have some infl uence, as we saw in Chapter  on cul-
ture. For example, a person may be born with a great 
capacity for knowledge, but without a good education 
that person is unlikely to achieve his or her full potential 
and may not be recognized as intellectually gifted.

From a sociological perspective, nature (genetics) 
provides a certain stage for what is possible, but soci-
ety provides the full drama of what we become. Our 
values and social attitudes are not inborn; they emerge 
through the social relations we have with others and 
our social position in society. Such factors as your fam-
ily environment, how people of your social group are 
treated, and the historic infl uences of the time all shape 
how we are nurtured by society.

Perhaps the best way to understand the nature–
nurture controversy is not that one or the other fully 
controls who we become, but that life involves a com-
plex interplay, or interaction, between genetic and so-
cial infl uences on human beings (see Chapter ). Th e 
emphasis in sociology, however, is to see the social re-
alities of our lives as extremely important in shaping 
human experience (Joseph ; Taylor ; Ledger 
; Guo et al. ; Freese ; Freese et al. ; 
Ridley ; Guo and Stearns ).

Socialization as Social Control
Sociologist Peter Berger pointed out that not only do 
people live in society but society also lives in people 
(Berger ). Socialization is, therefore, a mode of 
social control. Social control is the process by which 
groups and individuals within those groups are brought 
into conformity with dominant social expectations. 
Sometimes the individual rebels and attempts to resist 
this conformity, but because people generally conform 
to cultural expectations, socialization gives society a 
certain degree of predictability. Patterns are established 
that become the basis for social order.

Coercion: punishment,
imprisonment, violence

Institutions: law, religion,
economy, education, state

Language: cultural
symbols

Peers: ridicule

Family

Self

FIGURE 4.1 Socialization as Social Control Though 
we are all individuals, the process of socialization also keeps 
us in line with society’s expectations. This may occur subtly 
through peer pressure or, in some circumstances, through 
coercion and/or violence.
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self- conscious human beings seeing and reacting to 
the expectations of others. Th e capacity for refl ection 
and the development of identity are ongoing. As we 
encounter new situations in life, such as going away to 
college or getting a new job, we are able to see what is 
expected and to adapt to the situation accordingly. Of 
course, not all people do so successfully. Th is can be-
come the basis for social deviance (explored in Chap-
ter ) or for many common problems in social and 
psychological adjustment.

Th ird, socialization creates the tendency for people 
to act in socially acceptable ways. Th rough socialization, 
people learn the normative expectations attached to 
social situations and the expectations of society in gen-
eral. As a result, socialization creates some predictabil-
ity in human behavior and brings some order to what 
might otherwise be social chaos.

Finally, socialization makes people bearers of cul-
ture. Socialization is the process by which people learn 
and internalize the attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors of 
their culture. At the same time, socialization is a two-
way process—that is, a person is not only the recipient 
of culture but also is the creator of culture, passing cul-
tural expectations on to others. Th e main product of so-
cialization, then, is society itself.

roles carry their own risks. Striving excessively to meet 
the beauty ideals of the dominant culture can result in 
feelings of low self-worth and may encourage harmful 
behaviors, such as smoking or severely restricting eat-
ing to keep one’s weight down. It is not that being a man 
or woman is inherently bad for your health, but con-
forming to gender roles to an extreme can compromise 
your physical and mental health (Jones ). (A con-
vincing case in point is the affl  iction called anorexia, a 
pathological condition resulting from overly severe di-
eting, discussed more fully in Chapter .)

The Consequences of Socialization
Socialization is a lifelong process with consequences 
that aff ect how we behave toward others and what we 
think of ourselves. First, socialization establishes self-
concepts. Self-concept is how we think of ourselves as 
the result of the socialization experiences we have over 
a lifetime. Socialization is also infl uenced by various 
social factors, as shown in Figure ., which describes 
how students’ self-concepts are shaped by gender.

Second, socialization creates the capacity for 
role-taking, or, put another way, for the ability to see 
one-self through the perspective of another. Social-
ization is fundamentally refl ective; that is, it involves 

0 20 40 60 80

Percent rating themselves above average on each trait

Women
Men

Artistic ability

10 7030 50

Public speaking ability

Popularity

Spirituality

Computer skills

Risk-taking

Writing ability

Mathematical ability

Self-confidence

Emotional health

Physical health

Leadership ability

Understanding of others

Academic ability

Drive to achieve

Cooperativeness

FIGURE 4.2 Student Self-
Concepts: The Diff erence 
Gender Makes* 
*Based on national sample of 
 fi rst-year college students, 
Fall 2003.
Source: Sax, L. J., et al. 2003. The 
American Freshman:  National Norms 
for Fall 2003. Higher  Education 
 Research Institute. Los Angeles, CA: 
 University of California, Los  Angeles. 
Used by permission.
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The Family
For most people, the family is the fi rst source of social-
ization. Th rough families, children are introduced to 
the expectations of society. Children learn to see them-
selves through their parents’ eyes. Th us, how parents 
defi ne and treat a child is crucial to the development of 
the child’s sense of self.

An interesting example of the subtlety in familial 
socialization comes from a study comparing how U.S. 
and Japanese mothers talk to their children (Fernald 
and Morikawa ). Observers watched mothers from 
both cultures speak to their infant children, ranging in 
age from six to nineteen months. Both Japanese and 
U.S. mothers simplifi ed and repeated words for their 
children, but strong cultural diff erences were evident 
in their context. U.S. mothers focused on naming ob-
jects for their babies: “Is that a car?” “Kiss the doggy.” 
Japanese mothers were more likely to use their verbal 
interactions with children as an opportunity to prac-
tice social routines such as “give me” and “thank you.” 
Th e behavior of the Japanese mothers implied that the 
name of the object was less important than the polite 
exchange. Japanese mothers also were more likely 
to use sounds to represent the objects, such as “oink-
oink” for a pig, or “vroom-vroom” for a vehicle. U.S. 
mothers were more likely to use the actual names for 
objects. Th e researchers interpreted these interactions 
as  refl ecting the beliefs and practices of each culture. 
 Japanese mothers used objects as part of a ritual of so-
cial exchange, emphasizing polite routines, whereas 
U.S. mothers focused on labeling things. In each case, 
the child receives a message about what is most signifi -
cant in the culture.

What children learn in families is certainly not uni-
form. Even though families pass on the expectations of a 
given culture, within that culture families may be highly 
diverse, as we will see in Chapter . Some families may 
emphasize educational achievement; some may be 
more permissive, whereas others emphasize strict obe-
dience and discipline. Even within families, children 
may experience diff erent expectations based on gen-
der or birth order (being fi rst, second, or third born). 
Researchers have found, for example, that fathers’ and 
mothers’ support for gender equity increases when they 
have only daughters (Warner and Steel ). Living in 
a family experiencing the strain of social problems such 
as alcoholism, unemployment, domestic violence, or 
teen pregnancy also aff ects how children are socialized. 
Th e specifi c eff ects of diff erent family structures and 
processes are the basis for ongoing and extensive socio-
logical research.

As important as the family is in socializing the 
young, it is not the only socialization agent. As children 
grow up, they encounter other socializing infl uences, 
sometimes in ways that might contradict family expec-
tations. Parents who want to socialize their children in 
less gender-stereotyped ways might be frustrated by the 

AGENTS OF SOCIALIZATION
Socialization agents are people, or sources, or struc-
tures that pass on social expectations. Everyone is a 
socializing agent because social expectations are com-
municated in countless ways and in every interaction 
people have, whether intentionally or not. When people 
are simply doing what they consider “normal,” they are 
communicating social expectations to others. When 
you dress a particular way, you may not feel you are tell-
ing others they must dress that way. Yet, when every-
one in the same environment dresses similarly, some 
expectation about appropriate dress is clearly being 
conveyed. People feel pressure to become what society 
expects of them even though the pressure may be subtle 
and unrecognized.

thinking SOCIOLOGICALLY
Think about the fi rst week that you were attending col-
lege. What expectations were communicated to you and 
by whom? Who were the most signifi cant socialization 
agents during this period? Which expectations were com-
municated formally and which informally? If you were ana-
lyzing this experience sociologically, what would be some 
of the most important concepts to help you understand 
how one “becomes a college student”? •

Socialization does not occur simply between in-
dividual persons; it occurs in the context of social in-
stitutions. Recall from Chapter  that institutions are 
established patterns of social behavior that persist over 
time. Institutions are a level of society above individu-
als. Many social institutions shape the process of social-
ization, including, as we will see, the family, the media, 
peers, religion, sports, and schools.

Conformity in the workplace socializes people into the values 
of the organization.
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Perhaps there is some link here, but it is too sim-
plistic to see a direct causal connection between view-
ing violence and actually engaging in it. For one thing, 
such an argument ignores the broader social context 
of violent behavior, including such things as the avail-
ability of guns, family characteristics, parental control, 
youth alienation from school, to name a few (Newman 
; Steinhamer ).

Still, children tend to imitate the aggressive behav-
ior they see in the media. Violence in the media is not 
solely to blame for violent behavior in society, however. 
Children do not watch television in a vacuum; they 
live in families where they learn diff erent values and 
attitudes about violent behavior, and they observe the 
society around them, not just the images they see in 
fi ctional representations. Most likely, children are in-
fl uenced not only by the images of televised and fi lmed 
violence but also by the social context in which they 
live. Th e images of violence in the media in some ways 
only refl ect the violence in society.

Th e media expose us to numerous images that 
shape our defi nitions of ourselves and the world 
around us. What we think of as beautiful, sexy, politi-
cally acceptable, and materially necessary is strongly 
infl uenced by the media. If every week, as you read a 
newsmagazine, someone shows you the new car that 
will give you status and distinction, or if every week-
end, as we watch televised sports, someone tells us that 
to have fun we should drink the right beer, it is little 
wonder that we begin to think that our self-worth can 
be measured by the car we drive and that parties are 
perceived as better when everyone is drunk. Th e val-
ues represented in the media, whether they are about 
violence, racist and sexist stereotypes, or any number of 
other social images, have a great eff ect on what we think 
and who we come to be.

Peers
Peers are those with whom you interact on equal terms, 
such as friends, fellow students, and coworkers. Among 
peers, there are no formally defi ned superior and sub-
ordinate roles, although status distinctions commonly 
arise in peer group interactions. Without peer approval, 
most people fi nd it hard to feel socially accepted.

Peers are enormously important in the socializa-
tion process. Peer cultures for young people often take 
the form of cliques—friendship circles where members 
identify with each other and hold a sense of common 
identity. You probably had cliques in your high school 
and may even be able to name them. Did your school 
have “jocks,” “preps,” “goths,” “nerds,” “freaks,” “ston-
ers,” and so forth? Sociologists studying cliques have 
found that they are formed based on a sense of exclu-
sive membership, like the in-groups and out-groups we 
will examine in Chapter . Cliques are cohesive but also 
have an internal hierarchy, with certain group leaders 
having more power and status than other members. 

infl uence of the media, which promotes highly gender-
typed toys and activities to boys and girls. Th ese mul-
tiple infl uences on the socialization process create a 
refl ection of society in us.

The Media
As we saw in Chapter , the mass media increasingly 
are important agents of socialization. Television alone 
has a huge impact on what we are socialized to believe 
and become. Add to that the print messages received 
in books, comics, newspapers, and now blogs and the 
Internet, plus images from fi lm, music, video games, 
and radio, and you begin to see the enormous infl uence 
the media have on the values we form, our images of 
society, our desires for ourselves, and our relationships 
with others. Th ese images are powerful throughout our 
lifetimes, but many worry that their eff ect during child-
hood may be particularly deleterious.

Th e high degree of violence in the media has led to 
the development of a rating system for televised pro-
gramming. Th ere is no doubt that violence is extensive 
in the media. Analysts estimate that by age eighteen, the 
average child will have witnessed at least , simu-
lated murders on television (Wilson et al. ). More-
over, violence in children’s programming is frequently 
shown as humorous, or with no serious consequences 
(National Television Violence Study ).

Media violence also tends to desensitize children to 
the eff ects of violence, including engendering less sym-
pathy for victims of violence (Baumeister and Bushman 
; Huesmann et al. ; Cantor ). Many also 
think that violent video games (another form of media) 
may be a cause of school shootings, where an armed 
individual—often a student at the particular school—
randomly shoots and wounds or kills one or more in-
dividuals, usually other students but also teachers (see 
Chapter ; Newman et al. ; Newman ).

The media have the power to transform people into 
superstars so that they are recognizable to people worldwide.
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and also the  incident of two Rutgers students 
 videotaping a gay male encounter, resulting in suicide 
of the videoed victim.) 

As agents of socialization, peers are important 
sources of social approval, disapproval, and support. 
Th is is one reason groups without peers of similar sta-
tus are often at a disadvantage in various settings, such 
as women in male-dominated professions or minority 
students on predominantly White campuses. Being a 
“token” or an “only,” as it has come to be called, places 
unique stresses on those in settings with relatively few 
peers from whom to draw support (Th oits ). Th is 
is one reason those who are minorities in a domi-
nant group context often form same-sex or same-race 
groups for support, social activities, and the sharing of 
information about how to succeed in their environment 
(Tatum ).

Religion
Religion is another powerful agent of socialization, 
and religious instruction contributes greatly to the 
identities children construct for themselves. Children 
tend to  develop the same religious beliefs as their par-
ents; switching to a religious faith diff erent from the 
one in which a person is raised is rare (Hadaway and 
Marler ). Even those who renounce the religion 
of their youth are deeply aff ected by the attitudes, im-
ages, and beliefs instilled by early religious training. 
Very often those who disavow religion return to their 
original faith at some point in their life, especially if 
they have strong ties to their family of origin and if 
they form families of their own (Wuthnow , ; 
Wilson ).

Religious socialization shapes the beliefs that peo-
ple develop. An example comes from studies of people 
who believe in creationism. Creationism is a set of 
beliefs that largely reject the theory of human biologi-
cal evolution and instead argue that human beings as 
now exist were created by a central force or God. Th ose 
who believe this have generally been taught to believe 
so over a long period; that is, they have been specifi -
cally socialized to believe in the creationist view of the 
world’s origin and to reject scientifi c explanations, such 
as the theory of evolution. Sociological research further 
fi nds that socialization into creationist beliefs is more 
likely to be eff ective among people who grow up in 
small-town environments where they are less exposed 
to other infl uences. Th ose who believe in creationism 
are also likely to have mothers who have fi lled the tradi-
tional homemaker’s role (Eckberg ). Th is shows the 
infl uence that social context has on the religious social-
ization people experience.

Religious socialization infl uences a large number 
of beliefs that guide adults in how they organize their 
lives, including beliefs about moral development and 
behavior, the roles of men and women, and sexuality, 
to name a few. One’s religious beliefs strongly infl uence 

Interaction techniques, like making fun of people, pro-
duce group boundaries, defi ning who’s in and who’s 
out. Th e infl uence of peers is strong in childhood and 
adolescence, but it also persists into adulthood.

A relatively recent phenomenon on high school 
grounds and even in colleges is bullying—the system-
atic, consistent long-time beating or verbally berating 
a single student, who is chosen by a clique as a scape-
goat. School bullying is serious business and nothing 
to be ignored, since it often has dire consequences. 
Th ere are instances in which bullying has resulted in 
the suicide of the victim. (Consider the suicide of a 
 middle-school girl after a mother’s berating via e-mail 
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Support from peers and family is an important source of 
strong self-esteem. Organized peer groups such as the 
Special Olympics can also foster a desire for achievement and 
enhance one’s sense of self-worth.
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Peers are an important agent of socialization. Young girls and 
boys learn society’s images of what they are supposed to be 
through the socialization process.
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father is absent or emotionally distant in other areas 
of life. Older brothers and other male relatives also 
socialize young men into sports. For many of the men 
in Messner’s study, the athletic accomplishments of 
other family members created uncomfortable pres-
sure to perform and compete, although on the whole, 
they recalled their early sporting years with positive 
emotions. It was through sports relationships with 
male peers, more than anyone else, however, that the 
men’s identity was shaped. As boys, the men could 
form “safe” bonds with other men; still, through sports 
activity, men learned homophobic attitudes (that is, 
fear and hatred of homosexuals) and rarely developed 
intimate, emotional relationships with each other 
(Messner , ).

Sports historically have been less signifi cant in 
the formation of women’s identity, although this has 
changed, largely as the result of Title IX. Title IX opened 
more opportunities in athletics to girls and women by 
legally defi ning the exclusion of women from school 
sports as sex discrimination. Women who participate 
in sports typically develop a strong sense of bodily 
 competence—something usually denied to them by 
the prevailing, unattainable cultural images of women’s 
bodies. Sports also give women a strong sense of self-
confi dence and encourage them to seek challenges, 
take risks, and set goals (Blinde et al. , ).

Still, athletic prowess, highly esteemed in men, is 
not tied to cultural images of womanliness. Quite the 
contrary, women who excel at sports are sometimes 
stereotyped as lesbians, or “butches,” and may be ridi-
culed for not being womanly enough. Th ese stereotypes 
reinforce traditional gender roles for women, as do 
media images of women athletes that emphasize family 
images and the personality of women athletes  (Cavalier 
; Blinde and Taub a, b). Research in the 
sociology of sports shows how activities as ordinary 
as shooting baskets on a city lot, playing on the soccer 
team for one’s high school, or playing touch football 
on a Saturday afternoon can convey powerful cultural 
messages about our identity and our place in the world. 
Sports are a good example of the power of socialization 
in our everyday lives.

Schools
Once young people enter kindergarten (or, even earlier, 
day care), another process of socialization begins. At 
home, parents are the overwhelmingly dominant source 
of socialization cues. In school, teachers and other stu-
dents are the source of expectations that encourage 
children to think and behave in particular ways. Th e 
expectations encountered in schools vary for diff erent 
groups of students. Th ese diff erences are shaped by a 
number of factors, including teachers’ expectations for 
diff erent groups and the resources that diff erent parents 
can bring to bear on the educational process. Th e parents 
of children attending elite, private schools, for example, 

belief about gender roles within the family, including 
men’s engagement in housework and the odds that 
wives will be employed outside the home (Ellison and 
Bartkowski ; Becker and Hofmeister ; Scott 
). Religious socialization also infl uences beliefs 
about sexuality, including the likelihood of tolerance 
for gay and lesbian sexuality (Reynolds ; Sherkat 
). Religion can even infl uence child-rearing prac-
tices. Th us, sociologists have found that conservative 
Protestants are more likely to use strict discipline in 
raising children, but they are also more likely to hug and 
praise their children than are parents with less conser-
vative religious views.

Sports
Most people perhaps think of sports as something 
that is just for fun and relaxation—or perhaps to pro-
vide opportunities for college scholarships and athletic 
 careers—but sports are also an agent of socialization. 
Th rough sports, men and women learn concepts of self 
that stay with them in their later lives.

Sports are also where many ideas about gender 
diff erences are formed and reinforced (Messner , 
; Dworkin and Messner ). For men, success or 
failure as an athlete can be a major part of a man’s iden-
tity. Even for men who have not been athletes, knowing 
about and participating in sports is an important source 
of men’s gender socialization. Men learn that being 
competitive in sports is considered a part of manhood. 
Indeed, the attitude that “sports builds character” runs 
deep in the culture. Sports are supposed to pass on val-
ues such as competitiveness, the work ethic, fair play, 
and a winning attitude. Sports are considered to be 
where one learns to be a man.

debunking SOCIETY’S MYTHS
myth: Many people feel that sports are for the most 
part played just for the fun of it.

sociological perspective: Although sports 
are a form of entertainment, playing sports is also a 
source for socialization into roles, such as gender roles. •

Michael Messner’s research on men and sports re-
veals the extent to which sports shape masculine iden-
tity. Messner interviewed thirty former athletes: Latino, 
Black, and White men from poor, working-class, and 
middle-class backgrounds. All of them spoke of the ex-
traordinary infl uence of sports on them as they grew up. 
Not only are sports a major source of gender socializa-
tion, but many working-class, African American, and 
Latino men often see sports as their only possibility for 
a good career, even though the number of men who 
succeed in athletic careers is a minuscule percentage of 
those who hold such hopes.

Messner’s research shows that, for most men, 
playing or watching sports is often the context for de-
veloping relationships with fathers, even when the 
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interaction in schools, concludes from her observations 
that gender has a “fl uid” character and that gender rela-
tions between boys and girls can be improved through 
conscious changes that discourage gender separation.

While in school, young people acquire identi-
ties and learn patterns of behavior that are congruent 
with the needs of other social institutions. Sociologists 
using confl ict theory to understand schools would say 
that U.S. schools refl ect the needs of a capitalist society. 
School is typically the place where children are fi rst ex-
posed to a hierarchical, bureaucratic environment. Not 
only does school teach them the skills of reading, writ-
ing, and other subject areas, but it is also where children 
are trained to respect authority, be punctual, and follow 
rules—thereby preparing them for their future lives as 
workers in organizations that value these traits. Schools 
emphasize conformity to societal needs, although not 
everyone internalizes these lessons to the same de-
gree. Research has found, for example, that working-
class schoolchildren form subcultures in school that 
resist the dominant culture (Bowles and Gintis ; 
Lever ).

see FOR YOURSELF 
Visit a local day-care center, preschool, or elementary 
school and observe children at play. Record the activities 
they are involved in, and note what both girls and boys 
are doing. Do you observe any diff erences between boys’ 
and girls’ play? What do your observations tell you about 
 socialization patterns for boys and girls? •

THEORIES 
OF SOCIALIZATION
Knowing that people become socialized does not ex-
plain how it happens. Diff erent theoretical perspectives 
explain socialization, including psychoanalytic theory, 
social learning theory, and symbolic interaction the-
ory. Each perspective, including functionalism as well 
as confl ict theory, carries a unique set of assumptions 
about socialization and its eff ect on the development of 
the self (see Table .).

Psychoanalytic Theory
Psychoanalytic theory originates in the work of Sig-
mund Freud (–). Perhaps Freud’s greatest 
contribution was the idea that the unconscious mind 
shapes human behavior. Freud is also known for devel-
oping the technique of psychoanalysis to help discover 
the causes of psychological problems in the recesses of 
troubled patients’ minds.

Psychoanalytic theory depicts the human psyche 
in three parts: the id, the superego, and the ego. Th e id 
consists of deep drives and impulses. Freud was par-
ticularly absorbed by the sexual component of the id, 
which he considered an especially forceful denizen of 

often have more infl uence on school policies and class-
room activities than do parents in low-income com-
munities. In any context, studying socialization in the 
schools is an excellent way to see the infl uence of gender, 
class, and race in shaping the socialization process.

debunking SOCIETY’S MYTHS
myth: Schools are primarily places where young people 
learn skills and other knowledge.

sociological perspective: There is a hidden 
curriculum in schools where students learn expectations 
associated with race, class, and gender relations in society 
as infl uenced by the socialization process. •

For example, research fi nds that teachers respond 
diff erently to boys and girls in school. Boys receive 
more attention from teachers than do girls. Even when 
teachers respond negatively to boys who are misbehav-
ing, they are paying more attention to the boys (Ameri-
can Association of University Women  and ; 
Sadker and Sadker ). Social class stereotypes also 
aff ect teachers’ interactions with students. Teachers 
are likely to perceive working-class children and poor 
children as less bright and less motivated than middle-
class children; teachers are also more likely to defi ne 
working-class students as troublemakers (Oakes et al. 
; Bowditch ). Th ese negative appraisals are 
self-fulfi lling prophecies, meaning that the expectations 
they create often become the cause of actual behavior 
in the children; thus, they aff ect the odds of success for 
children. (We will return to a discussion of self-fulfi lling 
prophecies in Chapter .)

Boys also receive more attention in the curriculum 
than girls. Th e characters in texts are more frequently 
boys; the accomplishments of boys are more likely por-
trayed in classroom materials; and boys and men are 
more typically depicted as active players in history, so-
ciety, and culture (American Association of University 
Women ; Sadker and Sadker ). Th is is called 
the hidden curriculum in the schools—the informal and 
often subtle messages about social roles that are con-
veyed through classroom interaction and classroom 
materials—roles that are clearly linked to gender, race, 
and class.

In schools, boys and girls are quite often segregated 
into diff erent groups, with signifi cant sociological con-
sequences. Diff erences between boys and girls become 
exaggerated when they are defi ned as distinct groups 
(Th orne ). Seating boys and girls in separate groups 
or sorting them into separate play groups heightens 
gender diff erences and greatly increases the signifi -
cance of gender in the children’s interactions with each 
other. Equally important is that gender becomes less 
relevant in the interactions between boys and girls when 
they are grouped together in common working groups, 
although gender does not disappear altogether as an 
infl uence. Barrie Th orne, who has observed gender 
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Still, psychoanalytic theory is an infl uential analysis of 
human personality. We often speak of what motivates 
people, as if motives were internal, unconscious states 
of mind that direct human behavior.

Th e psychoanalytic perspective interprets human 
identity as relatively fi xed at an early age in a process 
greatly infl uenced by one’s family. Nancy Chodorow, a 
sociologist, uses psychoanalytic theory to explain how 
gendered personalities develop. She argues that infants 
are strongly attached to their primary caregiver in our 
society, typically the mother. As they grow older, they 
try to separate themselves from their parents, both 
physically and emotionally, becoming freestanding in-
dividuals. However, early attachments to the primary 
caregiver persist. At the same time, children identify 
with their same-sex parent, meaning that boys and girls 
separate themselves from their parents diff erently. Be-
cause girls identify with the mother, they are less able 
to detach themselves from their primary caregiver. Th is 
is the basis, according to Chodorow, for why—even in 
adulthood—women tend to have personalities based 
on attachment and an orientation toward others and 
men have personalities based on greater detachment 
(Chodorow ).

Social Learning Theory
Whereas psychoanalytic theory places great impor-
tance on the internal unconscious processes of the 
human mind, social learning theory considers the 
formation of identity to be a learned response to exter-
nal social stimuli (Bandura and Walters ). Social 
learning theory emphasizes the societal context of so-
cialization. Identity is regarded not as the product of 
the unconscious but as the result of modeling oneself 

the unconscious mind. Th e superego is the dimension 
of the self that represents the standards of society. Th e 
superego incorporates or internalizes acquired values 
and norms—in short, culture. According to Freud, an 
ordered society requires that people repress the wild 
impulses generated by the id. Consequently, the id is 
in permanent confl ict with the superego. Th e superego 
represents what Freud saw as the inherent repressive-
ness of society. People cope with the tension between 
social expectations (the superego) and their impulses 
(the id) by developing defense mechanisms, typically 
repression, avoidance, or denial (Freud /, 
/, /). Suppose someone has a great 
desire for the wrong person or even for another per-
son’s property. Th is person might refuse to admit this 
(repression); or, acknowledging the impulse, might 
avoid the opportunity for temptation (avoidance); or 
might indulge in misconduct, believing it was not mis-
conduct (denial).

Th e third component of the self in Freud’s theory, 
the ego, is the seat of reason and common sense. Th e 
ego plays a balancing act between the id and the super-
ego, adapting the desires of the id to the social expec-
tations of the superego. In psychoanalytic theory, the 
confl ict between the id and the superego occurs in the 
subconscious mind, yet it shapes human behavior. We 
get a glimpse of the unconscious mind in dreams and 
in occasional slips of the tongue—the famous “Freud-
ian slip” that is believed to reveal an underlying state 
of mind. For example, someone might intend to say, 
“Th ere were six people at the party,” but instead says, 
“Th ere were sex people at the party”!

Some sociologists have criticized Freud’s work 
for not being generalizable because he worked with 
only a small and unrepresentative group of clients. 

table 4.1 Theories of Socialization

Psychoanalytic 
Theory

Social Learning 
Theory Functional Theory Conflict Theory

Symbolic 
Interaction Theory

How each theory views:

Individual 
learning 
process

The unconscious 
mind shapes 
behavior.

People respond 
to social stimuli in 
their environment.

People internalize the 
role expectations that 
are present in society.

Individual and group 
aspirations are shaped by 
the opportunities available 
to diff erent groups.

Children learn 
through taking the 
role of signifi cant 
others.

Formation 
of self

The self (ego) 
emerges from 
tension between 
the id and the 
superego.

Identity is created 
through the 
interaction of 
mental and social 
worlds.

Internalizing the 
values of society 
reinforces social 
consensus.

Group consciousness is 
formed in the context 
of a system of inequality.

Identity emerges 
as the creative self 
interacts with the 
social expectations 
of others.

Infl uence 
of society

Societal 
expectations are 
represented by 
the superego.

Young children 
learn the principles 
that shape the 
external world.

Society relies upon 
conformity to 
maintain stability and 
social equilibrium.

Social control agents 
exert pressure to 
conform.

Expectations of 
others form the 
social context for 
learning social roles.
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own needs and feelings. In adolescence (the conven-
tional stage),  Kohlberg argued, young people develop 
moral judgment in terms of cultural norms, particularly 
social acceptance and following authority. In the fi nal 
stage of moral development, the postconventional stage, 
people are able to consider abstract ethical questions, 
thereby showing maturity in their moral reasoning. In 
Kohlberg’s original research, men, he argued, reached 
a “higher” level of moral development than women 
 because women remained more concerned with feel-
ings and social opinions (a lower phase), whereas men 
were concerned with authority.

Kohlberg’s work was later criticized by social psy-
chologist Carol Gilligan. Gilligan () found that 
women conceptualize morality in diff erent terms than 
do men. Instead of judging women by a standard set by 
men’s experience, Gilligan showed that women’s moral 
judgments were more contextual than those of men. In 
other words, when faced with a moral dilemma, women 
were more likely to consider the diff erent relationships 
in the social context that would be aff ected by any de-
cision instead of making moral judgments according 
to abstract principles. Gilligan’s research made an im-
portant point, not just about the importance of includ-
ing women in studies of human development but also 
about being careful not to assume that social learning 
follows a universal course for all groups.

(called role modeling) in response to the expectations 
of others. According to social learning theory, behav-
iors and attitudes develop in response to reinforcement 
and encouragement from those around us. Reinforce-
ment comes to us as positive reinforcement (reward) 
or negative reinforcement (punishment). Behavior 
that is positively reinforced is more likely to be re-
peated, whereas behavior that is negatively reinforced 
is not. A major tenant of social learning theory is the 
principle that positive reinforcement plus the presence 
of an admired role model makes the particular behav-
ior highly likely.

Early models of social learning theory (such as 
that of B. F. Skinner [], known as the founder of the 
principle of direct positive/negative reinforcement) re-
garded learning rather simplistically in terms of stimu-
lus and response. People were seen as passive creatures 
who merely responded to stimuli and reinforcement 
in their environment. Th is mechanistic view of social 
learning was transformed by the work of the Swiss psy-
chologist Jean Piaget (–), who believed that 
learning was crucial to socialization but that imagina-
tion also had a critical role. He argued that the human 
mind organizes experience into mental categories, or 
confi gurations, which he called schema. Schema are 
then modifi ed and developed as social experiences ac-
cumulate. Schema might be compared to a person’s 
understanding of the rules of a game. Humans do not 
simply respond to stimulus but actively absorb experi-
ence and fi gure out what they are seeing to construct a 
picture (a schema) of the world.

Piaget proposed that children go through distinct 
stages of cognitive development as they learn the basic 
rules of reasoning. Th ey must master the skills at each 
level before they go on to the next (Piaget ). In 
the initial sensorimotor stage, children experience the 
world only through their senses—touch, taste, sight, 
smell, and sound. Next comes the preoperational stage, 
in which children begin to use language and other sym-
bols. Children in the preoperational stage cannot think 
in abstract terms, but they do gain an appreciation of 
meanings that go beyond their immediate senses. Th ey 
also begin to see things as others might see them. Th ird, 
the concrete operational stage is when children learn 
logical principles regarding the concrete world. Th is 
stage prepares them for more abstract forms of reason-
ing. In the formal operational stage, children are able to 
think abstractly and imagine alternatives to the reality 
in which they live.

Building on Piaget’s model of stages of develop-
ment, psychologist Lawrence Kohlberg () devel-
oped a theory of what he called moral development. 
Kohlberg interpreted the process of developing moral 
reasoning as occurring in several stages grouped into 
three levels: the preconventional stage, the conven-
tional stage, and the postconventional stage. In the 
fi rst, young children judge right and wrong in simple 
terms of obedience and punishment, based on their 

Social learning theory emphasizes how people model their 
behaviors and attitudes on those of others.
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to a person’s identity. Symbolic interaction theory em-
phasizes that human beings make conscious and mean-
ingful adaptations to their social environment. From 
a symbolic interactionist perspective, identity is not 
something that is unconscious and hidden from view, 
but is socially bestowed and socially sustained (Berger 
).

Two theorists have greatly infl uenced the devel-
opment of symbolic interactionist theory in sociol-
ogy. Charles Horton Cooley (–) and George 
 Herbert Mead (–) were both sociologists at the 
University of Chicago in the early s (see Chapter ). 
Cooley and Mead saw the self developing in response to 
the expectations and judgments of others in their social 
environment.

Charles Horton Cooley postulated the looking 
glass self to explain how our conception of self arises 
through considering our relationships to others (Cooley 
, /). Th e development of the looking glass 
self emerges from () how we think we appear to others; 
() how we think others judge us; and () how the fi rst 
two make us feel—proud, embarrassed, or other feel-
ings. Th e looking glass self involves perception and ef-
fect, the perception of how others see us and the eff ect 
of others’ judgment on us (see Figure .).

How others see us is fundamental to the idea of 
the looking glass self. In seeing ourselves as others do, 
we respond to the expectations others have of us. Th is 
means that the formation of the self is fundamentally 
a social process—one based in the interaction people 
have with each other, as well as the human capacity for 
self-examination. One unique feature of human life is 
the ability to see ourselves through others’ eyes. People 
can imagine themselves in relationship to others and 
develop a defi nition of themselves accordingly. From a 
symbolic interactionist perspective, the refl ective pro-
cess is key to the development of the self. If you grow up 
with others who think you are smart and sharp-witted, 
chances are you will develop this defi nition of your-
self. If others see you as dull-witted and withdrawn, 
chances are good that you will see yourself this way. 
George  Herbert Mead agreed with Cooley that children 
are  socialized by responding to others’ attitudes toward 
them. According to Mead, social roles are the basis of all 
social interaction.

Taking the role of the other is the process of put-
ting oneself into the point of view of another. To Mead, 
role-taking is a source of self-awareness. As people 
take on new roles, their awareness of self changes. Ac-
cording to Mead, identity emerges from the roles one 
plays. He explained this process in detail by examining 
childhood socialization, which he saw as occurring in 
three stages: the imitation stage, the play stage, and the 
game stage (Mead ). In each phase of development, 
the child becomes more profi cient at taking the role of 
the other. In the fi rst stage, the imitation stage, children 
merely copy the behavior of those around them. Role-
taking in this phase is nonexistent because the child 

Functionalism and Conflict Theory
Sociologists use a variety of theoretical perspectives to 
understand the socialization process, including those 
just described. Th ey can also draw from the major theo-
retical frameworks we have introduced to understand 
socialization. From the vantage point of functionalist 
theory, socialization integrates people into society be-
cause it is the mechanism through which they internal-
ize social roles and the values of society. Th is reinforces 
social consensus because it encourages at least some 
degree of conformity. Th us, socialization is one way that 
society maintains its stability.

Confl ict theorists would see this diff erently. Be-
cause of the emphasis in confl ict theory on the role of 
power and coercion in society, in thinking about social-
ization confl ict theorists would be most interested in 
how group identity is shaped by patterns of inequality 
in society. A person’s or group’s identity always emerges 
in a context, and if that context is one marked by dif-
ferent opportunities for diff erent groups, then one’s 
identity will be shaped by that fact. Th is may help you 
understand why, for example, women are more likely to 
choose college majors in areas of study that have tradi-
tionally been associated with women’s work opportuni-
ties (that is, in the so-called helping professions and in 
the arts and humanities and less frequently in math and 
sciences). Furthermore, though social control agents 
pressure people to conform, people also resist oppres-
sion. Th us, the identities of people oppressed in society 
often include some form of resistance to oppression. 
Th is can help you understand why members of racial 
groups who identify with their own group, not the domi-
nant White group, tend to have higher self-esteem (that 
is, a stronger valuing of self). In other words, resisting 
the expectations of a dominant group (such as being 
subservient or internalizing a feeling of inferiority) can 
actually heighten one’s perceived self-worth.

Symbolic Interaction Theory
Recall that symbolic interaction theory centers on the 
idea that human actions are based on the meanings 
people attribute to behavior; these meanings emerge 
through social interaction (Blumer ). Symbolic in-
teraction has been especially important in developing an 
understanding of socialization. People learn identities 
and values through socialization. For example, learning 
to become a good student means taking on the charac-
teristics associated with that role. Because roles are so-
cially defi ned, they are not real, like objects or things, but 
are real because of the meanings people give them.

For symbolic interactionists, meaning is constantly 
reconstructed as people act within their social environ-
ments. Th e self is what we imagine we are; it is not only 
an interior bundle of drives, instincts, and motives. Be-
cause of the importance attributed to refl ection in sym-
bolic interaction theory, symbolic interactionists use 
the term self, rather than the term personality, to refer 
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also understands how people are 
related to each other and how oth-
ers are related to him or her. Th is is 
the phase where children internal-
ize (incorporate into the self) an ab-
stract understanding of how society 
sees them.

Mead compared the lessons of 
the game stage to a baseball game. 
In baseball, all roles together make 
the game. Th e pitcher does not just 
throw the ball past the batter as if 
they were the only two people on 
the fi eld; rather, each player has a 
specifi c role, and each role intersects 
with the others. Th e network of so-
cial roles and the division of labor in 
the baseball game is a social system, 
like the social systems children must 
learn as they develop a concept of 
themselves in society.

see FOR YOURSELF
Childhood Play and Socialization
The purpose of this exercise is to 
explain how childhood socialization 
is a mechanism for passing on social 
norms and values. Begin by identifying 
a form of play that you engaged in as 
a young child. What did you play? Who 
did you play with? Was it structured 
or unstructured play? What were the 

rules? Were they formal or informal, and who controlled 
whether they were observed?

 1. Now think about what norms and values were being 
taught to you by way of this play. Do they still aff ect 
you today? If so, how?

 2. How does your experience compare to those of 
 students in your class who diff er from you in terms 
of gender, race, ethnicity, regional origin, and so 
forth. Are there diff erences in learned norms and 
 values that can be attributed to these diff erent social 
 characteristics? •
In the game stage, children learn more than just the 

roles of signifi cant others in their environment. Th ey 
also acquire a concept of the generalized other—the 
abstract composite of social roles and social expecta-
tions. In the generalized other, they have an example of 
community values and general social expectations that 
adds to their understanding of self; however, children 
do not all learn the same generalized other. Depend-
ing on one’s social position (that is, race, class, gender, 
region, or religion), one learns a particular set of social 
and cultural expectations.

If the self is socially constructed through the expec-
tations of others, how do people become individuals? 

simply mimics the behavior of those in the surrounding 
environment without much understanding of the so-
cial meaning of the behavior. Although the child in the 
imitation stage has little understanding of the behavior 
being copied, he or she is learning to become a social 
being. For example, think of young children who sim-
ply mimic the behavior of people around them (such as 
pretending to read a book, but doing so with the book 
upside down).

In the second stage, the play stage, children begin 
to take on the roles of signifi cant people in their environ-
ment, not just imitating but incorporating their relation-
ship to the other. Especially meaningful is when children 
take on the role of signifi cant others, those with whom 
they have a close affi  liation. A child pretending to be his 
mother may talk to himself as the mother would. Th e 
child begins to develop self- awareness, seeing himself 
or herself as others do.

In the third stage of socialization, the game stage, 
the child becomes capable of taking on multiple roles at 
the same time. Th ese roles are organized in a complex 
system that gives the child a more general or compre-
hensive view of the self. In this stage, the child begins to 
comprehend the system of social relationships in which 
he or she is located. Th e child not only sees himself or 
herself from the perspective of a signifi cant other, but 

FIGURE 4.3 The Looking Glass Self The looking glass self refers to the 
process by which we attempt to see ourselves as others see us. 
Drawing  conceptualized by Norman Andersen.
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groups. Th is creates a new context in which children 
form their social values and learn their social identities 
(see the box “Doing Sociological Research: Children’s 
Understanding of Race” on p. ).

One task of the sociological imagination is to exam-
ine the infl uence of diff erent contexts on socialization. 
Where you grow up; how your family is structured; what 
resources you have at your disposal; your racial–ethnic 
identity, gender, and nationality—all shape the social-
ization experience. Socialization experiences for all 
groups are shaped by many factors that intermingle and 
intersect to form the context for socialization.

One way that this has been demonstrated is in re-
search by sociologist Annette Lareau (). Over an 
extended period of time, Lareau and her research assis-
tants carefully observed White and Black families from 
middle-class, working-class, and poor backgrounds. 
Th e researchers spent many hours in the homes of the 
families studied, including following the children and 
parents as they went about their daily routines. Based 
on these detailed observations, they observed impor-
tant class diff erences in how families—both Black and 
White—socialize their children.

Th e middle-class children were highly programmed 
in their activities, their lives fi lled with various organized 
activities—music lessons, sports, school groups, and so 
forth. In contrast, the working-class and poor children, 
regardless of race, were less structured in their activi-
ties, and economic constraints were a constant theme in 
their daily lives. But the pace of life for working-class and 
poor children was slower and more relaxed. Th ese chil-
dren had more unstructured play time, whereas middle-
class children’s lives were a constant barrage of highly 
structured activities with intense time demands. Lareau 
argues that middle-class families engaged in concerted 
cultivation of childhood, meaning they made “deliberate 
and sustained eff ort to stimulate children’s development 

Mead answered this by saying that the self has two di-
mensions: the “I” and the “me.” Th e “I” is the unique 
part of individual personality, the active, creative, self-
defi ning part. Th e “me” is the passive, conforming self, 
the part that reacts to others. In each person, there is a 
balance between the I and the me, similar to the tension 
Freud proposed between the id and the superego. Mead 
diff ered from Freud, however, in his judgment about 
when identity is formed. Freud felt that identity was 
fi xed in childhood and henceforth driven by internal, 
not external, forces. In Mead’s version, social identity 
is always in fl ux, constantly emerging (or “becoming”) 
and dependent on social situations. Over time, identity 
stabilizes as one learns to respond consistently to com-
mon situations.

Social expectations associated with given roles 
change as people redefi ne situations and as social and 
historical conditions change; thus, the social expecta-
tions learned through the socialization process are not 
permanently fi xed. For example, as more women enter 
the paid labor force and as men take on additional re-
sponsibilities in the home, the expectations associated 
with motherhood and fatherhood are changing. Men 
now experience some of the role confl icts that women 
have faced in balancing work and family. As the roles of 
mother and father are redefi ned, children are learning 
new socialization patterns; however, traditional gender 
expectations maintain a remarkable grip. Despite many 
changes in family life and organization, young girls are 
still socialized for motherhood and young boys are still 
socialized for greater independence and autonomy.

GROWING UP IN A 
DIVERSE SOCIETY
Understanding the institutional context of socializa-
tion is important for understanding how socialization 
aff ects diff erent groups in society. Socialization makes 
us members of our society. It instills in us the values of 
the culture and brings society into our self-defi nition, 
our perceptions of others, and our understanding of the 
world around us. Socialization is not, however, a uni-
form process, as the diff erent examples developed in 
this chapter show. In a society as complex and diverse 
as the United States, no two people will have exactly 
the same experiences. We can fi nd similarities between 
us, often across vast social and cultural diff erences, but 
variation in social contexts creates vastly diff erent so-
cialization experiences.

Furthermore, current changes in the U.S. popula-
tion are creating new multiracial and multicultural en-
vironments in which young people grow up. Schools, 
as an example, are in many places being transformed 
by the large number of immigrant groups entering 
the school system. In such places, children come into 
contact with other children from a variety of diff erent 

The family serves as a major agent of socialization, especially 
of the young.
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extremely infl uential source of socialization, but experi-
ences in school, peer relationships, sports, religion, and 
the media also have a profound eff ect. Children acquire 
knowledge of their culture through countless subtle 
cues that provide them with an understanding of what 
it means to live in society.

Socializing cues begin as early as infancy, when 
parents and others begin to describe their children 
based on their perceptions. Frequently, these percep-
tions are derived from the cultural expectations parents 
have for children. Parents of girls may describe their 
babies as “sweet” and “cuddly,” whereas boys are de-
scribed as “strong” and “alert.” Even though when they 
are infants it is diffi  cult to physically identify baby boys 
and girls, in this culture parents dress even their tiny in-
fants in colors and styles that typically distinguish one 
gender from the other.

Th e lessons of childhood socialization come in 
myriad ways, some more subtle than others. In an ex-
ample of how gender infl uences childhood socializa-
tion, researchers observed mothers and fathers who 
were walking young children through public places. Al-
though the parents may not have been aware of it, both 
mothers and fathers were more protective toward girl 
toddlers than boy toddlers. Parents were more likely to 
let boy toddlers walk alone, but held girls’ hands, car-
ried them, or kept them in strollers (Mitchell et al. ).

Much socialization in early childhood takes place 
through play and games. Games that encourage com-
petition help instill the value of competitiveness 
throughout someone’s life. Likewise, play with other 
children and games that are challenging give children 
important intellectual, social, and interpersonal skills. 
Extensive research has been done on how children’s 
play and games infl uence their identities as boys and 
girls (Campenni ). Generally, the research fi nds 
that boys’ play tends to be rougher, more aggressive, 
and involve more specifi c rules. Boys are also more 
likely to be involved in group play, and girls engage in 
more conversational play (Moller et al. ). Sociolo-
gists have concluded that the games children play sig-
nifi cantly infl uence their development into adults.

Another enormous infl uence on childhood so-
cialization is what children observe of the adult world. 
Children are keen observers, and what they perceive 
will infl uence their self-concept and how they relate to 
others. Th is is vividly illustrated by research revealing 
how many adult child abusers were themselves victims 
of child abuse (Fattah ). Children become social-
ized by observing the roles of those around them and 
internalizing the values, beliefs, and expectations of 
their culture (see Map .). 

Adolescence
Only recently has adolescence been thought of as a 
separate phase in the life cycle. Until the early twentieth 
century, children moved directly from childhood roles 

and to cultivate their cognitive and social skills” (Lareau 
: ). Working-class and poor children experienced 
more “natural growth,” that is, childhood experiences 
that allow them to develop in a less-structured environ-
ment with more time for creative play.

As a result, middle-class children tend to learn a 
more individualized self-concept and a sense of en-
titlement, but the price is an overly programmed daily 
life. Working-class and poor children experience obvi-
ous costs in that they have more fi nancial constraints, 
but even more fundamentally, Lareau argues, they are 
left unable to negotiate their way through various so-
cial institutions as eff ectively as the middle-class. In a 
sense, these childhood socialization patterns are also 
reshaping the class system in which children will likely 
fi nd themselves as adults. Middle-class children are 
being prepared, even if inadvertently, for lives with 
a sense of privilege and entitlement; working-class 
children, for responding to the directives of others. In 
this way, patterns of socialization occurring because 
of social class origins are training children to take 
their place in the class system that will likely mark 
their adult lives. Th us, social class is an important—
although often invisible—force shaping the socializa-
tion of young people.

AGING AND THE LIFE COURSE
Socialization begins the moment a person is born. As 
soon as the sex of a child is known (which now can be 
even before birth), parents, grandparents, brothers, and 
sisters greet the infant with diff erent expectations, de-
pending on whether it is a boy or a girl. Socialization 
does not come to an end as we reach adulthood; rather, 
it continues through our lifetime. As we enter new situa-
tions, and even as we interact in familiar ones, we learn 
new roles and undergo changes in identity.

Sociologists use the term life course perspective to 
describe and analyze the connection between people’s 
personal attributes, the roles they occupy, the life events 
they experience, and the social and historical aspects of 
these events (Stoller and Gibson ). Th e life course 
perspective underscores the point made by C. Wright 
Mills (introduced in Chapter ) that personal biogra-
phies are linked to specifi c social–historical periods. 
Th us, diff erent generations are strongly infl uenced by 
large-scale events (such as war, immigration, economic 
prosperity, or depression, for example).

Th e phases of the life course are familiar: child-
hood, youth and adolescence, adulthood, and old age. 
Th ese phases of the life course bind diff erent genera-
tions and defi ne some of life’s most signifi cant events, 
such as birth, marriage, retirement, and death.

Childhood
During childhood, socialization establishes one’s ini-
tial identity and values. In this period, the family is an 
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they cannot legally drink alcohol. Th e tensions of ado-
lescence have been blamed for numerous social prob-
lems, such as drug and alcohol abuse, youth violence, 
and the school dropout rate.

Th e issues that young people face are a good ba-
rometer of social change across generations. Today’s 
young people face an uncertain world where adult roles 
are less predictable than in the past. Marriage later in 
life, high divorce rates, frequent technological change, 
and economic recession all create a confusing envi-
ronment for young people. Studies of adolescents fi nd 
that, in this context, young people understand the need 
for fl exibility, specialization, and, likely, frequent job 
change. Although the media stereotype adolescents 
as slackers, most teens are willing to work hard, do not 
engage in criminal or violent activity, and have high ex-
pectations for an education that will lead to a good job. 
Many, however, fi nd that their expectations are out of 
alignment with the opportunities that are actually avail-
able, particularly during periods of economic down-
turn, such as the recent recession.

to adult roles. It was only when formal education was 
extended to all classes that adolescence emerged as a 
particular phase in life when young people are regarded 
as no longer children, but not yet adults. Th ere are no 
clear boundaries to adolescence, although it generally 
lasts from junior high school until the time one takes on 
adult roles by getting a job, marrying, and so forth. Ado-
lescence can include the period through high school 
and extend right up through college graduation.

Erik Erikson (), the noted psychologist, stated 
that the central task of adolescence is the formation of 
a consistent identity. Adolescents are trying to become 
independent of their families, but they have not yet 
moved into adult roles. Confl ict and confusion can arise 
as the adolescent swings between childhood and adult 
maturity. Some argue that adolescence is a period of 
delayed maturity. Although society expects adolescents 
to behave like adults, they are denied many privileges 
associated with adult life. Until age eighteen, they can-
not vote or marry without permission, and sexual ac-
tivity is condemned. In addition, until age twenty-one 

MAP 4.1

Viewing Society in Global Perspective
Throughout the world, the propor-
tion of children as a percentage of the 
population of a given country tends to 
be higher in those countries that are 
most economically disadvantaged and 

most overpopulated. In such countries, 
children are also more likely to die 
young, but are needed to contribute to 
the labor that families do. What conse-
quences do you think the proportion of 

children in a given society has for the 
society as a whole? Data: From the U.S. 
Census Bureau. 2008b. Statistical Abstract of 
the United States 2007. Washington, DC: U.S. 
Government Printing Offi  ce.
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DOING sociological research

In a racially stratifi ed society, people 
learn concepts about race that shape 
their interactions with others. Sociolo-
gists Debra Van Ausdale and Joe Feagin 
wanted to know how children under-
stand racial and ethnic concepts and 
how this infl uences their interaction with 
other children.

Research Questions: How do children 
learn about race? Prior to Van Ausdale 
and Feagin’s study, most knowledge 
about children’s understandings of race 
came from experimental studies in a lab-
oratory or from psychological tests and 
interviews with children. Van Ausdale 
and Feagin wanted to study children in a 
natural setting so they observed children 
in school, systematically observing chil-
dren’s interactions with one another.

Research Method: They observed 
three-, four-, and fi ve-year-olds in an 
urban preschool. Twenty-four of the chil-
dren were White; nineteen, Asian; four, 
Black; three, biracial; three, Middle East-
ern; two, Latino; and three classifi ed as 
“other.” The children’s racial designations 
were provided by their parents.

The researchers observed in the 
school fi ve days a week for eleven 
months and saw one to three episodes 

Children’s Understanding of Race

involving signifi cant racial or ethnic mat-
ters every day.

Research Results: The researchers 
found that young children use racial 
and ethnic concepts to exclude other 
children from play. Sometimes language 
is the ethnic marker; other times, skin 
color. The children showed an aware-
ness of negative racial attitudes, even 
though they were attending a school 
that prided itself on limiting children’s 
exposure to prejudice and discrimination 
and used a multicultural curriculum to 
teach students to value racial and ethnic 
diversity. At times, the children also used 
racial–ethnic  understandings to include 
others— teaching other students about 
racial–ethnic identities. Race and ethnicity 
were also the basis for children’s concepts 
of themselves and others. As an example, 
one four-year-old White child insisted 
that her classmate was Indian because 
she wore her long, dark hair in a braid. 
When the classmate explained that she 
was not Indian, the young girl remarked 
that maybe her mother was Indian.

Conclusions and Implications: 
Throughout the research, the children 
showed how signifi cant racial–ethnic 
concepts were in their interactions with 

others. Race and ethnicity are powerful 
identifi ers of self and others. Despite 
the importance of race in the children’s 
interactions, Van Ausdale and Feagin 
also noted a strong tendency for the 
adults they observed to deny that race 
and ethnicity were signifi cant to the chil-
dren. The implication is that while adults 
tend to deny the reality of race in their 
everyday lives, observing the interaction 
of children helps to instruct adults about 
the relevance of race and how racial 
awareness develops.

Through the socialization process, young 
children learn the values of their culture. 
These values shape their relationships 
with other people.
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Source: Feagin, Joe. 2006. Systemic Racism: 
A Theory of Oppression. New York:  Routledge. 
Also: Van Ausdale, Debra, and Joe R. Feagin. 
2001. The First R: How Children Learn Race 
and Racism. Lanham, MD: Rowman and 
Littlefi eld.

Patterns of adolescent socialization vary signifi -
cantly by race and social class. National surveys fi nd 
some intriguing class and race diff erences in how 
young people think about work and play in their lives. 
In general, the most economically privileged young 
people see their activities as more like play than work, 
whereas those less well off  are more likely to defi ne 
their activities as work. Likewise, White youth (boys es-
pecially) are more likely than other groups to see their 
lives as  playful. Th e researchers interpret these fi nd-
ings to mean that being economically privileged allows 
you to think of your work as if it were play. Being in 
a less advantaged position, on the other hand, makes 
you see the world as more “work-like.” Th is is sup-
ported by further fi ndings that young people from 
less advantaged backgrounds spend more time in 
activities they defi ne as purposeless (Schneider and 
 Stevenson ).

Adulthood
Socialization does not end when one becomes an adult. 
Building on the identity formed in childhood and ado-
lescence, adult socialization is the process of learning 
new roles and expectations in adult life. More so than at 
earlier stages in life, adult socialization involves learn-
ing behaviors and attitudes appropriate to specifi c situ-
ations and roles.

Youths entering college, to take an example from 
young adulthood, are newly independent and have new 
responsibilities. In college, one acquires not just an edu-
cation but also a new identity. Th ose who enter college 
directly from high school may encounter confl icts with 
their family over their newfound status. Older students 
who work and attend college may experience diffi  culties 
(defi ned as role confl ict; see Chapter ) trying to meet 
dual responsibilities, especially if their family is not 
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An interesting example is coming out, the process of 
identifying oneself as gay or lesbian. Th is can be either 
a public coming out or a private acknowledgment of 
sexual orientation. Th e process can take years and gen-
erally means coming out to a few people, at fi rst selec-
tive family members or friends who are likely to have 
the most positive reaction. Coming out is rarely a single 
event, but occurs in stages on the way to developing a 
new identity—one that is not only a new sexual identity 
but also a new sense of self (Due ).

Age and Aging
Passage through adulthood involves many transitions. 
In our society, one of the most diffi  cult transitions is the 
passage to old age. We are taught to fear aging in this so-
ciety, and many people spend a lot of time and money 
trying to keep looking young. Unlike many other socie-
ties, ours does not revere the elderly, but instead deval-
ues them, making the aging process even more diffi  cult.

It is easy to think that aging is just a natural fact. 
Despite desperate attempts to hide gray hair, elimi-
nate wrinkles, and reduce middle-aged bulge, aging 
is inevitable. Th e skin creases and sags, the hair thins, 
metabolism slows, and bones become less dense and 
more brittle by losing bone mass. Although aging is 
a physical process, the social dimensions of aging 
are just as important, if not more so, in determining 
the aging process. Just think about how some people 
appear to age much more rapidly than others. Some 
sixty-year-olds look only forty, and some forty-year-
olds look sixty. Th ese diff erences result from combina-
tions of biological and social factors, such as genetics, 
eating and exercise habits, stress, smoking habits, 
pollution in the physical environment, and many 
other factors. Th e social dimensions of aging are what 
interest sociologists.

supportive. Meeting multiple and confl icting 
demands may require the returning student 
to develop  diff erent expectations about how 
much she can accomplish or to establish dif-
ferent priorities about what she will attempt. 
Th ese changes refl ect a new stage in her so-
cialization (Settersten and Lovegreen ).

Adult life is peppered with events that 
may require the adult to adapt to new roles. 
Marriage, a new career, starting a family, 
entering the military, getting a divorce, or 
dealing with a death in the family all trans-
form an individual’s previous social identity. 
In today’s world, these transitions through 
the life course are not as orderly as they 
were in the past. Where there was once a 
sequential and predictable trajectory of 
schooling, work, and family roles through 
one’s twenties and thirties, that is no longer 
the case. Younger generations now experi-
ence diverse patterns in the sequencing of 
work, schooling, and family formation—
even returning home—than was true in the past. Th ese 
changes complicate the life course, and people have 
to make  diff erent adaptations to these changing roles 
(Rindfuss et al. ; Cooksey and Rindfuss ).

Becoming a full adult is thus  taking  longer than 
before. Th is has led some (such as social psychologist 
J. Arnett [] and Arnett and Tanner []) to coin 
the term “emerging adulthood” to describe the path 
of today’s twenty-somethings to age thirty. Th is is sim-
ply another way of saying  “extended adolescence.” As 
seen in Table ., today’s young people stay in school 
longer, marry later in life if they marry at all, and delay 
participation in the labor force. Th is certainly does not 
indicate “slacking,” however. On the contrary, it simply 
means that progressing into adulthood is more complex 
and involves more tasks and eff ort than in the past; it 
therefore takes longer. Hence, the transition into adult-
hood has been slowed down somewhat. Th e period of 
twenty-something is now the upper end of adolescence 
rather than the lower end of adulthood. With these so-
cial changes, people have to be inventive in the roles 
they occupy because some of the old normative expec-
tations no longer apply.

Another part of learning a new role is anticipatory 
socialization, the learning of expectations associated 
with a role a person expects to enter in the future. One 
might rehearse the expectations associated with being 
a professor by working as a teaching assistant, taking 
a class in preparation for becoming a father, or attend-
ing a summer program to prepare for entering college. 
Anticipatory socialization allows a person to foresee 
the expectations associated with a new role and to learn 
what is expected in that role in advance.

In the transition from an old role to a new one, indi-
viduals often vacillate between their old and new iden-
tities as they adjust to fresh settings and expectations. 

table 4.2 Showing the Transition to Adulthood

1980 2009

Percentage aged 20–21 in school 31.9% 34.0%

Median age at fi rst marriage

Women 22.0 yrs 26.1 yrs

Men 24.7 yrs 28.5 yrs

Fertility rate, women aged 15–19 68.4 (per 
1000 women)

57.0 (per 
1000 women)

Percentage aged 16–19 in labor force

Women 9.6% 4.9%

Men 8.1% 4.1%

Source: U.S. Census Bureau. 2010a. Statistical Abstract of the United States 2009. 
Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Offi  ce. Also: Arnett, J. and J. Tanner, 
eds., 2010. Growing Into Adulthood: The Lives and Contexts of Emerging Adults. 
 Washington, DC: American Psychological Association. 
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is generalized to all people in that group. Prejudice 
against the elderly is prominent. Th e elderly are often 
thought of as childlike and thus incapable of adult re-
sponsibility. Prejudice relegates people to a perceived 
lower status in society and stems from the stereotypes 
associated with diff erent age groups.

Age discrimination is the diff erent and un-
equal treatment of people based solely on their age. 
Whereas age prejudice is an attitude, age discrimina-
tion involves actual behavior. As an example, people 
may talk “baby talk” to the elderly. Th is reinforces the 
stereotype of the elderly as childlike and incompetent. 
Some forms of age discrimination are illegal. Th e Age 
Discrimination Employment Act, fi rst passed in  
but amended several times since, protects people 
from age discrimination in employment. It states that 
age discrimination is a violation of the individual’s 
civil rights. An employer can neither hire nor fi re 
someone based solely on age, nor segregate or classify 
workers based on age. Age discrimination cases have 
become one of the most frequently fi led cases through 
the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission 
(EEOC), the federal agency set up to monitor viola-
tions of civil rights in employment.

Ageism is a term sociologists use to describe the 
institutionalized practice of age prejudice and discrimi-
nation. More than a single attitude or an explicit act of 
discrimination, ageism is structured into the institutional 
fabric of society. Like racism and sexism, ageism encom-
passes both prejudice and discrimination, but it is also 
manifested in the structure of institutions. As such, it 
does not have to be intentional or overt to aff ect how age 

Although the physiology of aging proceeds accord-
ing to biological processes, what it means to grow older 
is a social phenomenon. Age stereotypes are precon-
ceived judgments about what diff erent age groups are 
like. Stereotypes abound for both old and young people. 
Young people, especially teenagers, are stereotyped as 
irresponsible, addicted to loud music, lazy (“slackers”), 
sloppy, and so on; the elderly are stereotyped as for-
getful, set in their ways, mentally dim, and unproduc-
tive. Th ough like any stereotype, these stereotypes are 
largely myths, they are widely believed. Age stereotypes 
also diff er for diff erent groups. Older women are stereo-
typed as having lost their sexual appeal, contrary to the 
stereotype of older men as handsome or “dashing” and 
desirable. Gender is, in fact, one of the most signifi cant 
factors in age stereotypes. Women may even be viewed 
as becoming old sooner than men because people de-
scribe women as old a decade sooner than they do men 
(Stoller and Gibson )!

Age stereotypes are also reinforced through popu-
lar culture. Advertisements depict women as needing 
creams and lotions to hide “the telltale signs of aging.” 
Men are admonished to cover the patches of gray hair 
that appear or to use other products to prevent bald-
ness. Entire industries are constructed on the fear of 
aging that popular culture promotes. Facelifts, tummy 
tucks, and vitamin advertisements all claim to “reverse 
the process of aging,” even though the aging process is 
a fact of life.

Age Prejudice and Discrimination. Age pre judice 
refers to a negative attitude about an age group that 
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The stresses of life that accompany age can change a person in many ways, as is evident in these “before” and “after” photographs 
of President Barack Obama.
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current youth generation. Recall from Chapter  that C. 
Wright Mills saw the task of the sociological imagina-
tion as analyzing the relationship between biography 
and history. Understanding the experiences of dif-
ferent age cohorts is one way you can do this. People 
who live through the same historic period experience a 
similar impact of that period in their personal lives. Th e 
troubles and triumphs they experience and the societal 
issues they face are rooted in the commonality estab-
lished by their age cohort. Th e shared historical experi-
ences of age cohorts result in discernible generational 
patterns in social attitudes and similarity of life chances 
(Stoller and Gibson ).

Diff erent generations must grapple with and re-
spond to diff erent social contexts. Someone born just 
after World War II would, upon graduation from high 
school or college, enter a labor market where there 
was widespread availability of jobs and, for many, ex-
panding opportunities. Now, young people face a labor 
market where entry-level jobs in secure corporate en-
vironments are rare and where many are trapped in 
low-level jobs with little opportunity for advancement. 
Many young people worry, as a result, about whether 
they will be able to achieve even the same degree of 
economic status as their parents—the fi rst time this has 
happened in U.S. history. Understanding how society 
shapes the experiences of diff erent generations is what 
sociologists mean by saying that age is a structural fea-
ture of society (see Figure .).

Th e age structure of society shapes people’s op-
portunities and is the basis for cultural understand-
ings of age itself. In the very poor regions of northeast 
Brazil, for example, mothers show little attachment to 
those who are born small and weak; if they die, there 
is little ceremony, and their graves remain unmarked. 
Because sick infants are believed to be angels who fl y 
to heaven, mother’s tears are believed to dampen their 
wings, risking their fl ight. Anthropologists interpret this 
as the mothers’ reaction to their impoverishment: Th ey 
cannot invest attention or emotion in the lives of chil-
dren who are unlikely to live (Scheper-Hughes ; 
Peoples and Bailey ).

Th ere is also great variation in how the old are 
treated. In many societies, older people are given enor-
mous respect. Th ere may be traditions to honor the el-
ders, and they may be given authority over decisions in 
society, as they are perceived as most wise. On the other 
hand, among some cultures, adults who can no longer 
contribute to the society because of old age or illness 
may be perceived as extreme burdens and thus may be 
banished from the society altogether. 

Why does society stratify people on the basis of age? 
Once again we fi nd that the three main theoretical per-
spectives of sociological analysis—functionalism, con-
fl ict theory, and symbolic interaction—off er diff erent 
explanations (see Table .). Functionalist sociologists 
ask whether the grouping of individuals contributes in 
some way to the common good of society. From this 

groups are treated. Ageism in society means that, regard-
less of laws that prohibit age discrimination, a person’s 
age is a signifi cant predictor of his or her life chances. 
Resources are distributed in society in ways that advan-
tage some age groups and disadvantage others; cultural 
belief systems devalue the elderly; society’s systems of 
care are often inadequate to meet people’s needs as they 
grow old—these are the manifestations of ageism, a per-
sistent and institutionalized feature of society.

Age Stratification. Most societies produce age 
 hierarchies—systems in which some age groups have 
more power and better life chances than others. Age 
stratifi cation refers to the hierarchical ranking of dif-
ferent age groups in society. Age stratifi cation exists 
because processes in society ensure that people of dif-
ferent ages diff er in their access to society’s rewards, 
power, and privileges. As we will see, in the United 
States and elsewhere, age is a major source of inequal-
ity (see Figure .).

Age is an ascribed status; that is, age is deter-
mined by when you were born. Diff erent from other 
ascribed statuses, which remain relatively constant 
over the duration of a person’s life, age changes steadily 
throughout your life. Still, you remain part of a par-
ticular  generation—something sociologists call an age 
 cohort—an aggregate group of people born during the 
same period.

People in the same age cohort share the same 
historical experiences—wars, technological develop-
ments, and economic fl uctuations—although they 
might do so in diff erent ways, depending on other life 
factors. Living through the Great Depression, for ex-
ample, shaped an entire generation’s attitudes and 
behaviors, as did growing up in the s, as will being 
a member of the contemporary youth generation. 
Depending on how the major economic recession of 
– shakes out, it too may signifi cantly shape the 
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theory, drawn from functionalism, predicts that as 
people age, they gradually withdraw from participation 
in society and are simultaneously relieved of responsi-
bilities. Th is withdrawal is functional to society because 
it provides for an orderly transition from one genera-
tion to the next. Th e young presumably infuse the roles 
they take over from the elderly with youthful energy 
and stamina. According to the functionalist argument, 
the diminished usefulness of the elderly justifi es their 
depressed earning power and their relative neglect in 
 social support networks.

Confl ict theory focuses on the competition over 
scarce resources between age groups. Among the most 
important scarce resources are jobs. Unlike functional-
ist theory, confl ict theory off ers an explanation of why 
both youth and the elderly are assigned lower status 

perspective, adulthood is functional to society because 
adults are seen as the group contributing most fully to 
it; the elderly are not. Functionalists argue that older 
people are seen as less useful and are therefore granted 
lower status in society. Youth are in between. Th e con-
straints and expectations placed on youth—they are 
prohibited from engaging in a variety of “adult” ac-
tivities, expected to go to school, not expected to sup-
port themselves—are seen to free them from the cares 
of adulthood and give them time and opportunity 
to learn an occupation and prepare to contribute to 
society.

According to the functionalist argument, the el-
derly voluntarily withdraw from society by retiring and 
lessening their participation in social activities such 
as church, civic aff airs, and family. Disengagement 
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This is illustrated by the Baby Boom cohort in this fi gure, and individuals in it share many experiences not 
shared by those not in the particular cohort. Shown here are the shapes of the pyramid for three diff erent 
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table 4.3 Sociological Theories of Aging

Functional Theory Conflict Theory Symbolic Interaction

Age diff erentiation Contributes to the common 
good of society because each 
group has varying levels of 
utility in society

Results from the diff erent 
economic status and power of age 
cohorts

Occurs in most societies, but the 
social value placed on diff erent 
age groups varies across diverse 
cultures

Age groups Are valued according to their 
usefulness in society

Compete for resources in society, 
resulting in generational inequities 
and thus potential confl ict

Are stereotyped according to 
the perceived value of diff erent 
groups

Age stratifi cation Results from the functional 
value of diff erent age cohorts

Intertwines with inequalities of 
class, race, and gender

Promotes ageism, which is 
institutionalized prejudice and 
discrimination against old people
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sometimes living in the absence of social supports, 
even when facing some of life’s most diffi  cult transi-
tions, such as declining health and the loss of loved 
ones. Still, many people experience old age as a time 
of great satisfaction and enjoy a sense of accomplish-
ment connected to work, family, and friends. Th e de-
gree of satisfaction during old age depends to a great 
extent on the social support networks established ear-
lier in life—evidence of the continuing infl uence of 
socialization.

Rites of Passage
A rite of passage is a ceremony or ritual that marks 
the transition of an individual from one role to an-
other. Rites of passage defi ne and legitimize abrupt role 
changes that begin or end each stage of life. Th e cere-
monies surrounding rites of passage are often dramatic 
and infused with awe and solemnity. Examples include 
graduation ceremonies; weddings; and religious affi  r-
mations, such as the Jewish ceremony of the bar mitz-
vah for boys or the bat mitzvah for girls, confi rmation 
for Catholics, and adult baptism for many Christian 
denominations.

Formal promotions or entry into some new ca-
reers may also include rites of passage. Completing po-
lice academy training or being handed one’s diploma 
are examples. Such rites usually include family and 
friends, who watch the ceremony with pride; people 
frequently keep mementos of these rites as markers of 
the transition through life’s major stages. Bridal show-
ers and baby showers have been analyzed as rites of 
passage. At a shower, the person who is being hon-
ored is about to assume a new role and identity—from 
young woman to wife or mother. Rites of passage entail 
public announcement of the new status for the ben-
efi t of both the individual and those with whom the 
newly anointed person will interact. In the absence of 
such rituals, the transformation of identity would not 
be formally recognized, perhaps leaving uncertainty in 
the youngster or the community about the individual’s 
worthiness, preparedness, or community acceptance.

Sociologists have noted that in the U.S. popula-
tion as whole, there is no standard and formalized 
rite of passage marking the transition from childhood 
to adulthood. As a consequence, the period of ado-
lescence is attended by ambivalence and uncertainty. 
As adolescents hover between adult and child status, 
they may not have the clear sense of identity that a rite 
of passage can provide. However, although there is no 
universal ceremony in our culture by which young peo-
ple are noted as moving from child to adult, some so-
cial class and ethnic subcultures do mark the occasion. 
Among the wealthy, the debutante’s coming out cele-
bration is a traditional introduction of a young woman 
to adult society. Latinos may celebrate the quinceañera 
(fi fteenth birthday) of young girls. A tradition of the 
Catholic Church, this rite recognizes the girl’s coming 

in society and are most likely to be poor. Barring youth 
and the elderly from the labor market eliminates these 
groups from competition, improving the prospects for 
middle-aged workers. Removed from competition, 
both the young and the old have very little power, and 
like other minorities, they are denied access to the re-
sources they need to change their situation. Confl ict 
theory also helps explain that competition can emerge 
between age groups, such as deciding whether to limit 
Social Security payments to save for future generations.

Symbolic interaction theory analyzes the diff erent 
meanings attributed to social entities. Symbolic inter-
actionists ask what meanings become attached to dif-
ferent age groups and to what extent these meanings 
explain how society ranks such groups. Defi nitions of 
aging are socially constructed, as we saw in our discus-
sion of age stereotypes. Moreover, in some societies, the 
elderly may be perceived as having higher status than in 
other societies. Symbolic interaction considers the role 
of social perception in understanding the sociology of 
age. Age clearly takes on signifi cant social meaning—
meaning that varies from society to society for a given 
age group and that varies within a society for diff erent age 
groups.

Growing old in a society such as the United States 
with such a strong emphasis on youth means en-
countering social stereotypes about the old, adjust-
ing to diminished social and fi nancial resources, and 
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For many, old age is a time for new accomplishments and 
achievements, such as for this marathon runner.
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of personal belongings, their heads are shaved, and 
they are issued identical uniforms. Although military 
recruits do not discard their former identities, the 
changes brought about by becoming a soldier can be 
dramatic and are meant to make the military one’s 
primary group, not one’s family, friends, or personal 
history. Th e military represents an extreme form of 
resocialization in which individuals are expected to 
subordinate their identity to that of the group. In such 
organizations, individuals are interchangeable, and 
group consensus (meaning, in the military, unani-
mous, unquestioned subordination to higher ranks) 
is an essential component of group cohesion and ef-
fectiveness. Military personnel are expected to act as 
soldiers, not as individuals. Understanding the impor-
tance of resocialization on entry to the military helps 
us understand such practices as “the rat line” at VMI 
(Virginia Military Institute), where members of the se-
nior class taunt and harass new recruits.

Resocialization often occurs when people enter 
hierarchical organizations that require them to re-
spond to authority on principle, not out of individual 
loyalty. Th e resocialization process promotes group 

of age, while also keeping faith with an ethnic heritage. 
Dressed in white, she is introduced by her parents to 
the larger community. Formerly associated mostly with 
working-class families and other Latinos, the quincea-
ñera has also become popular among affl  uent Mexi-
can Americans, who may match New York debutante 
society by spending as much as $,–$, on 
the event.

RESOCIALIZATION
Most transitions people experience in their lifetimes 
involve continuity with the former self as it undergoes 
gradual redefi nition. Sometimes, however, adults are 
forced to undergo a radical shift of identity. Resocial-
ization is the process by which existing social roles are 
radically altered or replaced (Fein ). Resocializa-
tion is especially likely when people enter institutional 
settings where the institution claims enormous control 
over the individual. Examples include the military, 
prisons, monastic orders, and some cults (see also 
Chapter  for a discussion of total institutions). When 
military recruits enter boot camp, they are stripped 

Every culture has important rites of passage that mark the transition from one phase in the life course to another. Here diff erent 
cultural traditions distinguish the rites of passage associated with marriage: a traditional Nigerian wedding (upper left); a young 
American couple (upper right); a Shinto (Japanese) bride taking a marital pledge by drinking sake (lower left); and a newlywed 
orthodox Christian couple in Macedonia (lower right).
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As when people join religious cults, this is extreme 
conversion, but conversion happens in less extreme sit-
uations, too. People may convert to a diff erent religion, 
thereby undergoing resocialization by changing be-
liefs and religious practices. Or someone may become 
strongly infl uenced by the beliefs of a social movement, 
such as the current Tea Party political movement, and 
abruptly or gradually change beliefs—even identity—as 
a result.

The Brainwashing Debate
Extreme examples of resocialization are seen in the 
phenomenon popularly called “brainwashing.” In 
the popular view of brainwashing, converts have 
their previous identities totally stripped; the trans-
formation is seen as so complete that only depro-
gramming can restore the former self. Potential 
candidates of brainwashing include people who 
enter religious cults, prisoners of war, and hostages. 
Sociologists have examined brainwashing to illus-
trate the process of resocialization. As the result of 
their research, sociologists have cautioned against 
using the word brainwashing when referring to 
this form of conversion. Th e term implies that hu-
mans are mere puppets or passive victims whose 
free will can be taken away during these conversions 
(Robbins ). In religious cults, however, converts 
do not necessarily drop their former identity.

Sociological research has found that the people 
most susceptible to cult infl uence are the most sug-
gestible, primarily young adults who are socially iso-
lated, drifting, and having diffi  culty performing in other 
areas (such as in their jobs or in school). Such people 
may choose to affi  liate with cults voluntarily. Despite 

solidarity and generates a feeling of belonging. Par-
ticipants in these settings are expected to honor the 
symbols and objectives of the organization; disloyalty 
is seen as a threat to the entire group. In a convent, for 
example, nuns are expected to subordinate their own 
identity to the calling they have taken on, a calling that 
requires obedience both to God and to an abbess.

thinking SOCIOLOGICALLY
Find a group of adults (young or old) who have just 
 entered a new stage of life (getting a new or fi rst job, 
 getting married, becoming a grandparent, retiring, 
 entering a nursing home, and so forth), and ask them 
to describe this new experience. Ask questions such as 
what others expect of them in this new role, how these 
 expectations are communicated to them, what changes 
they see in their own behavior, and what  expectations 
they have of their new situation. What do your 
 observations tell you about adult socialization? •

Resocialization may involve degrading initiates 
physically and psychologically with the aim of break-
ing down or redefi ning their old identity. Th ey may be 
given menial and humiliating tasks and be expected 
to act in a subservient manner. Social control in such 
a setting may be exerted by peer ridicule or actual pun-
ishment. Fraternities and sororities off er an interesting 
everyday example of this pattern of resocialization. In-
tense resocialization rituals, whether in jailhouses, bar-
racks, convents, or sorority and fraternity houses, serve 
the same purpose: imposing some sort of ordeal to ce-
ment the seriousness and permanence of new roles and 
expectations.

The Process of Conversion
Resocialization also occurs during what people pop-
ularly think of as conversion. A conversion is a far- 
reaching transformation of identity, often related to 
religious or political beliefs. People usually think of 
conversion in the context of cults, but it happens in 
other settings as well.

John Walker Lindh was a U.S. citizen when the 
United States entered the Iraq war in . He joined 
the Taliban in Afghanistan and was later charged with 
conspiring to kill Americans abroad and supporting ter-
rorist organizations. Lindh is an example of an extreme 
conversion. He was raised Catholic in an affl  uent family, 
but he converted to Islam as a teenager, changing not 
just his ideas, but also his dress. Neighbors described 
him as being transformed from “a boy who wore blue 
jeans and T-shirts to an imposing fi gure in fl owing Mus-
lim garb” (Robertson and Burke ). As a young man, 
he traveled to Yemen and Pakistan to study language 
and the Koran and was introduced there to the Taliban. 
News sources have since named him the “American 
Taliban.”

Hazings are good examples of rites of passage that often 
accompany induction into a group. 
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captive frequently needs debriefi ng, or deprogram-
ming. Prisoners of war and hostages may not lose free 
will altogether, but they do lose freedom of movement 
and association, which makes prisoners intensely de-
pendent on their captors and therefore vulnerable to 
the captor’s infl uence.

Th e Stockholm Syndrome can help explain why 
some battered women do not leave their abusing 
spouses or boyfriends. Dependent on their abuser both 
fi nancially and emotionally, battered women often de-
velop identities that keep them attached to men who 
abuse them, a clear example of identifi cation with 
the aggressor. In these cases, outsiders often think the 
women should leave instantly, whereas the women 
themselves may fi nd leaving diffi  cult, even in the most 
abusive situations.

the widespread belief that people have to be depro-
grammed to be freed from the infl uence of cults, many 
people are able to leave on their own (Robbins ). 
So-called brainwashing is simply a manifestation of the 
social infl uence people experience through interaction 
with others. Even in cult settings, socialization is an in-
teractive process, not just a transfer of group expecta-
tions to passive victims.

Forcible confi nement and physical torture can 
be instruments of extreme resocialization. Under se-
vere captivity and deprivation, a captured person may 
come to identify with the captor; this is known as the 
Stockholm Syndrome. In traditional psychology, this 
same phenomenon was called “identifi cation with 
the aggressor.” In such instances, the captured person 
has become dependent on the captor. On release, the 

What is socialization, and why is it significant 
for society?
Socialization is the process by which human beings 
learn the social expectations of society. Socialization 
creates the expectations that are the basis for people’s 
attitudes and behaviors. Th rough socialization, people 
conform to social expectations, although people still 
express themselves as individuals.

What are the agents of socialization?
Socialization agents are those who pass on social ex-
pectations. Th ey include the family, the media, peers, 
sports, religious institutions, and schools, among oth-
ers. Th e family is usually the fi rst source of socialization. 
Th e media also infl uence people’s values and behav-
iors. Peers are an important source of individual iden-
tity; without peer approval, most people fi nd it hard to 
be socially accepted. Schools also pass on expectations 
that are infl uenced by gender, race, and other social 
characteristics of people and groups.

What theoretical perspectives do sociologists use 
to explain socialization?
Psychoanalytic theory sees the self as driven by uncon-
scious drives and forces that interact with the expecta-
tions of society. Social learning theory sees identity as 
a learned response to social stimuli such as reward–
punishment and role models. Functionalism interprets 
socialization as key to social stability because socializa-
tion establishes shared roles and values. Confl ict theory 
interprets socialization in the context of inequality 
and power relations. Symbolic interaction theory sees 
people as “constructing” the self as they interact with 
the environment and give meaning to their experience. 
Charles Horton Cooley described this process as the 
looking glass self. Another sociologist, George Herbert 

Mead, described childhood socialization as occurring 
in three stages: imitation, play, and games.

Does socialization mean that everyone grows 
up the same?
Socialization is not a uniform process. Growing up in 
diff erent environments and in such a diverse society 
means that diff erent people and diff erent groups are ex-
posed to diff erent expectations. Factors such as family 
structure, social class, regional diff erences, and many 
others infl uence how one is socialized.

Does socialization end during childhood?
Socialization continues through a lifetime, although 
childhood is an especially signifi cant time for the for-
mation of identity. Adolescence is also a period when 
peer cultures have an enormous infl uence on the for-
mation of people’s self-concepts. Adult socialization in-
volves the learning of specifi c expectations associated 
with new roles.

What are the social dimensions of the aging process?
Although aging is a physiological process, its signifi -
cance stems from social meanings attached to aging. 
Age prejudice and age discrimination result in the de-
valuation of older people. Age stratifi cation— referring 
to the inequality that occurs among diff erent age 
groups—is the result.

What does resocialization mean?
Resocialization is the process by which existing social 
roles are radically altered or replaced. It can take place 
in an organization that maintains strict social control 
and demands that the individual conform to the needs 
of the group or organization. Examples are religious 
conversion, excessive infl uence via social interaction 
(“brainwashing”), and the Stockholm Syndrome. 

chapter summary
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picture a college classroom on your campus. Stu-
dents sit, and some are taking notes; others, listening; a 
few, perhaps, sleeping. The class period ends and students 
stand, gathering their books, backpacks, bags, and other 
gear. As they stand, many whip out their cell phones, place 
them to their ears, and quickly push buttons that connect 
them to a friend. As the students exit the room, many are 
engaged in social interaction—chatting with their friends: 
some by phone, others by text messaging, some by talking 
face-to-face. Few, if any, of them realize that their behavior 
is at that moment infl uenced by society—a society whose 
infl uence extends into their immediate social relation-
ships, even when the contours of that society—its social 
 structure—are likely invisible to them.

These same students might plug a music player into 
their ears as they move on to their next class, possibly tun-
ing in to the latest sounds while tuning out the sounds of 
the environment around them. Some will return to their 
residences and perhaps text message friends, download 
some music, or connect with “friends” on Facebook. Some 
might watch a video or podcast on a small, handheld de-
vice. Surrounding all of this behavior are social changes 
that are taking place in society, including changes in tech-
nology, in global communication, and in how people now 
interact with each other. How we make sense of these 
changes requires an understanding of the connection 
between society and social interaction. In this way, a so-
ciological perspective can help you see the relationship 
between individuals and the larger society of which they 
are a part.

What Is Society?

What Holds Society Together?

Types of Societies

Social Interaction and Society

Theories About Analyzing Social 
Interaction

Interaction in Cyberspace

Chapter Summary
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sociologists, seeing society sui generis means that soci-
ety is more than just the sum of its parts. Durkheim saw 
society as an organism, something comprising diff erent 
parts that work together to create a unique whole. Just 
as a human body is not just a collection of organs but is 
alive as a whole organism with relationships between its 
organs, society is not only a simple collection of individu-
als, groups, or institutions but is a whole entity that con-
sists of all these elements and their interrelationships.

Durkheim’s point—central to sociological analysis—
is that society is much more than the sum of the individ-
uals in it. Society takes on a life of its own. It is patterned 
on humans and their interactions, but it is something 
that endures and takes on shape and structure beyond 
the immediacy of any given group of people. Th is is a 
basic idea that guides sociological thinking.

You can think of it this way: Imagine how a pho-
tographer views a landscape. Th e landscape is not just 
the sum of its individual parts—mountains, pastures, 
trees, or clouds—although each part contributes to the 
whole. Th e power and beauty of the landscape is that 
all its parts relate to each other, some in harmony and 
some in contrast, to create a panoramic view. Th e pho-
tographer who tries to capture this landscape will likely 
use a wide-angle lens. Th is method of photography 
captures the breadth and comprehensive scope of what 
the photographer sees. Similarly, sociologists try to pic-
ture society as a whole, not only by seeing its individual 
parts but also by recognizing the relatedness of these 
parts and their vast complexity.

Macro- and Microanalysis
Sociologists use diff erent lenses to see the diff erent 
parts of society. Some views are more macroscopic—
that is, sociologists try to comprehend the whole of 
society, how it is organized, and how it changes. Th is 
is called macroanalysis, a sociological approach that 
takes the broadest view of society by studying large pat-
terns of social interaction that are vast, complex, and 
highly diff erentiated. You might do this by looking at 
a whole society or comparing diff erent total societies 
to each other. For example, as we opened this chapter, 
you saw that large-scale changes in technology infl u-
ence even the most immediate social interaction that 
we have with other people. Th us, whereas only a few 
years ago it would not have been imaginable to create a 
network of friends in cyberspace, today it is a common 
practice, especially for young people.

Other views are more microscopic—that is, the 
focus is on the smallest, most immediately visible 
parts of social life, such as specifi c people interact-
ing with each other. Th is is called microanalysis. In 
this approach, sociologists study patterns of social in-
teractions that are relatively small, less complex, and 
less  diff erentiated—the microlevel of society. Again, 
thinking of how this chapter opened, you might want 
to study how people engage in texting each other on 

WHAT IS SOCIETY?
In Chapter , we studied culture as one force that holds 
society together. Culture is the general way of life, in-
cluding norms, customs, beliefs, and language. Human 
society is a system of social interaction that includes 
both culture and social organization. Within a society, 
members have a common culture, even though there 
may also be great diversity within it. Members of a so-
ciety think of themselves as distinct from other societ-
ies, maintain ties of social interaction, and have a high 
degree of interdependence. Th e interaction they have, 
whether based on harmony or confl ict, is one element 
of society. Within society, social interaction is behav-
ior between two or more people that is given meaning 
by them. Social interaction is how people relate to each 
other and form a social bond.

Social interaction is the foundation of society, but 
society is more than a collection of individual social ac-
tions. Emile Durkheim, the classical sociological theo-
rist, described society as sui generis—a Latin phrase 
meaning “a thing in itself, of its own particular kind.” To 

APLIA SOCIAL STRUCTURE AND INTERACTION 
ENGAGEMENT ACTIVITY

Do you see the big picture? This interactive illustration will help 
you understand sociological analysis.

The introduction of new technologies is transforming the 
nature of human communication. As more young people 
become adept with these tools, what will the future bring?
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be initially removed from your mother and examined 
by a doctor, which is very diff erent from the institutional 
practices in other societies.

Th e major institutions in society include the family, 
education, work and the economy, the political institu-
tion (or state), religion, and health care, as well as the mass 
media, organized sports, and the military. Th ese are all 
complex structures that exist to meet certain needs that 
are necessary for society to exist. Functionalist theorists 
have traditionally identifi ed these needs (functions) as fol-
lows (Parsons a; Aberle et al. ; Levy ):

 . Th e socialization of new members of the society. Th is 
is primarily accomplished by the family, but in-
volves other institutions as well, such as education.

 . Th e production and distribution of goods and ser-
vices. Th e economy is generally the institution that 
performs this set of tasks, but this may also involve 
the family as an institution—especially in societies 
where production takes place within households.

 . Replacement of society’s members. All societies 
must have a means of replacing members who die, 
move or migrate away, or otherwise leave the soci-
ety. Families are typically organized to do this.

 . Th e maintenance of stability and existence. Certain 
institutions within a society (such as the govern-
ment, the police force, and the military) contribute 
toward the stability and continuance of the society.

 . Providing the members with an ultimate sense of 
purpose. Societies accomplish this task by creating 
national anthems, for instance, and by encourag-
ing patriotism in addition to providing basic values 
and moral codes through institutions such as reli-
gion, the family, and education.

In contrast to functionalist theory, confl ict theory 
further notes that because confl ict is inherent in most 
societies, the social institutions of society do not pro-
vide for all its members equally. Some members are 
provided for better than others, thus demonstrating 
that institutions aff ect people by granting more power 
to some social groups than to others. Using the example 
of the health care institution given above, some groups 
have considerably less power within the institution 
than do others. Th us, nurses are generally subordinate 
to doctors and doctors to hospital administrators. And 
beyond these specifi c actors within the health care in-
stitutions, diff erent social groups in society have more 
or less power within social institutions. Th us, racial 
and ethnic minorities in general have poorer access to 
health care than others; the poor have less access, as do 
those of lower social class status. (For more informa-
tion, see Chapter  on health care.)

Social Structure
Sociologists use the term social structure to refer to 
the organized pattern of social relationships and so-
cial institutions that together compose society. Social 

a one-to-one basis. How are they similar or diff erent, 
on the basis of age, or gender, or social class, or race? 
For example, do people text (that is, interact) with each 
other within racial groups more than between racial 
groups? Observing this would be an example of micro-
analysis. Th us a sociologist who studies social interac-
tion via texting or on the Internet would be engaging in 
microanalysis but might interpret what is found in the 
context of macrolevel processes (such as race relations 
in society). Just as a photographer might use a wide-
angle lens to photograph a landscape or a telephoto 
lens for a closer view, sociologists use both macro- and 
microanalyses to reveal diff erent dimensions of society.

In this chapter, we continue our study of sociology 
by starting with the macrolevel of social life (by study-
ing total social structures), then continuing through 
the microlevel (by studying groups and face-to-face in-
teraction). Th e idea is to help you see how large-scale 
dimensions of society shape even the most immediate 
forms of social interaction.

Sociologists use the term social organization to 
describe the order established in social groups at any 
level. Specifi cally, social organization brings regularity 
and predictability to human behavior; social organi-
zation is present at every level of interaction, from the 
whole society to the smallest groups.

Social Institutions
Societies are identifi ed by their cultural characteristics 
and the social institutions that compose each society. 
A social institution (or simply an institution) is an es-
tablished and organized system of social behavior with 
a recognized purpose. Th e term refers to the broad sys-
tems that organize specifi c functions in society. Unlike 
individual behavior, social institutions cannot be di-
rectly observed, but their impact and structure can still 
be seen. For example, the family is an institution that 
provides for the care of the young and the transmission 
of culture. Religion is an institution that organizes sa-
cred beliefs. Education is the institution through which 
people learn the information and skills needed to live 
in the society.

Th e concept of the social institution is important 
to sociological thinking. You can think of social insti-
tutions as the enduring consequences of social be-
havior, but what fascinates sociologists is how social 
institutions take on a life of their own. For example, 
you were likely born in a hospital, which itself is part 
of the health care institution. Th e simple act of birth, 
which you might think of as an individual experience, is 
shaped by the structure of this social institution. Th us, 
you were likely delivered by a doctor, accompanied by 
nurses and, perhaps, a midwife—each of whom exists 
in a specifi c social relationship to the health care insti-
tution. Each of these persons is in an institutional role. 
Moreover, the practices surrounding your birth were 
also shaped by this social institution. Th us, you might 
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thinking SOCIOLOGICALLY
Using Marilyn Frye’s analogy of the birdcage, think of a 
time when you believed your choices were constrained 
by social structure. When you applied to college, for 
 example, could you go anywhere you wanted? What social 
 structural conditions guided your ultimate selection of 
schools to attend? •

WHAT HOLDS SOCIETY 
TOGETHER?
What holds societies together? We ask this question 
throughout this chapter. Th is central question in so-
ciology was fi rst addressed by Emile Durkheim, the 
French sociologist writing in the late s and early 
s. He argued that people in society had a collective 
consciousness, defi ned as the body of beliefs common 
to a community or society that give people a sense of 
belonging and a feeling of moral obligation to its de-
mands and values. According to Durkheim, collective 
consciousness gives groups social solidarity because 
members of a group feel they are part of one society.

Where does the collective consciousness come 
from? Durkheim argued that it stems from people’s par-
ticipation in common activities, such as work, family, 
education, and religion—in short, society’s institutions.

Mechanical and Organic Solidarity
According to Durkheim, there are two types of so-
cial solidarity: mechanical and organic. Mechanical 
 solidarity arises when individuals play similar—rather 
than diff erent—roles within the society. Individuals in 
societies marked by mechanical solidarity share the 

structures are not immediately visible to the untrained 
observer; nevertheless, they are present, and they aff ect 
all dimensions of human experience in society. Social 
structural analysis is a way of looking at society in which 
the sociologist analyzes the patterns in social life that 
refl ect and produce social behavior.

Social class distinctions are an example of a social 
structure. Class shapes the access that diff erent groups 
have to the resources of society, and it shapes many 
interactions people have with each other. People may 
form cliques with those who share similar class stand-
ing, or they may identify with certain values associated 
with a given class. Class then forms a social structure—
one that shapes and guides human behavior at all levels, 
no matter how overtly visible or invisible this structure 
is to someone at a given time.

Th e philosopher Marilyn Frye aptly describes 
the concept of social structure in her writing. Using 
the metaphor of a birdcage, she writes that if you look 
closely at only one wire in a cage, you cannot see the 
other wires. You might then wonder why the bird within 
does not fl y away. Only when you step back and see the 
whole cage instead of a single wire do you understand 
why the bird does not escape. Frye writes:

It is perfectly obvious that the bird is surrounded by a 
network of systematically related barriers, no one of 
which would be the least hindrance to its fl ight, but all of 
which, by their relations to each other, are as confi ning 
as the solid walls of a dungeon. . . . One can study the ele-
ments of . . . structure with great care and some good will 
without seeing or being able to understand that one is 
looking at a cage and that there are people there who are 
caged, whose motion and mobility are restricted, whose 
lives are shaped and reduced. (Frye : –)

Just as a birdcage is a network of wires, society is a 
 network of social structures, both micro and macro.

Birth, though a natural process, occurs within social institutions—institutions that vary in diff erent societies, depending on the 
social organization of society. Here you see how birth in the United States, which is mainly defi ned as a medical event, contrasts 
with a health assistant attending a birth in rural Mexico.
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Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft

Diff erent societies are held together by diff erent forms of 
solidarity. Some societies are characterized by what the 
German sociologist Ferdinand Tönnies called gemein-
schaft, a German word that means “community”; other 
societies are characterized as gesellschaft, which literally 
means “society” (Tönnies /). Each involves a type 
of solidarity or cohesiveness. Th ose societies that are ge-
meinschafts (communities) are characterized by a sense 
of “we” feeling, a very moderate division of labor, strong 
personal ties, strong family relationships, and a sense of 
personal loyalty. Th e sense of solidarity between mem-
bers of the gemeinschaft society arises from personal ties; 
small, relatively simple social institutions; and a collective 
sense of loyalty to the whole society. People tend to be well 
integrated into the whole, and social cohesion comes from 
deeply shared values and beliefs (often, sacred values). 
Social control need not be imposed externally because 
control comes from the internal sense of belonging that 
members share. You might think of a small community 
church as an example.

In contrast, in societies marked by gesellschaft, an 
increasing importance is placed on the secondary rela-
tionships people have—that is, less intimate and more 
instrumental relationships such as work roles instead 
of family or community roles. Gesellschaft is character-
ized by less prominence of personal ties, a somewhat 
diminished role of the nuclear family, and a lessened 
sense of personal loyalty to the total society. Th e soli-
darity and cohesion remain, and it can be very cohesive, 
but the cohesion comes from an elaborated division of 
labor (thus, organic solidarity), greater fl exibility in so-
cial roles, and the instrumental ties that people have to 
one another.

Social solidarity under gesellschaft is weaker than 
in the gemeinschaft society, however. Gesellschaft 
is more likely than gemeinschaft to be torn by class 
confl ict because class distinctions are less prominent, 
though still present, in the gemeinschaft. Racial– ethnic 
confl ict is more likely within gesellschaft societies be-
cause the gemeinschaft tends to be ethically and  racially 
very homogeneous; often it is characterized by only one 
racial or ethnic group. Th is means that confl ict between 
gemeinschaft societies, such as ethnically based wars, 
can be very high because both groups have a strong 
internal sense of group identity that may be intolerant 
of others (for example, Palestinians versus Israelis or 
 Shiite  Muslims versus Sunni Muslims in Iraq).

In sum, complexity and diff erentiation are what 
make the gesellschaft cohesive, whereas similarity and 
unity cohere the gemeinschaft society. In a single soci-
ety, such as the United States, you can conceptualize 
the whole society as gesellschaft, with some internal 
groups marked by gemeinschaft. Our national motto 
seems to embody this idea: E pluribus unum (unity 
within diversity), although clearly this idealistic motto 
has only been partly realized.

same values and hold the same things sacred. Th is 
particular kind of cohesiveness is weakened when a 
society becomes more complex. Contemporary ex-
amples of mechanical solidarity are rare because 
most societies of the world have been absorbed in the 
global trend for greater complexity and interrelated-
ness. Native American groups before European con-
quest were bound together by mechanical solidarity; 
indeed, many Native American groups are now trying 
to regain the mechanical solidarity on which their cul-
tural heritage rests, but they are fi nding that the super-
imposition of White institutions on Native American 
life interferes with the adoption of traditional ways of 
thinking and being, which prevents mechanical soli-
darity from gaining its original strength.

In contrast, organic solidarity occurs when people 
play a great variety of roles, and unity is based on role 
diff erentiation, not similarity. Th e United States and 
other industrial societies are built on organic solidar-
ity, and each is cohesive because of the diff erentiation 
within each. Roles are no longer necessarily similar, but 
they are necessarily interlinked—the performance of 
multiple roles is necessary for the execution of society’s 
complex and integrated functions.

Durkheim described this state as the division of 
labor, defi ned as the relatedness of diff erent tasks that 
develop in complex societies. Th e labor force within the 
contemporary U.S. economy, for example, is divided 
according to the kinds of work people do. Within any di-
vision of labor, tasks become distinct from one another, 
but they are still woven into a whole.

Th e division of labor is a central concept in sociol-
ogy because it represents how the diff erent pieces of 
society fi t together. Th e division of labor in most con-
temporary societies is often marked by distinctions 
such as age, gender, race, and class. In other words, if 
you look at who does what in society, you will see that 
women and men tend to do diff erent things; this is the 
gender division of labor. Similarly, old and young to 
some extent do diff erent things; this is a division of labor 
by age. Th is is crosscut by the racial division of labor, the 
pattern whereby those in diff erent racial–ethnic groups 
tend to do diff erent work—or are often forced to do 
diff erent work—in society. At the same time, the divi-
sion of labor is also marked by class distinctions, with 
some groups providing work that is highly valued and 
rewarded and others doing work that is devalued and 
poorly rewarded. As you will see throughout this book, 
gender, race, and class intersect and overlap in the divi-
sion of labor in society.

Durkheim’s thinking about the origins of social 
cohesion can bring light to contemporary discussions 
over “family values.” Some want to promote traditional 
family values as the moral standards of society. Is such 
a thing necessarily good, or even possible? Th e United 
States is an increasingly diverse society, and family life 
diff ers among diff erent groups. It is unlikely that a single 
set of family values can be the basis for social solidarity.
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(see Table .). Each type of society can still be found on 
Earth, although all but the most isolated societies are 
rapidly moving toward the industrial and postindustrial 
stages of development.

Th ese diff erent societies vary in the basis for their 
organization and the complexity of their division of 
labor. Some, such as foraging societies, are subsistence 
economies, where men and women hunt and gather 
food but accumulate very little. Others, such as pas-
toral societies and horticultural societies, develop a 
more elaborate division of labor as the social roles that 
are needed for raising livestock and farming become 
more numerous. With the development of agricultural 
societies, production becomes more large scale and 
strong patterns of social diff erentiation develop, some-
times taking the form of a caste system or even slavery.

Th e key driving force that distinguishes these dif-
ferent societies from each other is the development 
of technology. All societies use technology to help fi ll 
human needs, and the form of technology diff ers for the 
diff erent types of society.

Preindustrial Societies
A preindustrial society is one that directly uses, modi-
fi es, and/or tills the land as a major means of survival. 

TYPES OF SOCIETIES
In addition to comparing how diff erent societies are bound 
together, sociologists are interested in how social organi-
zation evolves in diff erent societies. Simple things such as 
the size of a society can also shape its social organization, 
as do the diff erent roles that men and women engage in 
as they produce goods, care for the old and young, and 
pass on societal traditions. Societies also diff er according 
to their resource base—whether they are predominantly 
agricultural or industrial, for example, and whether they 
are sparsely or densely populated.

Th ousands of years ago, societies were small, 
sparsely populated, and technologically limited. In 
the competition for scarce resources, larger and more 
technologically advanced societies dominated smaller 
ones. Today, we have arrived at a global society with 
highly evolved degrees of social diff erentiation and in-
equality, notably along class, gender, racial, and ethnic 
lines (Nolan and Lenski ).

Sociologists distinguish six types of societies 
based on the complexity of their social structure, the 
amount of overall cultural accumulation, and the level 
of their technology. Th ey are foraging, pastoral, horti-
cultural, agricultural (these four are called preindustrial 
societies), then industrial and postindustrial societies 

table 5.1 Types of Societies

Economic Base Social Organization Examples

Preindustrial 
Societies

Foraging 
Societies

Economic sustenance 
dependent on hunting and 
foraging

Gender is important basis for social 
organization, although division of labor
is not rigid; little accumulation of wealth

Pygmies of Central 
Africa

Pastoral 
Societies

Nomadic societies, with 
substantial dependence on 
domesticated animals for 
economic production

Complex social system with an elite 
upper class and greater gender 
role diff erentiation than in foraging 
societies

Bedouins of Africa 
and Middle East

Horticultural 
Societies

Society marked by relatively 
permanent settlement and 
production of domesticated 
crops

Accumulation of wealth and elaboration
of the division of labor, with diff erent 
occupational roles (farmers, traders, 
craftspeople, and so on)

Aztecs of Mexico; 
Inca empire of Peru

Agricultural 
Societies

Livelihood dependent on 
elaborate and large-scale 
patterns of agriculture and 
increased use of technology 
in agricultural production

Caste system develops that diff erentiates 
the elite and agricultural laborers; may 
include system of slavery

American South, 
pre–Civil War

Industrial 
Societies

Economic system based 
on the development of 
elaborate machinery and a 
factory system; economy 
based on cash and wages

Highly diff erentiated labor force with 
a complex division of labor and large 
formal organizations

Nineteenth and most 
of twentieth-century 
United States and 
Western Europe

Postindustrial 
Societies

Information-based societies 
in which technology plays a 
vital role in social organization

Education increasingly important to the 
division of labor

Contemporary 
United States, Japan, 
and others
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also exhibit dramatic social inequalities. A rigid caste 
system develops, separating the peasants, or slaves, 
from the controlling elite caste, which is then freed 
from manual work allowing time for art, literature, and 
philosophy, activities of which they can then claim the 
lower castes are incapable.

Industrial Societies
An industrial society is one that uses machines and other 
advanced technologies to produce and distribute goods 
and services. Th e Industrial Revolution began over 
 years ago when the steam engine was invented in 
England, delivering previously unattainable amounts of 
mechanical power for the performance of work. Steam 
engines powered locomotives, factories, and dynamos 

Th ere are four kinds of preindustrial societies, listed 
here by degree of technological development: forag-
ing (or hunting–gathering) societies, pastoral  societies, 
horticultural societies, and agricultural societies (see 
Table .).

In foraging (hunting–gathering) societies, the tech-
nology enables the hunting of animals and gathering of 
vegetation. Th e technology does not permit the refrig-
eration or processing of food, hence these individuals 
must search continuously for plants and game. Because 
hunting and gathering are activities that require large 
amounts of land, most foraging societies are nomadic; 
that is, they constantly travel as they deplete the plant 
supply or follow the migrations of animals. Th e central 
institution is the family, which serves as the means of dis-
tributing food, training children, and protecting its mem-
bers. Th ere is usually role diff erentiation on the basis of 
gender, although the specifi c form of the gender division 
of labor varies in diff erent societies. Th ey occasionally 
wage war with other clans or similar societies, and spears 
and bows and arrows are the weapons used. An example 
of a foraging society are the Pygmies of Central Africa.

In pastoral societies, technology is based on the do-
mestication of animals. Such societies tend to develop 
in desert areas that are too arid to provide rich vegeta-
tion. Th e pastoral society is nomadic, necessitated by 
the endless search for fresh grazing grounds for the 
herds of their domesticated animals. Th e animals are 
used as sources of hard work that enable the creation 
of a material surplus. Unlike a foraging society, this sur-
plus frees some individuals from the tasks of hunting 
and gathering and allows them to create crafts, make 
pottery, cut hair, build tents, and apply tattoos. Th e sur-
plus generates a more complex and diff erentiated social 
system with an elite or upper class and more role diff er-
entiation on the basis of gender. Th e nomadic Bedouins 
of Africa and the Middle East are pastoral societies.

In horticultural societies, hand tools are used to cul-
tivate the land, such as the hoe and the digging stick. Th e 
individuals in horticultural societies practice ancestor 
worship and conceive of a deity or deities (God or gods) 
as a creator. Th is distinguishes them from foraging so-
cieties that generally employ the notion of numerous 
spirits to explain the unknowable. Horticultural societ-
ies recultivate the land each year and tend to establish 
relatively permanent settlements and villages. Role dif-
ferentiation is extensive, resulting in diff erent and in-
terdependent occupational roles such as farmer, trader, 
and craftsperson. Th e Aztecs of Mexico and the Incas of 
Peru represent examples of horticultural societies.

Th e agricultural society is exemplifi ed by the pre–
Civil War American South, a society of slavery. Such so-
cieties have a large and complex economic system that 
is based on large-scale farming. Such societies rely on 
technologies such as use of the wheel and use of metals. 
Farms tend to be considerably larger than the cultivated 
land in horticultural societies. Large and permanent 
settlements characterize agricultural societies, which 
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Diff erent types of societies produce diff erent kinds of social 
relationships. Some may involve more direct and personal 
relationships (called gemeinschafts), whereas others produce 
more fragmented and impersonal relationships (called 
gesellschafts).
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and transformed societies as the Industrial Revolution 
spread. Th e growth of science led to advances in farm-
ing techniques such as crop rotation, harvesting, and 
ginning cotton, as well as industrial-scale projects such 
as dams for generating hydroelectric power. Joining 
these advances were developments in medicine, new 
techniques to prolong and improve life, and the emer-
gence of birth control to limit population growth.

Unlike agricultural societies, industrial societies rely 
on a highly diff erentiated labor force and the intensive 
use of capital and technology. Large formal organiza-
tions are common. Th e task of holding society together, 
falling on institutions such as religion in preindustrial 
 societies, now falls more on the institutions that have a 
high division of labor, such as the economy and work, 
government, politics, and large bureaucracies.

Within industrial societies, the forms of gender in-
equality that we see in contemporary U.S. society tend 
to develop. With the advent of industrialization, soci-
eties move to a cash-based economy, with labor per-
formed in factories and mills paid on a wage basis and 
household labor remaining unpaid. Th is introduced 
what is known as the family-wage economy, in which 
families become dependent on wages to support them-
selves, but work within the family (housework, child 
care, and other forms of household work) is unpaid and 

therefore increasingly devalued (Tilly and Scott ). 
In addition, even though women (and young children) 
worked in factories and mills from the fi rst inception 
of industrialization, the family-wage economy is based 
on the idea that men are the primary breadwinners. A 
system of inequality in men’s and women’s wages was 
 introduced—an economic system that even today con-
tinues to produce a wage gap between men and women.

Industrial societies tend to be highly productive 
economically, with a large working class of industrial 
laborers. People become increasingly urbanized as they 
move from farmlands to urban centers or other areas 
where factories are located. Immigration is common in 
industrial societies, particularly because industries are 
forming where there is a high demand for more, cheap 
labor.

Industrialization has brought many benefi ts to U.S. 
society—a highly productive and effi  cient economic sys-
tem, expansion of international markets, extraordinary 
availability of consumer products, and for many, a good 
working wage. Industrialization has, at the same time, 
also produced some of the most serious social problems 
that our nation faces: industrial pollution, an overdepen-
dence on consumer goods, wage inequality and job dislo-
cation for millions, and problems of crime and crowding 
in urban areas (see Map . on population density). 

MAP 5.1

Mapping America’s Diversity
As this map shows, population density 
(measured as the number of people 
per square mile) varies enormously 

in diff erent regions and areas of the 
country. In what ways do you think the 
density of a given area might aff ect 

people’s social interaction? Data: U.S. 
Census Bureau. 2009. American FactFinder. 
www.census.gov
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interact with people. It is to that level—the microlevel 
of society—that we now turn.

Groups
At the microlevel, society is made up of many diff er-
ent social groups. At any given moment, each of us is 
a member of many groups simultaneously, and we are 
subject to their infl uence: family, friendship groups, 
athletic teams, work groups, racial and ethnic groups, 
and so on. Groups impinge on every aspect of our lives 
and are a major determinant of our attitudes and val-
ues regarding everything from personal issues such as 
sexual attitudes and family values to major social is-
sues such as the death penalty and physician-assisted 
suicide.

To sociologists a group is a collection of individu-
als who

• interact and communicate with each other;
• share goals and norms; and,
• have a subjective awareness of themselves as “we,” 

that is, as a distinct social unit.

To be a group, the social unit in question must pos-
sess all three of these characteristics. We will examine 
the nature and behavior of groups in greater detail in 
 Chapter .

In sociological terms, not all collections of people 
are groups. People may be lumped together into social 
categories based on one or more shared characteristics, 
such as teenagers (an age category), truck drivers (an 
occupational category), and even those who have lost 
their life savings and pensions as a result of criminal 
Ponzi investment schemes, such as occurred in the fall 
of  with those who unknowingly invested money 
with the now-infamous criminal Bernard Madoff  (more 
about him in Chapter ).

Social categories can become social groups, de-
pending on the amount of “we” feeling the group has. 
Only when there is this sense of common identity, as 
defi ned in the characteristics of groups above, is a 
collection of people an actual group. For example, all 
people nationwide watching TV programs at  o’clock 
Wednesday evening form a distinct social unit, an audi-
ence. But they are not a group because they do not inter-
act with one another, nor do they possess an awareness 
of themselves as “we.” However, if many of the same 
viewers were to come together for a large meeting, such 
as fans of the long-running TV series Star Trek (the fans 
call themselves “Trekkies”) coming together for a con-
vention where they could interact and develop a “we” 
feeling, then they would constitute a group.

We now know that people do not need to be face-
to-face in order to constitute a group. Online commu-
nities, for example, are people who interact with each 
other regularly, share a common identity, and think of 
themselves as being a distinct social unit. On the Inter-
net community Facebook, for example, you may have 

Th e recent economic recession/depression that began in 
 has been signifi cantly responsible for many of these 
ills—including an exceptionally high rate of unemploy-
ment. Understanding the process of industrialization 
and its accompanying process of urbanization is a major 
avenue for sociological research and is explored further 
in Chapter .

Postindustrial Societies
In the contemporary era, a new type of society is emerg-
ing. Whereas most twentieth-century societies can be 
characterized in terms of their generation of material 
goods, postindustrial society depends economically 
on the production and distribution of services, infor-
mation, and knowledge. Postindustrial societies are 
information-based societies in which technology plays 
a vital role in the social organization. Th e United States 
is fast becoming a postindustrial society, and Japan may 
be even further along. Many of the workers provide ser-
vices such as administration, education, legal services, 
scientifi c research, and banking, or they engage in the 
development, management, and distribution of infor-
mation, particularly in the areas of computer use and 
design. Central to the economy of the postindustrial so-
ciety are the highly advanced technologies of comput-
ers, robotics, genetic engineering, and laser technology. 
Multinational corporations globally link the economies 
of postindustrial societies.

Th e transition to a postindustrial society has a 
strong infl uence on the character of social institutions. 
Educational institutions acquire paramount impor-
tance in the postindustrial society, and science takes 
an especially prominent place. For some, the transition 
to a postindustrial society means more discretionary 
income for leisure activities—tourism, entertainment, 
and relaxation industries (spas, massage centers, and 
exercise) become more prominent—at least for people 
in certain classes and in the absence of severe eco-
nomic recession, which has recently plagued not only 
the United States but Japan, Germany, and other tech-
nologically advanced countries as well. Th e transition 
to postindustrialism can mean permanent joblessness 
for many or the need to hold down more than one job 
simply to make ends meet. Workers without highly 
technical skills may not fi t in such a society, and mil-
lions have already found themselves out of work.

SOCIAL INTERACTION 
AND SOCIETY
You can see by now that society is an entity that exists 
above and beyond individuals. Also, diff erent societies 
are marked by diff erent forms of social organization. 
Although societies diff er, emerge, and change, they 
are also highly predictable. Your society shapes virtu-
ally every aspect of your life from the structure of its so-
cial institutions to the more immediate ways that you 
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Achieved statuses are those attained by virtue of 
individual eff ort. Most occupational statuses—police of-
fi cer, pharmacist, or boatbuilder—are achieved statuses. 
In contrast, ascribed statuses are those occupied from 
the moment a person is born. Your biological sex is an 
ascribed status. Yet, even ascribed statuses are not ex-
empt from the process of social construction. For most 
individuals, race is an ascribed status fi xed at birth, al-
though an individual with one light-skinned African 
American parent and one White parent may appear to 
be White and may go through life as a White person. 
Within the African American community, this is called 
passing, although this term is used somewhat less often 
now than it was several years ago. Ascribed status may 
not be rigidly defi ned, as for individuals who are biracial 
or multiracial (see also Chapter ). Finally, ascribed 
statuses can arise through means beyond an individu-
al’s control, such as severe disability or chronic illness.

Some seemingly ascribed statuses, such as gen-
der, can become achieved statuses. Gender, typically 
thought of as fi xed at birth, is a social construct. You 
can be born female or male, but becoming a woman or 
a man is the result of social behaviors associated with 
your ascribed status. In other words, gender is also 
achieved. People who cross-dress, have a sex change, or 
develop some characteristics associated with the other 
sex are good examples of how gender is achieved, but 
you do not have to see these exceptional behaviors to 
observe that. People “do” gender in everyday life. Th ey 
put on appearances and behaviors that are associated 
with their presumed gender (Andersen ; West and 
Fenstermaker ; West and Zimmerman ). If you 
doubt this, ask yourself what you did today to “achieve” 
your gender status. Did you dress a certain way? Wear 
“manly” cologne or deodorant? Splash on a “feminine”
fragrance? Th ese behaviors—all performed at the 
 microlevel—refl ect the macrolevel of your gender status.

debunking SOCIETY’S MYTHS
myth: Gender is an ascribed status where one’s gender 
identity is established at birth.

sociological perspective: Although one’s bio-
logical sex identity is an ascribed status, gender is a social 
construct and thus is also an achieved status—that is, ac-
complished through routine, everyday behavior, including 
patterns of dress, speech, touch, and other social behav-
iors. Sex is not the same as gender (Andersen 2011). •

Th e line between achieved and ascribed status can 
be hard to draw. Social class, for example, is determined 
by occupation, education, and annual income—all of 
which are achieved statuses—yet one’s job, education, 
and income are known to correlate strongly with the so-
cial class of one’s parents. Hence, one’s social class sta-
tus is at least partly—though not perfectly—determined 
at birth. It is an achieved status that includes an insepa-
rable component of ascribed status as well.

a group of “friends,” some of whom you know person-
ally and others whom you only know online. But these 
friends, as they are known on Facebook, make up a so-
cial group that might interact on a regular, indeed, daily 
basis—possibly even across great distances.

Groups also need not be small or “close-up” and 
personal. Formal organizations are highly structured 
social groupings that form to pursue a set of goals. Bu-
reaucracies such as business corporations or municipal 
governments or associations such as the  Parent-Teacher 
Association (PTA) are examples of formal organiza-
tions. A deeper analysis of bureaucracies and formal 
organizations appears in Chapter .

Status
Within groups, people occupy diff erent statuses.  Status 
is an established position in a social structure that car-
ries with it a degree of social rank or value. A status is a 
rank in society. For example, the position “vice presi-
dent of the United States” is a status, one that carries 
relatively high prestige. “High school teacher” is an-
other status; it carries less prestige than “vice presi-
dent of the United States,” but more prestige than, say, 
“cabdriver.” Statuses occur within institutions and also 
within groups. “High school teacher” is a status within 
the education institution. Other statuses in the same in-
stitution are “student,” “principal,” and “school super-
intendent.” Within a given group, people may occupy 
diff erent statuses that can be dependent on a variety of 
factors, such as age or seniority within the group.

Typically, a person occupies many statuses simul-
taneously. Th e combination of statuses composes a sta-
tus set, which is the complete set of statuses occupied 
by a person at a given time (Merton ). A person 
may occupy diff erent statuses in diff erent institutions. 
Simultaneously, a person may be a bank president (in 
the economic institution), voter (in the political institu-
tion), church member (in the religious institution), and 
treasurer of the PTA (in the education institution). Each 
status may be associated with a diff erent level of prestige.

Sometimes the multiple statuses of an individual 
confl ict with one another. Status inconsistency exists 
where the statuses occupied by a person bring with them 
signifi cantly diff erent amounts of prestige and thus dif-
fering expectations. For example, someone trained as a 
lawyer, but working as a cabdriver, experiences status 
inconsistency. Some recent immigrants from  Vietnam 
and Korea have experienced status inconsistency. 
Many refugees who had been in high-status occupa-
tions in their home country, such as teachers, doctors, 
and lawyers, could fi nd work in the United States only 
as grocers or technicians—jobs of relatively lower sta-
tus than the jobs they left behind. A relatively large body 
of research in sociology has demonstrated that status 
inco nsistency—in addition to status itself—can lead to 
stress and depression (Taylor et  al. ; Th oits ; 
Blalock ; Taylor and  Hornung ; Hornung ).
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Although people occupy many statuses at one time, 
it is usually the case that one status is dominant, called 
the master status, overriding all other features of the 
person’s identity. Th e master status may be imposed by 
others, or a person may defi ne his or her own master 
status. A woman judge, for example, may carry the mas-
ter status “woman” in the eyes of many. She is seen not 
just as a judge, but as a woman judge, thus making gen-
der a master status (Webster and Hysom ). A mas-
ter status can completely supplant all other statuses in 
someone’s status set. Being in a wheelchair is another 
example of a master status. People may see this, at least 
at fi rst, as the most important, or salient, part of iden-
tity, ignoring other statuses that defi ne someone as a 
person.

thinking SOCIOLOGICALLY
Make a list of terms that describe who you are. Which 
of these are ascribed statuses and which are achieved 
 statuses? What do you think your master status is in 
the eyes of others? Does one’s master status depend 
on who is  defi ning you? What does this tell you about 
the  signifi cance of social judgments in determining who 
you are? •

Roles
A role is the behavior others expect from a person as-
sociated with a particular status. Statuses are occupied; 
roles are acted or “played.” Th e status of police offi  cer 
carries with it many expectations; this is the role of 
police offi  cer. Police offi  cers are expected to uphold 
the law, pursue suspected criminals, assist victims of 
crimes, fi ll out forms for reports, and so on. Usually, 
people behave in their roles as others expect them to, 
but not always. When a police offi  cer commits a crime, 
such as physically brutalizing someone, he or she has 
violated the role expectations. Role expectations may 
vary according to the role of the observer—whether the 
person observing the police offi  cer is a member of a mi-
nority group, for example.

As we saw in Chapter , social learning theory 
predicts that we learn attitudes and behaviors in re-
sponse to the positive reinforcement and encourage-
ment received from those around us. Th is is important 
in the formation of our own identity in society. “I am 
Linda, the skater,” or “I am John, the guitarist.” Th ese 
identities are often obtained through role modeling, 
a process by which we imitate the behavior of another 
person we admire who is in a particular role. A ten-
year-old girl or boy who greatly admires the teenage 
expert skateboarder next door will attempt, through 
role modeling, to closely imitate the tricks that neigh-
bor performs on the skateboard. As a result, the for-
mation of the child’s self-identity is signifi cantly 
infl uenced.

A person may occupy several statuses and roles 
at one time. A person’s role set includes all the roles 

occupied by the person at a given time. Th us, a person 
may be not only Linda the skater but also Linda the stu-
dent, the daughter, and the lover. Roles may clash with 
each other, a situation called role confl ict, wherein 
two or more roles are associated with contradictory ex-
pectations. Notice that in Figure . some of the roles 
diagrammed for this college student may confl ict with 
others. Can you speculate about which might and 
which might not?

In U.S. society, some of the most common forms of 
role confl ict arise from the dual responsibilities of job 
and family. Th e parental role demands extensive time 
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In role modeling, a person imitates the behavior of an admired 
other.

Part-time
waitress

Asian American
person

Church-goer

Girlfriend

Roommate

Woman

Student
Daughter

Person

FIGURE 5.1 Roles in a College Student’s Role Set 
Identify the diff erent roles that you occupy and draw a similar 
diagram of your own role set. Then identify which roles are 
consistent with each other and which might  produce role 
confl ict and role strain.

31561_ch05.indd   10731561_ch05.indd   107 8/29/11   12:42 PM8/29/11   12:42 PM



108 > C H A P T E R  

States, but the same action in East India or certain Arab 
countries might be an insult. Social and cultural con-
text matter. A kiss on the lips is a positive act in most 
cultures, yet if you were kissed on the lips by a stranger, 
you would probably consider it a negative act, perhaps 
even repulsive.

Verbal and Nonverbal Communication. We saw in 
the culture chapter (Chapter ) how patterns of social 
interaction are embedded in the language we use, and 
language is deeply infl uenced by culture and society. 
Furthermore, communication is not just what you say, 
but also how you say it and to whom. You can see the 
infl uence of society on how people speak, especially in 
diff erent contexts. Under some circumstances, a pause 
in speaking may communicate emphasis; for oth-
ers, it may indicate uncertainty. Cultural diff erences 
across society make this obvious. Th us, during inter-
actions between Japanese businessmen, long periods 
of silence often occur. Unlike U.S. citizens, who are ex-
perts in “small talk” and who try at all costs to avoid 
periods of silence in conversation, Japanese people 
do not need to talk all the time and regard periods of 
silence as desirable opportunities for collecting their 
thoughts (Worchel et al. ; Fukuda ). Ameri-
can businesspeople in their fi rst meetings with Japa-
nese executives often think, erroneously, that these 
silent interludes mean the Japanese are responding 
negatively to a presentation. Even though some fi nd 
the Japanese mode of conversation highly uncomfort-
able, getting used to it is a key tool in successful nego-
tiations. Th e fate of a deal may depend on a glance, an 
exhalation, or a smile.

Nonverbal communication is also a form of social 
interaction and can be seen in various social patterns. 
A  surprisingly large portion of our everyday commu-
nication with others is nonverbal, although we are 
generally only conscious of a small fraction of the non-
verbal “conversations” in which we take part. Consider 
all the nonverbal signals exchanged in a casual chat: 
body position, head nods, eye contact, facial expres-
sions, touching, and so on. Studies of nonverbal com-
munication, like those of verbal communication, show 
that it is much infl uenced by social forces, including 
the relationships between diverse groups of people. 
Th e meanings of nonverbal communications depend 
heavily on race, ethnicity, social class, and gender, as 
we shall see.

For example, patterns of touch (called tactile 
 communication) are strongly infl uenced by gender. 
Parents vary their touching behavior depending on 
whether the child is a boy or a girl. Boys tend to be 
touched more roughly; girls, more tenderly and protec-
tively. Such patterns continue into adulthood, where 
women touch each other more often in everyday con-
versation than do men. Women are on the average more 
likely to touch and hug as an expression of emotional 

and commitment and so does the job role. Time given to 
one role is time taken away from the other. Although the 
norms pertaining to working women and men are rap-
idly changing, it is still true that women are more often 
expected to uphold traditional role expectations asso-
ciated with their gender role and are more likely held 
responsible for minding the family when job and family 
confl ict. Th e sociologist Arlie Hochschild captured the 
predicament of today’s women when she described the 
“second shift”: a working mother spends time and en-
ergy all day on the job, only to come home to the “sec-
ond shift” of family and home responsibilities. Th ese 
are sometimes delegated to a husband or boyfriend, 
who encounters less well-formed role expectations that 
he will take on those responsibilities and is therefore 
more likely to leave the jobs undone (Hochschild , 
, ). 

Hochschild has found that some companies have 
instituted “family friendly” policies, designed to re-
duce the confl icts generated by the “second shift.” 
Ironically, however, in her study she found that few 
workers take advantage of programs such as more 
fl exible hours, paid maternity leave, and job sharing—
except for the on-site child care that actually allowed 
parents to work more!

Hochschild’s studies point to the confl ict between 
two social roles: family roles and work roles. Her re-
search is also illustrative of a diff erent sociological 
concept: role strain, a condition wherein a single role 
brings confl icting expectations. Diff erent from role con-
fl ict, which involves tensions between two roles, role 
strain involves confl icts within a single role. In Hoch-
schild’s study, the work role has not only the expecta-
tions traditionally associated with work but also the 
expectation that one “love” one’s work and be as de-
voted to it as to one’s family. Th e result is role strain. Th e 
role of student often involves role strain. For example, 
students are expected to be independent thinkers, yet 
they feel—quite correctly—that they are often required 
to simply repeat on an exam what a professor tells them. 
Th e tension between the two competing expectations is 
an example of role strain.

Everyday Social Interaction
You can also see the infl uence of society in everyday 
behavior, including such basics as how you talk, pat-
terns of touch, and who you are attracted to. Although 
you might think of such things as “just coming natu-
rally,” they are deeply patterned by society. Th e cul-
tural context of social interaction really matters in our 
understanding of what given behaviors mean. An ac-
tion is defi ned as positive or negative by the cultural 
context because social behavior is that to which people 
give meaning. An action that is positive in one culture 
can be negative in another. For example, shaking the 
right hand in greeting is a positive action in the United 
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How does this experiment show how social norms 
are maintained through informal norms of social 
control? •

Th e proxemic bubbles of diff erent ethnic groups 
on average have diff erent sizes. Hispanic people tend 
to stand much closer to each other than do White, 
 middle-class Americans; their proxemic bubble is, on 
average, smaller. Similarly, African Americans also tend 
to stand close to each other while conversing. Inter-
action distance is quite large between White, middle-
class,  British males—their average interaction distances 
can be as much as several feet.

Proxemic interactions also diff er between men 
and women (Taylor et al. ; Romain ; Tan-
nen ). Women of the same race and culture tend 
to stand closer to each other in casual conversation 
than do men of the same race and culture. When a 
Middle Eastern man (who has a relatively small prox-
emic bubble) engages in conversation with a White, 
middle-class, U.S. man (who has a larger proxemic 
bubble), the Middle Eastern man tends to move toward 
the White American, who tends to back away. You can 
observe the negotiations of proxemic space at cocktail 
parties or any other setting that involves casual social 
interaction.

In a society as diverse as the United States, un-
derstanding how diversity shapes social interaction is 
an essential part of understanding human behavior. 
Ignorance of the meanings that gestures have in a so-
ciety can get you in trouble. For example, some Mexi-
cans and Mexican Americans may display the right 
hand held up, palm inward, all fi ngers extended, as 
an obscene gesture meaning “screw you many times 
over.” Th is provocative gesture has no meaning at all 

support, whereas men touch and hug more often to 
assert power or to express sexual interest (Baumeister 
and Bushman ; Worchel et al. ; Wood ). 
Clearly, there are also instances where women touch to 
express sexual interest and/or dominance, but research 
shows that, in general, for women touch is a supportive 
activity. For men, touch is often a dominance-asserting 
activity, except in athletic contexts where hugging and 
patting among men is a supportive activity (Worchel et 
al. ; Wood ; Tannen ).

In observing patterns of touch, you can see where 
social status infl uences the meaning of nonverbal be-
haviors. Professors, male or female, may pat a man or 
woman student on the back as a gesture of approval; 
students will rarely do this to a professor. Male profes-
sors touch students more often than do female profes-
sors, showing the additional eff ect of gender. Because 
such patterns of touching refl ect power relationships 
between women and men, they can also be off ensive 
and may even involve sexual harassment (see Chap-
ters  and ).

You can also see the social meaning of interac-
tion by observing how people use personal space. 
 Proxemic communication refers to the amount of 
space between interacting individuals. Although peo-
ple are generally unaware of how they use personal 
space, usually the more friendly people feel toward 
each other, the closer they will stand. In casual con-
versation, friends stand closer to each other than do 
strangers. People who are sexually attracted to each 
other stand especially close, whether the sexual attrac-
tion is gay, lesbian, or heterosexual. According to an-
thropologist E. T. Hall (; Hall and Hall ), we all 
carry around us a proxemic bubble that represents our 
personal, three-dimensional space. When people we 
do not know enter our proxemic bubble, we feel threat-
ened and may take evasive action. Friends stand close; 
enemies tend to avoid interaction and keep far apart. 
According to Hall’s theory, we attempt to exclude from 
our private space those whom we do not know or do 
not like, even though we may not be fully aware that we 
are doing so.

see FOR YOURSELF
Riding in Elevators
 1. Try a simple experiment. Ride in an elevator and 

closely observe the behavior of everyone in the 
 elevator with you. Write down in a notebook such 
things as how far away people stand from each other. 
What do they look at? Do they tend to stand in the 
corners? Do they converse with strangers or the peo-
ple they are with? If so, what do they talk about?

 2. Now return to the same elevator and do something 
that breaks the usual norms of elevator behavior, 
such as standing too close to someone. How did 
people react? How did you feel?
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Patterns of touch refl ect diff erences in the power that is 
part of many social relationships.
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Th e affi  liation tendency has been likened to 
 imprinting, a phenomenon seen in newborn or newly 
hatched animals who attach themselves to the fi rst liv-
ing creature they encounter, even if it is of another spe-
cies (Lorenz ). Studies of geese and squirrels show 
that once the young animal attaches itself to a human 
experimenter, the process is irreversible. Th e young 
animal prefers the company of the human to the com-
pany of its own species! A degree of imprinting may be 
discernible in human infant attachment, but research-
ers note that in infants the process is more complex, 
more changeable, and more infl uenced by social fac-
tors (Brown ).

Somewhat similar to affi  liation is interpersonal 
 attraction, a nonspecifi c positive response toward an-
other person. Attraction occurs in ordinary day-to-day 
 interaction and varies from mild attraction (such as 
thinking your grocer is a nice person) all the way to 
deep feelings of love. According to one view, attractions 
fall on a continuum ranging from hate to strong dislike 
to mild dislike to mild liking to strong liking to love. An-
other view is that attraction and love are two diff erent 
continua, able to exist separately. In this view, you can 
actually like someone a whole lot, but not be in love. 
Conversely, you can feel passionate love for someone, 
including strong sexual feelings and intense emotion, 
yet not really “like” the person. Have you ever been in 
love with someone you did not particularly like?

Can attraction be scientifi cally predicted? Can you 
identify with whom you are most likely to fall in love? 
Th e surprising answer to these questions is a loud, al-
though somewhat qualifi ed, “yes.” Most of us have 
been raised to believe that love is impossible to mea-
sure and certainly impossible to predict scientifi cally. 
We think of love, especially romantic love, as quick and 
 mysterious—a lightning bolt. Couples report falling 
in love at fi rst sight, thinking that they were “meant to 
be together” (McCollum ). Countless novels and 
stories support this view, but extensive research in so-
ciology and social psychology suggests otherwise: In a 
probabilistic sense, love can be predicted beyond the 
level of pure chance. Let us take a look at some of these 
intriguing fi ndings.

A strong determinant of your attraction to others is 
simply whether you live near them, work next to them, 
or have frequent contact with them. You are more likely 
to form friendships with people from your own city 
than with people from a thousand miles away. One 
classic study even showed that you are more likely to 
be attracted to someone on your fl oor, your residence 
hall, or your apartment building than to someone even 
two fl oors down or two streets over (Festinger et al. 
). Subsequent studies continue to show this eff ect 
 (Baumeister and Bushman ). Such is the eff ect of 
proximity in the formation of human friendships.

Now, though the general principle still holds, 
many people form relationships without being in close 
proximity, such as in online dating. Studies of Internet 

in Anglo (White) society. Likewise, people who grow 
up in urban environments learn to avoid eye contact 
on the streets. Staring at someone for only two or three 
seconds can be interpreted as a hostile act, if done man 
to man ( Anderson , ). If a woman maintains 
mutual eye contact with a male stranger for more than 
two or three seconds, she may be assumed by the man 
to be sexually interested in him. In contrast, during 
sustained conversation with acquaintances, women 
maintain mutual eye contact longer than do men 
( Romain ; Wood ).

Interpersonal Attraction
We have already asked, “What holds society together?” 
Th is was asked at the macroanalysis level—that is, the 
level of society. But what holds relationships together—
or, for that matter, makes them fall apart? You will not 
be surprised to learn that formation of relationships 
has a strong social structural component—that is, it is 
patterned by social forces and can to a great extent be 
predicted.

Humans have a powerful desire to be with other 
human beings; in other words, they have a strong 
need for affi  liation. We tend to spend about  percent 
of our time with other people when doing all sorts of 
 activities—eating, watching television, studying, doing 
hobbies, working, and so on (Cassidy and Shaver ). 
People who lack all forms of human contact are very 
rare in the general population, and their isolation is 
usually rooted in psychotic or schizophrenic disorders. 
Extreme social isolation at an early age causes severe 
disruption of mental, emotional, and language devel-
opment, as we saw in Chapter .
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Konrad Lorenz, the animal behaviorist, shows that adult 
Graylag geese that have imprinted on him the moment 
they were hatched will follow him anywhere, as though 
he were their mother goose (Tweed Roosevelt, personal 
communication)!
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dating show that, even in this cyberworld, social norms 
still apply. Studies of Internet dating fi nd, for example, 
that unlike other dating behavior, on the Internet there 
is pressure to disclose more secrets about oneself in a 
shorter period of time (Lawson and Leck ).

Our attraction to another person is also greatly af-
fected simply by how frequently we see that person or 
even his or her photograph. When watching a movie, 
have you ever noticed that the central character seems 
more attractive at the end of the movie than at the be-
ginning? Th is is particularly true if you already fi nd the 
person very attractive when the movie begins. Have 
you ever noticed that the fabulous-looking person sit-
ting next to you in class looks better every day? You may 
be experiencing mere exposure eff ect: Th e more you 
see someone in person—or even in a photograph—
the more you like him or her. In studies where people 
are repeatedly shown photographs of the same face, the 
more often a person sees a particular face, then other 
things being constant, the more he or she likes that per-
son (Moreland and Beach ; Zajonc ).

Th ere are two qualifi cations to the eff ect. First, 
overexposure can result when a photograph is seen too 
often. Th e viewer becomes saturated and ceases to like 
the pictured person more with each exposure. Second, 
the initial response of the viewer can determine how 
much liking will increase. If someone starts out liking 
a particular person, seeing that person frequently will 
increase the liking for that person; however, if one starts 
out disliking the pictured person, the amount of dislike 
tends to remain about the same, regardless of how often 
one sees the person (Taylor et al. ).

We hear that “beauty is only skin deep.” Apparently, 
that is deep enough. To a surprisingly large degree, the 
attractions we feel toward people of either gender are 
based on our perception of their physical attractive-
ness (Baumeister and Bushman ; Dion ). A vast 
amount of research over the years has consistently shown 
the importance of attractiveness in human interactions: 
Adults react more leniently to the bad behavior of an at-
tractive child than to the same behavior of an unattract-
ive child (Berscheid and Reis ; Dion ). Teachers 
evaluate cute children of either gender as “smarter” than 
unattractive children with identical academic records 
(Worchel et al. ; Cliff ord and Walster ). In studies 
of mock jury trials, attractive defendants, male or female, 
receive lighter jury-recommended sentences on average 
than do unattractive defendants convicted of the same 
crime ( Gilbert et al. ; Sigall and Ostrove ).

Of course, standards of attractiveness vary between 
cultures and between subcultures within the same so-
ciety. What is highly attractive in one culture may be 
repulsive in another. In the United States, there is a 
maxim that you can never be too thin—a major cause 
of eating disorders such as anorexia and bulimia, es-
pecially among White women (Hesse-Biber ). Th e 
maxim is oppressive for women in U.S. society, yet it is 
clearly highly culturally relative, even within U.S. cul-
ture. What is considered “overweight” or “fat” is indeed 
a social construction (Atkins ). Among many Afri-
can Americans, “chubbiness” (itself a social construc-
tion) in women is considered attractive. Such women 
are called “healthy” and “phatt” or “thick,” which means 
the same as “stacked” or curvaceous. 

Similar cultural norms often apply in certain U.S. 
Hispanic populations. Th e skinny woman is not consid-
ered attractive. Nonetheless, studies show that anorexia 
and bulimia are now increasing among women of color, 
showing how cultural norms can change—even though 
Black women, in general, are more satisfi ed with their 
body image than White women (Atkins ; Lovejoy 
; Fitzgibbon and Stolley ; see also Chapter ).

Studies of dating patterns among college stu-
dents show that the more attractive one is, the more 
likely one will be asked on a date. Th is applies to gay 
and lesbian dating as well as to heterosexual dat-
ing ( Berscheid and Reiss ; Speed and Gangestad 
). However, one very important exception can be 
added to this fi nding: Physical attractiveness predicts 
only the early stages of a relationship. When one mea-
sures relationships that last a while, other factors come 
into play, principally religion, political attitudes, social 
class background, educational aspirations, and race. 
Perceived physical attractiveness may predict who 
is attracted to whom initially, but other variables are 
better predictors of how long a relationship will last 
(Berscheid and Reis ).

So, do “opposites attract”? Not according to the re-
search. We have all heard that people are attracted to 
their “opposite” in personality, social status, background, 
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Romantic love is idealized in this society as something that
“just happens,” but research shows that interpersonal 
attraction follows predictable patterns.
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THEORIES ABOUT ANALYZING 
SOCIAL INTERACTION
Groups, statuses, and roles form a web of social inter-
action. Th e interaction people have with one another 
is a basic element of society. Sociologists have devel-
oped diff erent ways of understanding social interac-
tion. Functionalist theory, discussed in Chapter , is 
one such concept. Here we detail four others: the social 
construction of reality, ethnomethodology, impression 
management, and social exchange (refer to Table .). 
Th e fi rst three theories come directly from the symbolic 
interaction perspective.

The Social Construction of Reality
What holds society together? Th is is a basic question 
for sociologists, one that, as we have seen, has long 
guided sociological thinking. Sociologists note that 
society  cannot hold together without something that is 
shared—a shared social reality.

Some sociological theorists have argued convinc-
ingly that there is little actual reality beyond that pro-
duced by the process of social interaction itself. Th is is 
the principle of the social construction of reality, the idea 
that our perception of what is real is determined by the 
subjective meaning that we attribute to an experience, a 
principle central to symbolic interaction theory (Berger 
and Luckmann ; Blumer ). Hence, there is no 
objective “reality” in itself. Th ings do not have their own 
intrinsic meaning. We subjectively impose meaning 
on things.

Children do this routinely—impose inherent mean-
ing on things. Upon seeing a marble roll off  a table, the 
child attributes causation (meaning) to the marble: 
Th e marble rolled off  the table “because it wanted to.” 
Such perceptions carry into adulthood: Th e man walk-
ing down the street who accidentally walks smack into 
a telephone pole, at fi rst thought glares at the pole, as 
though the pole somehow caused the accident! He in-
advertently attributes causation and meaning to an in-
animate object—the telephone pole (Heider ).

Considerable evidence exists that people do just 
that; they force meaning on something when doing 
so allows them to see or perceive what they want to 
 perceive—even if that perception seems to someone 
else to be contrary to actual fact. Th ey then come to be-
lieve that what they perceived is indeed “fact.” A clas-
sic and convincing study of this is Hastorf and Cantril’s 
() study of Princeton and Dartmouth students who 
watched a fi lm of a game of basketball between the two 
schools. Both sets of students watched the same fi lm. 
Th e students were instructed to watch carefully for 
rule infractions by each team. Th e results were that the 
 Princeton students reported twice as many rule infrac-
tions involving the Dartmouth team as the Dartmouth 
students saw. Th e Dartmouth students saw about twice 
as many rule infractions by Princeton as the Princeton 

and other characteristics. Many of us grow up believing 
this to be true. However, if the research tells us one thing 
about interpersonal attraction, it is that with only a few 
exceptions we are attracted to people who are similar or 
even identical to us in socioeconomic status, race, eth-
nicity, religion, perceived personality traits, and general 
attitudes and opinions (Taylor et al. ; Baumeister and 
Bushman ; Brehm et al. ). “Dominant” people 
tend to be attracted to other dominant people, not to 
“submissive” people. “Verbally aggressive” people tend 
to be attracted to others who are also verbally aggressive 
and not to someone who is verbally retiring or verbally 
shy. Couples tend to have similar opinions about politi-
cal issues of great importance to them, such as attitudes 
about abortion, crime, animal rights, and urban vio-
lence. Overall, couples tend to exhibit strong cultural or 
subcultural similarity, not diff erence.

Th ere are exceptions, of course. We sometimes 
fall in love with the exotic—the culturally or socially 
diff erent. Novels and movies return endlessly to the 
story of the rich young woman who falls in love with a 
rough-and-ready biker, but such a pairing is by far the 
exception and not the rule. Th at rich young woman is 
far more likely to fall in love with a rich young man. 
When it comes to long-term relationships, includ-
ing both friends and lovers (whether heterosexual, 
gay, or lesbian), humans vastly prefer a great degree 
of similarity, even though, if asked, they might deny 
it. In fact, the less similar a heterosexual relationship 
is with respect to race, social class, age, and educa-
tional aspirations (how far in school the person wants 
to go), then the quicker the relationship is likely to 
break up (Taylor et al. ; Silverthorne and Quinsey 
; Worchel et al. ; Berscheid and Reis ; Hill 
et al. ).

debunking SOCIETY’S MYTHS
myth: Love is purely an emotional experience that you 
cannot predict or control.

sociological perspective: Whom you fall in 
love with can be predicted beyond chance by such factors 
as proximity, how often you see the person, how attrac-
tive you perceive the person to be, and whether you are 
similar (not diff erent) to her or him in social class, race–
ethnicity, religion, age, educational aspirations, and gen-
eral attitudes, including political attitudes and beliefs. •

Many young romantic relationships, regrettably, 
come to an end. On campus, relationships tend to break 
up most often during gaps in the school calendar, such as 
winter and spring break. Summers are especially brutal 
on relationships formed during the academic year. Break-
ups are seldom mutual. Almost always, only one member 
of the pair wants to break off  the relationship, whereas the 
other wants to keep it going. Th e sad truth means that the 
next time you hear that a breakup was “mutual,” you will 
know this is probably a lie or self-deceit. 
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How do we know what these rules or norms are? An ap-
proach in sociology called ethnomethodology is a clever 
technique for fi nding out.

Ethnomethodology (Garfi nkel ), after ethno 
for “people” and methodology for “mode of study,” is 
a clever technique for studying human interaction by 
deliberately disrupting social norms and observing 
how individuals attempt to restore normalcy. Th e idea 
is that to study such norms, one must fi rst break them, 
because the subsequent behavior of the people in-
volved will reveal just what the norms were in the fi rst 
place.

Ethnomethodology is based on the premise that 
human interaction takes place within a consensus, and 
interaction is not possible without this consensus. Th e 
consensus is part of what holds society together. Ac-
cording to Garfi nkel, this consensus will be revealed by 
people’s background expectancies, namely, the norms 
for behavior that they carry with them into situations of 
interaction. It is presumed that these expectancies are 
to a great degree shared, and thus studying norms by 
deliberately violating them will reveal the norms that 
most people bring with them into interaction. Th e eth-
nomethodologist argues that you cannot simply walk 
up to someone and ask what norms the person has and 
uses, because most people will not be able to articulate 
them. We are not wholly conscious of what norms we 
use even though they are shared. Ethnomethodology is 
designed to “uncover” those norms.

Ethnomethodologists often use ingenious pro-
cedures for uncovering those norms by thinking up 
clever ways to interrupt “normal” interaction. William 
 Gamson, a sociology professor, had one of his students 
go into a grocery store where jelly beans, normally 
priced at that time at  cents per pound, were on sale 
for  cents. Th e student engaged the saleswoman 
in conversation about the various candies and then 
asked for a pound of jelly beans. Th e saleswoman then 
wrapped them and asked for  cents. Th e rest of the 
conversation went like this:

Student: Oh, only  cents for all those nice jelly beans? 
Th ere are so many of them. I think I will pay $ for them.

Saleswoman: Yes, there are a lot, and today they are on 
sale for only  cents.

Student: I know they are on sale, but I want to pay $ for 
them. I just love jelly beans, and they are worth a lot to me.

Saleswoman: Well, uh, no, you see, they are selling for 
 cents today, and you wanted a pound, and they are 
 cents a pound.

Student: (voice rising) I am perfectly capable of seeing 
that they are on sale at  cents a pound. Th at has nothing 
to do with it. It is just that I personally feel that they are 
worth more, and I want to pay more for them.

Saleswoman: (becoming quite angry) What is the mat-
ter with you? Are you crazy or something? Everything in 
this store is priced more than what it is worth. Th ose jelly 
beans probably cost the store only a nickel. Now do you 
want them or should I put them back?

students saw! Remember that they all saw exactly the 
same game—the same “facts.” We see the “facts” we 
want to see, as a result of the social construction of 
reality. Subsequent research has strongly supported 
the Hastorf and Cantril fi ndings (Taylor et al. ; 
 Baumeister and Bushman ; Ross ; Jones and 
Nisbett ).

As we saw in Chapter , our perceptions of reality 
are determined by what is called the defi nition of the 
situation: We observe the context in which we fi nd our-
selves and then adjust our attitudes and perceptions 
accordingly. Sociological theorist W. I. Th omas embod-
ies this idea in his well-known dictum that situations 
defi ned as real are real in their consequences (Th omas 
/). Th e Princeton and Dartmouth students saw 
diff erent “realities” depending on what college they 
were attending, and the consequences (the perceived 
rule infractions) were very real to them.

Th e defi nition of the situation is a principle that 
can also aff ect a “factual” event such as whether an 
emergency room patient is perceived to be dead by the 
doctors. In his research in the emergency room of a hos-
pital, Sudnow () found that patients who arrived 
at the emergency room with no discernible heartbeat 
or breathing were treated diff erently by the attending 
physician depending on the patient’s age. A person in 
his or her early twenties or younger was not immedi-
ately pronounced “dead on arrival” (DOA). Instead, the 
physicians spent a lot of time listening for and testing 
for a heartbeat, stimulating the heart, examining the 
patient’s eyes, giving oxygen, and administering other 
stimulation to revive the patient. If the doctor obtained 
no lifelike responses, the patient was pronounced dead. 
Older patients, however, were on the average less likely 
to receive such extensive procedures. Th e older per-
son was examined less thoroughly and often was pro-
nounced dead on the spot with only a stethoscopic 
examination of the heart. In such instances, how the 
physicians defi ned the situation—how they socially 
constructed the reality of death—was indeed real in its 
consequence for the patient!

Understanding the social construction of reality 
helps one see many aspects of society in a new light. 
Race and gender are signifi cant infl uences on social ex-
perience because people believe them to be so. Indeed, 
society is constructed based on certain assumptions 
about the signifi cance of race and gender. Th ese as-
sumptions have guided the formation of social institu-
tions, including what work people do, how families are 
organized, and how power is exercised.

Ethnomethodology
Our interactions are guided by rules that we follow. 
Sometimes these rules are non-obvious and subtle. 
Th ese rules are the norms of social interaction. Again, 
what holds society together? Society cannot hold to-
gether without norms, but what rules do we follow? 
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way of analyzing interaction that assumes the partici-
pants are actors on a stage in the drama of everyday 
social life. People present diff erent faces (give off  dif-
ferent impressions) on diff erent stages (in diff erent 
situations or diff erent roles) with diff erent others. 
To your mother, you may present yourself as the du-
tiful, obedient daughter, which may not be how you 
present yourself to a friend. Perhaps you think acting 
like a diligent student makes you seem a jerk, so you 
hide from your friends that you are really interested 
in a class or enjoy your homework. Analyzing impres-
sion management reveals that we try to con the other 
into perceiving us as we want to be perceived. Th e 
box “Doing Sociological Research: Doing Hair, Doing 
Class” shows how impression management can be in-
volved in many settings, including the everyday world 
of the hair salon.

A clever study by Albas and Albas () demon-
strates just how pervasive impression management is in 
social interaction. Th e Albases studied how college stu-
dents interacted with one another when the instructor 
returned graded papers during class. Some students got 
good grades (“aces”), others got poor grades (“bomb-
ers”), but both employed a variety of devices (cons) to 
maintain or give off  a favorable impression. For exam-
ple, the aces wanted to show off  their grades, but they 
did not want to appear to be braggarts, so they casually 
or “accidentally” let others see their papers. In contrast, 
the bombers hid or covered their papers to hide their 
poor grades, said they “didn’t care” what they got, or 
simply lied about their grades.

One thing that Goff man’s theory makes clear is that 
social interaction is a very perilous undertaking. Have 
you ever been embarrassed? Of course you have; we all 
have. Th ink of a really big embarrassment that you ex-
perienced. Goff man defi nes embarrassment as a spon-
taneous reaction to a sudden or transitory challenge to 
our identity: We attempt to restore a prior perception 
of our “self” by others. Perhaps you were giving a talk 

At this point the student became quite embar-
rassed, paid the  cents, and hurriedly left (Gamson 
and Modigliani ).

Th e point here is that the saleswoman approached 
the situation with a presumed consensus, a consensus 
that becomes revealed by its deliberate violation by the 
student. Th e puzzled saleswoman took measures to at-
tempt to normalize the interaction, even to force it to be 
normal (see Table .). 

Impression Management 
and Dramaturgy
Another way of analyzing social interaction is to study 
impression management, a term coined by symbolic 
interaction theorist Erving Goff man (). Impression 
management is a process by which people control how 
others perceive them. A student handing in a term paper 
late may wish to give the instructor the impression that it 
was not the student’s fault but was because of uncontrol-
lable circumstances (“my computer hard drive crashed,” 
“my dog ate the last hard copy,” and so on). Th e impression 
that one wishes to “give off ” (to use Goff man’s phrase) is 
that “I am usually a very diligent person, but today—just 
today—I have been betrayed by circumstances.”

Impression management can be seen as a type of 
con game. We willfully attempt to manipulate others’ 
impressions of us. Goff man regarded everyday inter-
action as a series of attempts to con the other. In fact, 
trying in various ways to con the other is, according to 
Goff man, at the very center of much social interaction 
and social organization in society: Social interaction is 
just a big con game!

Perhaps this cynical view is not true of all social 
interaction, but we do present diff erent “selves” to 
others in diff erent settings. Th e settings are, in eff ect, 
diff erent stages on which we act as we relate to oth-
ers. For this reason, Goff man’s theory is sometimes 
called the dramaturgy model of social interaction, a 

table 5.2 Theories of Social Interaction

The Social 
Construction 
of Reality Ethnomethodology Dramaturgy

Social Exchange 
Theory Game Theory

Interprets 
society as:

Organized around 
the subjective 
meaning that 
people give to 
social behavior

Held together through 
the consensus that 
people share around 
social norms; you can 
discover these norms 
by violating them

A stage on which 
actors play their 
social roles and 
give impression 
to those in their 
“audience”

A series of 
interactions that are 
based on estimates 
of rewards and 
punishments

A system in which 
people strategize 
“winning” and 
“losing” in their 
interactions with 
each other

Analyzes social
interaction as:

Based on the 
meaning people 
give to actions in 
society 

A series of encounters 
in which people 
manage their 
impressions in front 
of others

Enactment of 
social roles 
played before a 
social audience

A rational balancing 
act involving 
perceived costs and 
benefi ts of a given 
behavior

Calculated 
risks to balance 
rewards and 
punishments
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before a class and then suddenly forgot the rest of the 
talk. Or perhaps you recently bent over and split your 
pants. Or perhaps you are a man and barged acciden-
tally into a women’s bathroom. All these actions will re-
sult in embarrassment, causing you to “lose face.”

You will then attempt to restore face (“save face”), 
that is, eliminate the conditions causing the embarrass-
ment. You thus will attempt to con others into perceiving 
you as they might have before the embarrassing inci-
dent. One way to do this is to shift blame from the self 
to some other, for example, claiming in the fi rst exam-
ple that the teacher did not give you time to adequately 
memorize the talk; or in the second example, claiming 
that you will never buy that particular, obviously inferior 
brand of pants again; or in the third example, claiming 
that the sign saying “Women’s Room” was not clearly 
visible. All these represent deliberate manipulations 
(cons) to save face on your part—to restore the other’s 
prior perception of you.

Social Exchange and Game Theory

Another way of analyzing social interaction is through 
the social exchange model (see Table .). Th e social 
exchange model of social interaction holds that our in-
teractions are determined by the rewards or punish-
ments that we receive from others (Cook and  Gerbasi 
; Wright ; Blau ; Homans ). A fun-
damental principle of exchange theory is that an in-
teraction that elicits approval from another (a type of 
reward) is more likely to be repeated than an interac-
tion that incites disapproval (a type of punishment). 
According to the exchange principle, one can predict 
whether a given interaction is likely to be repeated or 
continued by calculating the degree of reward or pun-
ishment inspired by the interaction. If the reward for 
an interaction exceeds the punishment, then a poten-
tial for social profi t exists and the interaction is likely to 
occur or continue.

DOING sociological research

Research Question: Sociologist Debra 
Gimlin was curious about a common site 
for social interaction—hair salons. She 
noticed that the interaction that occurs in 
hair salons is often marked by diff erences 
in the social class status of clients and styl-
ists. Her research question was, How do 
women attempt to cultivate the cultural 
ideals of beauty, and in particular, how 
is this achieved through the interaction 
 between hair stylists and their clients?

Research Method: She did her research 
by spending more than 200 hours ob-
serving social interaction in a hair salon. 
She watched the interaction between 
clients and stylists and conducted in-
terviews with the owner, the staff , and 
twenty women customers. During the 
course of her fi eldwork, she recorded 
her observations of the conversations 
and interaction in the salon, frequently 
asking questions of patrons and staff . 
The patrons were mostly middle and 
upper-middle class; the stylists, working 
class. All the stylists were White, as were 
most of the clients.

Research Results: “Beauty work” as 
 Gimlin calls it, involves the stylist bridging 
the gap between those who seek beauty 
and those who defi ne it; her (or his) role is 

Doing Hair, Doing Class

to be the expert in beauty culture, bring-
ing the latest fashion and technique to 
clients. Beauticians are also expected to 
engage in some “emotion work”—that is, 
they are expected to nurture clients and 
be interested in their lives; often they are 
put in the position of sacrifi cing their pro-
fessional expertise to meet clients’ wishes.

According to Gimlin, since stylists 
typically have lower class status than 
their clients, this introduces an ele-
ment into the relationship that stylists 
negotiate carefully in their routine social 
interaction. Hairdressers emphasize their 
special knowledge of beauty and taste as 
a way of reducing the status diff erences 
between themselves and their clients. 
They also try to nullify the existing class 
hierarchy by conceiving an alternative 
hierarchy, not one based on education, 
income, or occupation but only on the 
ability to style hair competently. Thus, 
stylists describe clients as perhaps 
“having a ton of money,” but unable to 
do their hair or know what looks best 
on them. Stylists become confi dantes 
with clients, who often tell them highly 
personal information about their lives. 
Appearing to create personal relation-
ships with their clients, even though they 
never see them outside the salon, also 
reduces status diff erences.

Conclusions and Implications: Gimlin 
concludes that beauty ideals are shaped 
in this society by an awareness of social 
location and cultural distinctions. As she 
says, “Beauty is . . . one tool women use 
as they make claims to particular social 
statuses” (1996: 525).

Questions to Consider
The next time you get your hair cut, you 
might observe the social interaction 
around you and ask how class, gender, 
and race shape interaction in the salon 
or barbershop that you use. Try to get 
someone in class to collaborate with 
you so that you can compare observa-
tions in diff erent salon settings. In doing 
so, you will be studying how gender, 
race, and class shape social interaction 
in everyday life.

 1. Would you expect the same dy-
namic in a salon where men are the 
stylists?

 2. Do Gimlin’s fi ndings hold in settings 
where the customers and stylists 
are not White or where they are all 
working class?

 3. In your opinion, would Gimlin’s fi nd-
ings hold in an African American 
men’s barbershop?

Source: Gimlin, Debra. 1996. “Pamela’s Place: 
Power and Negotiation in the Hair Salon.” 
 Gender & Society 10 (October): 505–526.
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INTERACTION IN CYBERSPACE
When people interact and communicate with one an-
other by means of personal computers—through some 
virtual community such as email, Twitter, Facebook, 
LinkedIn, and the like or other computer-to-computer 
interactions—then they are engaging in cyberspace 
interaction (or virtual interaction).

Th e character of cyberspace interaction is chang-
ing rapidly as new technologies emerge. Not long 
ago, nonverbal interaction was absent in cyberspace 
as people could not “see” what others were like. But 
with the introduction of video-based cyberspace, 
such as YouTube, photos on Facebook and MySpace, 
and Skype, people can now display still and moving 
images of themselves. Th ese images provide new op-
portunities, as we noted above, for what sociologists 
would call the presentation of self and impression 
management. Sometimes this comes with embarrass-
ing consequences. Th e young college student who dis-
plays a seminude or nude photo of herself or himself, 
projecting a sexual presentation of self, may be horri-
fi ed if one of the parents or a potential employer visits 
the Facebook site! Furthermore, the photo could be 
intercepted by a disgruntled boyfriend, reproduced, 
and made to “go viral” (seen by hundreds or thou-
sands of persons). 

Cyberspace interaction is becoming increasingly 
common among all age, gender, and race groups, al-
though clear patterns are also present in who is en-
gaged in this form of social interaction and how people 
use it (Hargittai ; see Tables . and .). Women, 
for example, used to lag behind men in Internet usage 
but have now caught up. Internet usage is also related 
to race (Whites have the most usage); age (youngest use 
it most); annual earnings (those with highest earnings 
use it most); education (more education means more 
usage); and urban-suburban-rural (rural residents use 
it the least).

Gender diff erences can still be found in cyberspace 
usage. Women are more likely to use email to write to 
friends and family, share news, plan events, and for-
ward jokes. And women are more likely to report that 
email nurtures their relationships. Men, on the other 
hand, use the Internet more to transact business, and 
they look for a wider array of information than women 
do. Men are also more likely to use the Internet for hob-
bies, including such things as sports fantasy leagues, 
downloading music, and listening to radio (Pew Inter-
net and American Life Project ).

More than  percent of those aged – now use 
online social networking sites, with women among 
the most frequent users of such sites (Table .). Th e 
popularity of these sites is also growing rapidly among 
youth. Again, gender patterns emerge in how young 
people interact online. Boys are more likely than girls 
to say they use these sites to make new friends and 

Rewards can take many forms. They can in-
clude tangible gains such as gifts, recognition, and 
money, or subtle everyday rewards such as smiles, 
nods, and pats on the back. Similarly, punishments 
come in many varieties, from extremes such as pub-
lic humiliation, beating, banishment, or execution, 
to gestures as subtle as a raised eyebrow or a frown. 
For example, if you ask someone out for a date and 
the person says yes, you have gained a reward, and 
you are likely to repeat the interaction. You are likely 
to ask the person out again, or to ask someone else 
out. If you ask someone out, and he or she glares 
at you and says, “No way!”, then you have elicited 
a punishment that will probably cause you to shy 
away from repeating this type of interaction with 
that person.

Social exchange theory has grown partly out of 
game theory, a mathematic and economic theory that 
predicts that human interaction has the characteris-
tics of a “game,” namely, strategies, winners and los-
ers, rewards and punishments, and profi ts and costs 
(Kuhn and Nasar ; Wright ; Dixit and Sneath 
; Nash ). Simply asking someone out for a date 
indeed has a gamelike aspect to it, and you will prob-
ably use some kind of strategy to “win” (have the other 
agree to go out with you) and “get rewarded” (have a 
pleasant or fun time) at minimal “cost” to you (you 
don’t want to spend a large amount of money on the 
date or you do not want to get into an unpleasant argu-
ment on the date). Th e interesting thing about game 
theory is that it sees human interaction as just that: 
a game. 

If in a given interchange between persons A and B 
the amount of reward to person A is exactly equal to the 
amount of loss to person B, then it is called a zero-sum 
game (reward plus loss will equal zero). A simple ex-
ample would be person A receiving a $, gift from 
person B—the reward to person A is the same amount 
as the loss to person B. To take another example, the 
game of poker is a zero-sum game: Person A’s winnings 
exactly equal B’s losses. Th is applies even if there are 
more than one “person Bs.”

If on the other hand the amounts of reward and 
punishment for persons A and B are unequal, then 
it is a non-zero sum game (amount of reward plus 
amount of loss Þ zero). If you, a male, ask a woman 
out for a date and she accepts, this is reward for you. 
But if she rejects your offer, this is punishment for 
you and either a neutral or even a reward for her! 
Hence what you get (punishment) and what she gets 
(neutrality or reward) do not sum to zero—unless of 
course she attains a hefty amount of glee from reject-
ing you, in which case it would then indeed be zero-
sum! Otherwise, it is non-zero sum. 

Impression management theory also contains a 
gamelike element in its hypothesis that human interac-
tion is a big con game.
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as a result of their interaction in cyberspace (Hargit-
tai ). Th e Internet also creates more opportunity 
for people to misrepresent themselves or even cre-
ate completely false—or even stolen—identities. But 
studies fi nd that computer-mediated interactions also 
follow some of the same patterns that are found in 
face-to-face interaction. People still “manage” iden-
tities in front of a presumed audience; they project 
images of self to others that are consistent with the 
identity they have created for themselves, and they 
form social networks that become the source for evolv-
ing identities, just as people do in traditional forms of 
social interaction. 

In this respect, cyberspace interaction is the ap-
plication of Goff man’s principle of impression manage-
ment. Th e person can put forward a totally diff erent and 
wholly created self, or identity. One can “give off ,” in 
Goff man’s terms, any impression one wishes and, at the 
same time, know that one’s true self is protected by ano-
nymity. Th is gives the individual quite a large and free 
range of roles and identities from which to choose. As 
predicted by symbolic interaction theory, of which Goff -
man’s is one variety, the reality of the situation grows out 
of the interaction process itself. Th is is a central point of 

to fl irt; girls use it more to stay in touch with friends 
they already have (Pew Internet and American Life 
Project ). 

It is too early to know the implications of these cy-
berspace interactions. Some think it will make social 
life more alienating, with people developing weaker 
social skills and less ability for successful face-to-face 
interaction. Some studies have noted that people can 
develop extremely close and in-depth relationships 

table 5.4 Teens Online: Who is Most Likely 
to Create an Online Profile?

Percentage in 
Each Group 
Who Create 
Online Profiles

Percentage in 
Each Group 
Who Create 
Online Profiles

Sex Age by Sex

Boys 51% Boys aged 
15–17

57%

Girls 58 Girls aged 
15–17

70

Age Household 
Income

12–14 45 Less than 
$50,000

55

15–17 64 $50,000 or 
more

56

Age by Sex Race–
Ethnicity

Boys aged 
12–14

46 White 
non-Hispanic

53

Girls aged 
12–14

44 Non-White 58

Source: Pew Internet and American Life Project: Teens and Parents 
Survey. 2009. www.pewinternet.org. Reprinted by permission.

table 5.3 Demographics of Internet Users

Below is the percentage of each group who use the Internet 
according to a May 2010 survey.

Total Adults

Men 79%

Women 79%

Race/ethnicity

White, non-Hispanic 80%

Black, non-Hispanic 71%

Hispanic (English-speaking) 82%

Age

18–19 95%

30–49 87%

50–64 78%

65+ 42%

Household Income

Less than $30,000 per year 63%

$30,000 to $49,999 84%

$50,000 to $74,999 89%

$75,000+ 95%

Educational Attainment

Less than high school 52%

High school 67%

Some college 90%

College+ 96%

Community type

Urban 81%

Suburban 82%

Rural 67%

Source: The Pew Research Centers Internet and American Life Project. 
Copyright 2011. http://pewinternet.org/Static-Pages/Trend-Data/
Whos-Online.aspx
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chapter summary
What is society?
Society is a system of social interaction that includes 
both culture and social organization. Society includes 
social institutions, or established organized social be-
havior, and exists for a recognized purpose; social struc-
ture is the patterned relationships within a society.

What holds society together?
According to theorist Emile Durkheim, society with all 
its complex social organization and culture, is held to-
gether, depending on overall type, by mechanical solidar-
ity (based on individual similarity) and organic solidarity 
(based on a division of labor among dissimilar individu-
als). Two other forms of social organization also contribute 
to the cohesion of a society: gemeinschaft (“community,” 
characterized by cohesion based on friendships and loy-
alties) and gesellschaft (“society,” characterized by cohe-
sion based on complexity and diff erentiation).

What are the types of societies?
Societies across the globe vary in type, as determined 
mainly by the complexity of their social structures, their 
division of labor, and their technologies. From least to 
most complex, they are foraging, pastoral, horticultural, 
agricultural (these four constitute preindustrial societ-
ies), industrial, and postindustrial societies.

What are the forms of social interaction in society?
All forms of social interaction in society are shaped 
by the structure of its social institutions. A group is a 

collection of individuals who interact and communi-
cate with each other, share goals and norms, and have 
a subjective awareness of themselves as a distinct so-
cial unit. Status is a hierarchical position in a structure; 
a role is the expected behavior associated with a par-
ticular status. A role is the behavior others expect from 
a person associated with a particular status. Patterns of 
social interaction infl uence nonverbal interaction as 
well as patterns of attraction and affi  liation.

What theories are there about social interaction?
Social interaction takes place in society within the con-
text of social structure and social institutions. Social 
interaction is analyzed in several ways, including the 
social construction of reality (we impose meaning and 
reality on our interactions with others); ethnomethod-
ology (deliberate interruption of interaction to observe 
how a return to “normal” interaction is accomplished); 
impression management (a person “gives off ” a particu-
lar impression to “con” the other and achieve certain 
goals, as in cyberspace interaction); and social exchange 
and game theory (one engages in gamelike reward and 
punishment interactions to achieve one’s goals).

How is technology changing social interaction?
Increasingly, people engage with each other through 
cyberspace interaction. Social norms develop in cyber-
space as they do in face-to-face interaction, but a  person 
in cyberspace can also manipulate the impression that 
he or she gives off , thus creating a new “ virtual” self.

symbolic interaction theory and is central to sociologi-
cal analysis generally: Interaction creates reality.

Cyberspace interaction has thus resulted in new 
forms of social interaction in society—in fact, a new 
social order containing both deviants and conform-
ists. Th ese new forms of social interaction have their 
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own rules and norms, their own language, their own 
sets of beliefs, and practices or rituals—in short, all the 
elements of culture, as defi ned in Chapter . For soci-
ologists, cyberspace also provides an intriguing new 
venue in which to study the connection between soci-
ety and social interaction.
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twelve citizens sit together in an elevated enclo-
sure, like a choir loft, and silently watch a drama unfold be-
fore them, day after day. They are respectfully addressed 
by highly paid professionals: lawyers, judges, expert wit-
nesses. Their job, ruling on the innocence or guilt of a de-
fendant or the settlement of a legal claim, was once the 
prerogative only of kings. Their decision may mean free-
dom or incarceration, fortune or penury, even life or death.

Juries have been the focus of much research, in part 
because they fi ll such a vital role in our society and in part 
because within this curiously artifi cial, yet intimate, group 
of random strangers can be found a wealth of interesting 
sociological phenomena. Jury verdicts and jury delibera-
tions show the same inescapable infl uences of status, race, 
and gender that aff ect the rest of society (Hans 2006). 
They also show the powerful eff ects of group pressure on 
the individual. Yet, some judges and prosecutors still re-
fuse to acknowledge the power of these infl uences, pre-
ferring instead to believe that juries will ignore status, race, 
and gender and make their decisions solely on the basis of 
the evidence and the law, simply because they are told to 
do so.

A striking example of this occurred during the 
 well-publicized 1995 murder trial of famous football player 
O. J. Simpson. Simpson was accused of murdering his then 
wife and a friend of hers. In this trial, behavioral scientist 
consultants (sociologists and psychologists) predicted 
that the African American women jurors would vote to 
acquit Simpson, despite strong evidence against him. 
The defense team (famous lawyers Johnnie Cochran and 
 Robert Shapiro) took their advice and won the case; the 
jury, which contained several African American women, 
voted for acquittal. The prosecutor (Marcia Clark) did not 
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TYPES OF GROUPS
Each of us is a member of many groups simultaneously. 
We have relationships in groups with family, friends, 
team members, and professional colleagues. Within 
these groups are gradations in relationships: We are 
generally closer to our siblings (our sisters and broth-
ers) than to our cousins; we are intimate with some 
friends, merely sociable with others. If we count all our 
group associations, ranging from the powerful associa-
tions that define our daily lives to the thinnest connec-
tions with little feeling (other pet lovers, other company 
employees), we will uncover connections to literally 
hundreds of groups.

What is a group? Recall from Chapter , a group 
is two or more individuals who interact, share goals 
and norms, and have a subjective awareness as “we.” 
To be considered a group, a social unit must have all 
three characteristics. The hazy boundaries of the defi-
nition are necessary. Consider two superficially similar 
examples: The individuals in a line waiting to board a 
train are unlikely to have a sense of themselves as one 
group. A line of prisoners chained together and waiting 
to board a bus to the penitentiary is more likely to have 
a stronger sense of common feeling.

As you remember from the previous chapter, cer-
tain gatherings are not groups in the strict sense, but 
may be social categories (for example, teenagers, truck 
drivers) or audiences (everyone watching a movie). The 
 importance of defining a group is not to perfectly decide 
if a social unit is a group—an unnecessary  endeavor—
but to help us understand the behavior of people in 
society. As we inspect groups, we can identify charac-
teristics that reliably predict trends in the behavior of 

win (Kressel and Kressel 2002; Toobin 1996). She ignored 
and dismissed her behavioral science consultants early 
during the trial and subsequently lost the case. Simpson 
was found not guilty in this trial (but found guilty in a sub-
sequent civil trial). 

During jury selection, in a process called the voir dire, 
lawyers on both sides are entitled to eliminate any po-
tential jurors and no explanation is required. Many law-
yers who have great faith in their ability to judge jurors 
consider jury selection to be the most important part of 
a trial. By choosing jurors, they are choosing the verdict. 
Consider some of the unscientifi c folk wisdom clung to 
by trial lawyers in the past, with varying degrees of ac-
curacy: Farmers believe in strict responsibility, whereas 
waiters and bartenders are forgiving; avoid the clergy; 
select married women. A guideline for Dallas, Texas, 
prosecutors advised against selecting “Yankees  .  .  . un-
less they appear to have common sense” (Guinther 1988: 
54). As in the O. J. Simpson murder trial, high-powered 
legal teams now make room for the trial consultant, who 
contributes nothing but juror analysis as part of the jury 
selection process.

These analyses go beyond simply identifying the per-
sonal bias of a given juror. Juries are groups, and groups 
behave diff erently from individuals. Understanding group 
behavior is critical to predicting the performance of a jury. 
For instance, it is possible to make an educated predic-
tion about who in a jury will become the most infl uential. 
 Researchers have found that people with high status in 
 society do the most talking in jury deliberations, and other 
jurors consider them to be the most helpful in reaching a 
verdict (Hans 2006; Hans and Martinez 1994; Berger and 
Zelditch 1985). Factions or subgroupings form during jury 
deliberations, and if jury analysts expect a diffi  cult decision, 
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This jury of twelve persons is voting on something, perhaps 
on whether to acquit a person accused of a serious crime. 
The social pressures in a jury are extremely strong, making 
the lone “holdout” person very unlikely.

APLIA GROUPS AND ORGANIZATIONS ENGAGEMENT 
ACTIVITY

How important are group dynamics in understanding behavior? 
Watch a video on the Teen Pregnancy Pact to fi nd out. 

they can attempt to infl uence how factionalized juries 
will resolve their disputes based on sociological and psy-
chological data about small group decision making (Saks 
and Marti 1997). For instance, jurors are much less likely 
to defect from large factions than from small ones. The 
larger the faction, the less willing a juror will be to defy the 
weight of group opinion. As we shall see below, this is a 
group size eff ect: an eff ect of sheer numbers in the group 
independent of the eff ects of their own personalities.

What does this say about the state of justice in our 
legal system, when guilt or innocence depends not only on 
the legal facts but also on sociological aspects of the jury? 
Like society as a whole, and like organizations and bureau-
cracies, groups are subject to social infl uences. Whether 
a relatively small group, such as a jury, or a large organiza-
tion, such as a bureaucracy, people and groups are infl u-
enced by sociological forces.
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the group and even the behavior of individuals in the 
group.

The study of groups has application at all levels of 
society, from the attraction between people who fall in 
love to the characteristics that make some corporations 
drastically outperform their competitors—or that lead 
them into bankruptcy. The aggregation of individuals 
into groups has a transforming power, and sociologists 
understand the social forces that make these transfor-
mations possible.

In this chapter, we move from the microlevel of anal-
ysis (the analysis of groups and face-to-face social influ-
ence) to the relatively more macrolevel of analysis (the 
analysis of formal organizations and bureaucracies).

Dyads and Triads: Group Size Effects
Even the smallest groups are of acute sociological inter-
est. A dyad is a group consisting of exactly two people. 
A triad consists of three people. This seemingly minor 
distinction, first scrutinized by the German sociologist 
Georg Simmel (–), can have critical conse-
quences for group behavior (Simmel ). Simmel was 
interested in discovering the effects of size on groups, 
and he found that the mere difference between two and 
three people spawned entirely different group dynam-
ics (the behavior of a group over time).

Imagine two people standing in line for lunch. First 
one talks, then the other, then the first again. The inter-
action proceeds in this way for several minutes. Now a 
third person enters the interaction. The character of the 
interaction suddenly changes: At any given moment, two 
people are interacting more with each other than either 
is with the third. When the third person wins the atten-
tion of the other two, a new dyad is formed, supplanting 
the previous pairing. The group, a triad, then consists of a 
dyad (the pair that is interacting) plus an isolate.

Triadic segregation is what Simmel called the ten-
dency for triads to segregate into a pair and an isolate 
(a single person). A triad tends to segregate into a coali-
tion of the dyad against the isolate. The isolate then has 
the option of initiating a coalition with either member 
of the dyad. This choice is a type of social advantage, 
leading Simmel to coin the principle of tertius gaudens, 
a Latin term meaning “the third one gains.” Simmel’s 
reasoning has led to numerous contemporary studies 
of coalition formation in groups (for example, Konishi 
and Ray ).

For example, interactions in a triad often end up 
as “two against one.” You may have noticed this prin-
ciple of coalition formation in your own conversations. 
Perhaps two friends want to go to a movie you do not 
want to see. You appeal to one of them to go instead to 
a minor league baseball game. She wavers and comes 
over to your point of view. Now you have formed a co-
alition of two against one. The friend who wants to go to 
the movies is now the isolate. He may recover lost social 
ground by trying to form a new coalition by suggesting a 

new alternative (going bowling or to a different movie). 
This flip-flop interaction may continue for some time, 
demonstrating another observation by Simmel: A triad 
is a decidedly unstable social grouping, whereas dyads 
are relatively stable. The minor distinction between 
dyads and triads is one person but has important con-
sequences because it changes the character of the in-
teraction within the group. Simmel is known as the 
discoverer of group size effects—the effects of group 
number on group behavior independent of the person-
ality characteristics of the members themselves.

Primary and Secondary Groups
Charles Horton Cooley (–), a famous soci-
ologist of the Chicago School of sociology, introduced 
the concept of the primary group, defined as a group 
consisting of intimate, face-to-face interaction and rela-
tively long-lasting relationships. Cooley had in mind the 
family and the early peer group. In his original formula-
tion, primary was used in the sense of “first,” the inti-
mate group of the formative years (Cooley /). 
The insight that there was an important distinction 
between intimate groups and other groups proved ex-
tremely fruitful. Cooley’s somewhat narrow concept of 
family and childhood peers has been elaborated upon 
over the years to include a variety of intimate relations 
as examples of primary groups.

Primary groups have a powerful influence on an 
individual’s personality or self-identity. The effect of 
family on an individual can hardly be overstated. The 
weight of peer pressure on schoolchildren is particu-
larly notorious. Street gangs are a primary group, and 
their influence on the individual is significant; in fact, 
gang members frequently think of themselves as a fam-
ily. Inmates in prison very frequently become members 

One of the best examples of the primary group is that 
consisting of parent and child.
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jargon, or other group identifi ers)? Does anyone ever 
leave the group, and if so, why?

 1. Would you describe this group mainly as a primary or 
a secondary group? Why?

 2. Now think about this group from the perspective of 
functionalist theory, confl ict theory, and symbolic 
interaction theory. Is there a hierarchy within the 
group? Is there competition between group mem-
bers? What social meanings do members of the 
group share? •

Primary and secondary groups serve different 
needs. Primary groups give people intimacy, compan-
ionship, and emotional support. These human desires 
are termed expressive needs (also called socioemo-
tional needs). Family and friends share and amplify 
your good fortune, rescue you when you misbehave, 
and cheer you up when life looks grim. Many studies 
have shown the overwhelming influence of family and 
friendship groups on religious and political affiliation, 

DOING sociological research

Modern society is often characterized 
as remote, alienating, and without much 
feeling of community or belonging to a 
group. This image of society has been 
carefully studied by sociologist  Robert 
Wuthnow, who noticed that in the 
United States people are increasingly 
looking to small groups as a place where 
they can fi nd emotional and spiritual 
support and where they fi nd meaning 
and commitment, despite the image of 
society as an increasingly impersonal 
force.

Research Question: Wuthnow began 
his research by noting that, even with 
the individualistic culture of U.S. so-
ciety, small groups play a major role 
in this society. He saw the increasing 
tendency of people to join recov-
ery groups, reading groups, spiritual 
groups, and myriad other support 
groups. Wuthnow began his research 
by asking some specific questions, 
including, “What motivates people to 
join support groups?” “How do these 
groups function?” and “What do mem-
bers like most and least about such 
groups?” His broadest question, how-
ever, was to wonder how the wider so-
ciety is influenced by the proliferation 
of small support groups.

Sharing the Journey

Research Methods: To answer these 
questions, a large research team of 
fi fteen scholars designed a study that in-
cluded both a quantitative and a qualita-
tive dimension. They distributed a survey 
to a representative sample of more than 
1000 people in the United States. Sup-
plementing the survey were interviews 
with more than 100 support group 
members, group leaders, and clergy. The 
researchers chose twelve groups for 
extensive study; researchers spent six 
months to three years tracing the history 
of these groups, meeting with members 
and attending group sessions.

Research Results: Based on this re-
search, Wuthnow concludes that the 
small group movement is fundamentally 
altering U.S. society. Forty percent of 
all Americans belong to some kind of 
small support group. As the result of 
people’s participation in these groups, 
social values of community and spiritual-
ity are undergoing major transformation. 
People say they are seeking community 
when they join small groups, whether 
the group is a recovery group, a religious 
group, a civic association, or some other 
small group. People turn to these small 
groups for emotional support more than 
for physical or monetary support.

Conclusions and Implications: Wuthnow 
argues that large-scale participation in 
small groups has arisen in a social context 
in which the traditional support struc-
tures in U.S. society, such as the family, 
no longer provide the sense of belonging 
and social integration that they provided 
in the past. Geographic mobility, mass 
society, and the erosion of local ties all 
contribute to this trend. People still seek 
a sense of community, but they create it 
in groups that also allow them to main-
tain their individuality. In voluntary small 
groups, you are free to leave the group if 
it no longer meets your needs.

Wuthnow also concludes that 
these groups represent a quest for 
spirituality in a society when, for many, 
 traditional religious values have declined. 
As a  consequence, support groups are 
 redefi ning what is sacred. They also 
 replace explicit religious tenets imposed 
from the outside with internal norms 
that are implicit and devised by individual 
groups. At the same time, these groups 
refl ect the pluralism and diversity that 
characterize society. In the end, they 
 buff er the trend toward disintegration 
and isolation that people often feel in 
mass societies.

Source: Wuthnow, Robert. 1994. Sharing the 
Journey: Support Groups and America’s New 
Quest for Community. New York: Free Press.

of a gang—primary groups perhaps based mainly upon 
race–ethnicity—as a matter of their own personal sur-
vival. The intense camaraderie formed among Marine 
Corps units in boot camp and in war, such as the war 
in Afghanistan, is another classic example of primary 
group formation and the resulting intense effect on the 
individual and upon her or his survival.

In contrast to primary groups are secondary 
groups, those that are larger in membership, less inti-
mate, and less long-lasting. Secondary groups tend to 
be less significant in the emotional lives of people. Sec-
ondary groups include all the students at a college or 
university, all the people in your neighborhood, and all 
the people in a bureaucracy or corporation.

thinking SOCIOLOGICALLY
Identify a group of which you are a part. How does one 
become a member of this group? Who gets included and 
who gets excluded? Does the group share any unique 
 language or other cultural characteristics (such as dress, 
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Reference Groups
Primary and secondary groups are groups to which 
members belong. Both are called membership groups. 
In contrast, reference groups are those to which you 
may or may not belong but use as a standard for evalu-
ating your values, attitudes, and behaviors (Merton and 
Rossi ). Reference groups are generalized versions 
of role models. They are not “groups” in the sense that 
the individual interacts within (or in) them. Do you pat-
tern your behavior on that of sports stars, musicians, 
military officers, or business executives? If so, those 
models are reference groups for you.

Imitation of reference groups can have both posi-
tive and negative effects. Members of a Little League 
baseball team may revere major league baseball play-
ers and attempt to imitate laudable behaviors such as 
tenacity and sportsmanship. But young baseball fans 
are also liable to be exposed to tantrums, fights, and 
tobacco chewing and spitting. This illustrates that the 
influence of a reference group can be both positive and 
negative.

Research has shown that identification with refer-
ence groups can strongly influence self-evaluation and 
self-esteem. Before the push for school desegregation 
began, it was thought that all-Black schools contrib-
uted to negative self-evaluation among Black students. 
Desegregation was expected to raise the self-esteem 
of Black children (Clark and Clark ). The original 
Clark and Clark study suggested that Black children 
in all-Black schools preferred playing with White dolls 
over Black dolls. This behavior was presumed to dem-
onstrate a negative self-evaluation and self-rejection on 
the part of Black children.

as shown in the box “Doing Sociological Research: 
Sharing the Journey” (Wuthnow ).

Secondary groups serve instrumental needs 
(also called task-oriented needs). Athletic teams form 
to have fun and win games. Political groups form to 
raise funds and influence the government. Corpora-
tions form to make profits, and employees join corpo-
rations to earn a living. The true distinction between 
primary and secondary groups is in how intimate 
the group members feel about one another and how 
dependent they are on the group for sustenance and 
identity. 

Secondary groups occasionally take on the 
characteristics of primary groups. This is precisely 
what happened in the otherwise highly impersonal 
neighborhoods in New York City near ground zero 
after the September , , terrorist attack on the 
World Trade Center: Thousands of people pitched 
in to help, and as a result, many primary groups 
formed.

The same phenomenon occurred immediately 
after US Airways Flight , on January , —
guided by the superior skills of pilot Chesley B. “Sully” 
Sullenberger—was forced to “land” in the cold waters 
of New York City’s Hudson River when both of the air-
craft’s jet engines had been blown out by a bird strike. 
Because of the tremendous skill of Sullenberger, the 
plane floated, and not a single death occurred. Imme-
diately thereafter, the passengers, a secondary group 
before the landing, became intimately acquainted with 
each other—a quickly formed primary group. They 
even vowed to have annual reunions, further evidence 
of a secondary group’s transformation into a primary 
group.

Another very striking example of the transition 
from a largely secondary group to an exceptionally 
close-knit primary group occurred in November of 
: A group of thirty-three Chilean male miners 
in a gold and copper mine became trapped nearly 
half a mile below Chile’s Atacoma Desert for almost 
three months! As luck would have it, the several un-
derground rooms that entrapped them were inter-
connected, and fresh air was made available to them 
when their position was finally located after two full 
weeks.

Two aspects of their transition from secondary 
group to primary group are apparent: First, the presence 
of a strong leader (foreman Luis Urzúa) who insisted that 
“it was one for all and all for one down there.” Second, 
the President of Chile, Sebastian Piñera, acted immedi-
ately with considerable speed in getting food and sup-
plies to the miners and on a daily basis verbally propping 
up their spirits. The men were lifted one by one from the 
mine amid international news coverage. The experience 
transformed all thirty-three men into a large and very 
close family (primary group) as they coped with their 
newfound fame, celebrity, and requests to endorse prod-
ucts (Padgett et al. ). 

Identifi cation with a reference group has a signifi cant 
infl uence on one’s identity.
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or the out-group. Thomas F. Pettigrew has summarized 
the research on attribution theory, showing that indi-
viduals commonly generate a significantly distorted 
perception of the motives and capabilities of other peo-
ple’s acts based on whether that person is an  in-group 
or out-group member (Baumeister and  Bushman ; 
Gilbert and Malone ;  Pettigrew ).  Pettigrew 
describes the misperception as  attribution error, 
meaning errors made in attributing causes for people’s 
behavior to their membership in a particular group, 
such as a racial group. Attribution error has several 
dimensions, all tending to favor the in-group over the 
out-group. All else being assumed equal, we tend to 
perceive people in our in-group positively and those in 
out-groups negatively, regardless of their actual personal 
characteristics:

 . When onlookers observe improper behavior by 
an out-group member, onlookers are likely to at-
tribute the deviance to the disposition (the per-
sonality) of the wrongdoer. Disposition refers to 
the perceived “true nature” or “inherent nature” 
of the person, often considered to be genetically 
determined. Example: A White person sees a His-
panic person carrying a knife and, without fur-
ther information, attributes this behavior to the 
presumed “inherent tendency” for Hispanics to 
be violent. Th e same would be true if a Hispanic 
person, without additional information, assumed 
that all Whites have the same “inherent tendency” 
to be racist.

 . When the same behavior is exhibited by an in-
group member, the perception is commonly held 
that the act is due to the situation of the wrong-
doer, not to the in-group member’s inherent dis-
position or personality. Example: A White person 
sees another White person carrying a knife and 
concludes, without further information, that the 
weapon must be carried for protection in a dan-
gerous area.

 . If an out-group member is seen to perform in some 
laudable way, the behavior is often attributed to a 
variety of special circumstances, and the out-group 
member is seen as “the exception.”

 . An in-group member who performs in the same 
laudable way is given credit for a worthy personality 
disposition.

Typical attribution errors include mispercep-
tions between racial groups and between men and 
women. If a White police officer shoots a Black or 
 Latino, a White individual, given no additional infor-
mation, is likely to assume that the victim instigated 
the shooting and thus “deserved” to be shot. On the 
other hand, a Black person is more likely to assume 
that the police officer fired unnecessarily, perhaps 
because the  officer is dispositionally assumed to be a 
racist (Taylor et al. ; Kluegel and Bobo ; Bobo 
and Kluegel ).

In some cases desegregation did raise the self-
esteem of Black children, but later research has also 
found that identification with a positive reference 
group was more important than desegregation. When 
racial or ethnic groups were consistently presented 
in a positive way, as in later multicultural educational 
programs designed to increase pride in Black culture, 
the self-esteem of the children was greater than that 
of Black children in integrated programs with no mul-
ticultural component. The same has been found for 
Latino children enrolled in Latino cultural awareness 
programs. Plainly, the representation of racial and eth-
nic groups in a society can have a striking positive effect 
on children acquiring their lifetime set of group affili-
ations (Harris ; Baumeister and Bushman ; 
Zhou and Bankston ; Steele , ; Steele and 
Aronson ; Banks ).

In-Groups and Out-Groups
When groups have a sense of themselves as “us,” they 
will also have a complementary sense of other groups 
as “them.” The distinction is commonly character-
ized as in-groups versus out-groups. The concept was 
 originally elaborated by the early sociological theorist 
W. I. Thomas (Thomas ). College fraternities and 
sororities certainly exemplify “in” versus “out.” So do 
families. So do gangs—especially so. The same can be 
true of the members of your high school class, your 
sports team, your racial group, your gender, and your 
social class. Members of the upper classes in the United 
States occasionally refer to one another as PLUs “peo-
ple like us” (Graham ; Frazier ).

Attribution theory is the principle that we all 
make inferences about the personalities of others, such 
as concluding what the other is “really like.” These 
 attributions depend on whether you are in the in-group 

El
en

a 
El

is
se

ev
a 

/S
hu

tt
er

st
oc

k.
co

m

People often counteract the impersonality of society by 
forming informal friendship groups, as here, or joining a more 
formal small support group.
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Latino individuals, one’s family can provide network 
contacts that can lead to jobs and upward mobility 
( Dominguez and Watkins ). Still, as we will see 
later in this chapter, women and minorities are consid-
erably underrepresented in corporate life, especially in 
high-status jobs (Padavic and Reskin ; Green et al. 
; Collins-Lowry ; Gerson ). Some recent 
research shows that despite recent gains on the part of 
minorities, relative to Whites, Blacks and Latinos are 
still disproportionately harmed by lack of network con-
tacts (Smith ).

Networks can reach around the world, but how big 
is the world? How many of us, when we discover some-
one we just met is a friend of a friend, have remarked, 
“My, it’s a small world”? Research into what has come 
to be known as the small world problem has shown that 
networks make the world a lot smaller than you might 
think.

Original small world researchers Travers and 
Milgram wanted to test whether a document could 
be routed via the U.S. postal system to a complete 
stranger more than  miles away using only a 
chain of acquaintances (Travers and Milgram ; 
Watts ; Watts and Strogatz ; Kochen ; 
Lin ). If so, how many steps would be required? 
The researchers organized an experiment in which 
approximately  senders were all charged with get-
ting a document to one receiver, a complete stranger. 
(Remember that all this was well before the advent of 
the desktop computer in the s.) The receiver was a 
male Boston stockbroker. The senders were one group 
of Nebraskans and one group of Bostonians chosen 
completely at random. Every sender in the study was 

A related phenomenon has been seen in men’s 
perceptions of women coworkers. Meticulous be-
havior in a man is perceived positively and is seen by 
other men as “thorough”; in a woman, the exact same 
behavior is perceived negatively and is considered 
“picky.” Behavior applauded in a man as “aggres-
sive” is condemned in a woman exhibiting the same 
behavior as “pushy” or “bitchy” (Uleman et al. ; 
Wood ).

Social Networks
As already noted, no individual is a member of only 
one group. Social life is far richer than that. A social 
network is a set of links between individuals,  between 
groups, or between other social units, such as bureau-
cratic organizations or even entire  nations (Aldrich and 
Ruef ; Centeno and Hargittai ; Mizruchi ). 
One could say that any given person belongs simulta-
neously to several networks ( Wasserman and Faust 
). Your group of friends, or all the people on an 
electronic mailing list to which you subscribe, or all of 
your  Facebook subscribers, are social networks.

The network of people you are closest to, rather 
than those merely linked to you in some impersonal 
way, is probably most important to you. Numerous 
research studies indicate that people get jobs via their 
personal networks more often than through formal job 
listings, want ads, or placement agencies (Ruef et al. 
; Petersen et al. ; Granovetter , ). This 
is especially true for high-paying, prestigious jobs. Get-
ting a job is more often a matter of who you know than 
what you know. Who you know, and whom they know 
in turn, is a social network that may have a marked ef-
fect on your life and career.

Networks form with all the spontaneity of other 
forms of human interaction (Mintz and Schwartz 
; Wasserman and Faust ; Knoke ). Net-
works evolve, such as social ties within neighbor-
hoods,  professional contacts, and associations formed 
in  fraternal, religious, occupational, and volunteer 
groups. Networks to which you are only weakly tied 
(you may know only one person in your neighbor-
hood) provide you with access to that entire network, 
hence the sociological principle that there is “strength 
in weak ties” (Petersen et al. ;  Montgomery ; 
Granovetter ).

Networks based on race, class, and gender form 
with particular readiness. This has been especially true 
of job networks. The person who leads you to a job is 
likely to have a similar social background. Recent re-
search indicates that the “old boy network”—any 
network of White, male corporate executives—is less 
important than it used to be, although it is certainly 
not by any means gone. The diminished importance 
of the old boy network is because of the increasing 
prominence of women and minorities in business 
organizations. In fact, among African American and 
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This job candidate does a last-minute check of his resume just 
before being interviewed by a company representative who 
contacted the job candidate through a social network. Like 
many others, he was let go from his previous job.

31561_ch06.indd   12731561_ch06.indd   127 8/29/11   12:44 PM8/29/11   12:44 PM



128 > C H A P T E R  

(a “friend of a friend”). That’s pretty amazing when one 
realizes that the study is considering the population of 
Black leaders in the entire country.

SOCIAL INFLUENCE 
IN GROUPS
The groups in which we participate exert tremendous 
influence on us. We often fail to appreciate how power-
ful these influences are. For example, who decides what 
you should wear? Do you decide for yourself each morn-
ing, or is the decision already made for you by fashion 
designers, role models, and your peers? Consider how 
closely your hair length, hair styling, and choice of jew-
elry have been influenced by your peers. Did you invent 
your baggy pants, your dreadlocks, or your blue blazer? 
People who label themselves as nonconformists often 
conform rigidly to the dress code and other norms 
of their in-group. This was true of the Beatniks in the 
s, the hippies of the s and early s, the punk 
rockers of the s and s, and the grunge kids and 
goths of the s.

After the rebelliousness of youth has faded, the 
influences of our youth extend to adulthood. The 
choices of political party among adults (Republican, 
Democratic, or Independent) correlate strongly with 
the party of one’s parents, again demonstrating the 
power of the primary group. Seven out of ten people 
vote with the political party of their parents, even 
though these same people insist that they think for 
themselves when voting (Worchel et al. ; Jennings 
and Niemi ). Furthermore, most people share the 
religious affiliation of their parents, although they will 
insist that they chose their own religion, free of any in-
fluence by either parent.

We all like to think we stand on our own two feet, 
immune to a phenomenon as superficial as group pres-
sure. The conviction that one is impervious to  social 
influence results in what social psychologist Philip 
Zimbardo calls the not-me syndrome: When confronted 
with a description of group behavior that is disappoint-
ingly conforming and not individualistic, most individ-
uals counter that some people may conform to social 
pressure, “but not me”; or “some people yield quickly 
to styles of dress, but not me”; or “some people yield 
to  autocratic authority figures, but not me” (Zimbardo 
et al. ; Taylor et al. ). But sociological experi-
ments often reveal a dramatic gulf between what people 
think they will do and what they actually do. The con-
formity study by Solomon Asch discussed next is a case 
in point.

The Asch Conformity Experiment
We learned in the previous section that social in-
fluences are evidently quite strong. Are they strong 
enough to make us disbelieve our own senses? Are 
they strong enough to make us misperceive what 

given the receiver’s name, address, occupation, alma 
mater, year of graduation, wife’s maiden name, and 
hometown. They were asked to send the document 
directly to the stockbroker if they knew him on a first-
name basis. Otherwise, they were asked to send the 
folder to a friend, relative, or acquaintance known on 
a first-name basis who might be more likely than the 
sender to know the stockbroker.

How many intermediaries do you think it took, 
on average, for the document to get through? (Most 
people estimate from twenty to hundreds.) The av-
erage number of intermediate contacts was only .! 
However, only about one-third of the documents ac-
tually arrived at the target. This was quite impressive, 
considering that the senders did not know the target 
person—hence the current expression that any given 
person in the country is on average only about “six 
degrees of separation” from any other person. In this 
sense the world is indeed “small.”

This original small world research has recently 
been criticized on two grounds: First, only one-third of 
the documents actually reached the target person. The 
. average intermediaries applied only to these com-
pleted chains. Thus two-thirds of the initial documents 
never reached the target person. For these persons, 
the world was certainly not “small.” Second, the send-
ing chains tended to closely follow occupational, social 
class, and ethnic lines, just as general network theory 
would predict (Kleinfeld ; Wasserman and Faust 
). Thus, the world may indeed be “small,” but only 
for people in your immediate social network (Ruef et al. 
; Watts ).

A study of Black national leaders by Taylor and 
 associates shows that Black leaders form a very closely 
knit network, one considerably more closely knit than 
longer-established White leadership networks ( Taylor 
; Domhoff ; Jackson ; Jackson et al. , 
; Alba and Moore ; Moore ;  Kadushin 
; Mills ). The world is indeed quite “small” 
for America’s Black leadership. Included in the study 
were Black members of Congress, mayors, business ex-
ecutives, military officers (generals and full colonels), 
religious leaders, civil rights leaders, media person-
alities, entertainment and sports figures, and others. 
The study found that when considering only direct 
personal acquaintances—not indirect links involv-
ing  intermediaries—one-fifth of the entire national 
Black leadership network know each other directly as 
a friend or close acquaintance. The Black leadership 
network is considerably more closely connected than 
White leadership networks. The Black network had 
greater density. Add only one intermediary, the friend 
of a friend, and the study estimated that almost three-
quarters of the entire Black leadership network are 
included. Therefore, any given Black leader can gener-
ally get in touch with three-quarters of all other Black 
leaders in the country either by knowing them person-
ally (a “friend”) or via only one common acquaintance 
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Would you have gone along with the group? Per-
haps, perhaps not. Sociological insight grows when we 
acknowledge the fact that fully one-third of all partici-
pants will yield to the group. The Asch experiment has 
been repeated many times over the years, with students 
and nonstudents, old and young, in groups of different 
sizes, and in different settings (Baumeister and Bush-
man ; Worchel et al. ; Cialdini ). The re-
sults remain essentially the same. One-third to one-half 
of the participants make a judgment contrary to fact, 
yet in conformity with the group. Finally, the Asch find-
ings have consistently revealed a group size effect: The 
greater the number of individuals (confederates) giving 
an incorrect answer (from five up to fifteen confeder-
ates), the greater the number of subjects per group giv-
ing an incorrect answer.

The Milgram Obedience Studies
What are the limits of social pressure? In terms of moral 
and psychological issues, judging the length of a line 
is a small matter. What happens if an authority figure 
 demands obedience—a type of conformity—even if 
the task is something the test subject (the person) finds 
morally wrong and reprehensible? A chilling answer 
emerged from the now famous Milgram Obedience 
Studies done from  through  by Stanley  Milgram 
(Milgram ).

In this study, a naive research subject entered a lab-
oratory-like room and was told that an experiment on 
learning was to be conducted. The subject was to act as a 
“teacher,” presenting a series of test questions to another 
person, the “learner.” Whenever the learner gave a wrong 
answer, the teacher would administer an electric shock.

The test was relatively easy. The teacher read pairs 
of words to the learner, such as

blue box
nice house
wild duck

The teacher then tested the learner by reading a 
multiple-choice answer, such as

blue sky ink box lamp

The learner had to recall which term completed the 
pair of terms given originally, in this case, “blue box.”

If the learner answered incorrectly, the teacher was 
to press a switch on the shock machine, a formidable-
looking device that emitted an ominous hum when 
activated (see Figure .). For each successive wrong 
answer, the teacher was to increase the intensity of the 
shock by  volts.

The machine bore labels clearly visible to the teacher: 
Slight Shock, Moderate Shock, Strong Shock, Very Strong 
Shock, Intense Shock, Extreme Intensity Shock, Danger: 
Severe Shock, and lastly, XXX at  volts. As the  voltage 
rose, the learner responded with squirming, groans, then 
screams.

is objective, actual fact? In a classic piece of work 
known as the Asch conformity experiment, Solomon 
Asch showed that even simple objective facts cannot 
withstand the distorting pressure of group influence 
(Asch , ).

Examine the two illustrations in Figure .. Which 
line on the right is more nearly equal in length to the 
line on the left (line S)? Line B, obviously. Could anyone 
fail to answer correctly?

In fact, Solomon Asch discovered that social 
pressure of a rather gentle sort was sufficient to cause 
an astonishing rise in the number of wrong answers. 
Asch lined up five students at a table and asked 
which line in the illustration on the right is the same 
length as the line on the left. Unknown to the fifth 
student, the first four were confederates—collabora-
tors with the experimenter who only pretended to 
be participants. For several rounds, the confederates 
gave correct answers to Asch’s tests. The fifth student 
also answered correctly, suspecting nothing. Then 
on subsequent trials the first student gave a wrong 
answer. The second student gave the same wrong 
answer. Third, wrong. Fourth, wrong. Then came the 
fifth student’s turn.

In Asch’s experiment, fully one-third of all students 
in the fifth position gave the same wrong answer as the 
confederates at least half the time. Forty percent gave 
“some” wrong answers. Only one-fourth of the students 
consistently gave correct answers in defiance of the in-
visible pressure to conform.

Line length is not a vague or ambiguous stimulus. 
It is clear and objective. Wrong answers from one-
third of all subjects is a very high proportion. The sub-
jects fidgeted and stammered while doing it, but they 
did it nonetheless. Those who did not yield to group 
pressure showed even more stress and discomfort 
than those who yielded to the (apparent) opinion of 
the group.

A B CS

FIGURE 6.1 Lines from Asch Experiment 
Source: Asch, Solomon, 1956. “Opinion and Social Pressure.” Scientifi c 
American 19 (July): 31–36.
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escalated. The importance of this experiment derives in 
part from how starkly it highlights the difference once 
again between what people think they will do and what 
they actually do.

Milgram devised a series of additional experi-
ments in which he varied the conditions to find out 
what would cause subjects not to go all the way to 
 volts. He moved the experiment from an impres-
sive university laboratory to a dingy basement to 
counteract some of the tendency for people to defer to 
a scientist conducting a scientific study. One learner 
was then instructed to complain of a heart condition. 
Still, well over half of the subjects delivered the maxi-
mum shock level. Speculating that women might be 
more humane than men (all prior experiments used 
only male subjects), Milgram did the experiment 
again using only women subjects. The results? Exactly 
the same. Social class background made no difference. 
Racial and ethnic differences had no detectable effect 
on compliance rate.

At the time that the Milgram experiments were con-
ceived, the world was watching the trial in Jerusalem of 
World War II Nazi Adolf Eichmann. Millions of Jews, 
Gypsies, homosexuals, and communists were mur-
dered between  and  by the Nazi party, led by 
Adolf Hitler. As head of the Gestapo’s “Jewish section,” 
Eichmann oversaw the deportation of Jews to concen-
tration camps and the mass executions that followed. 
Eichmann disappeared after the war, was abducted in 
Argentina by Israeli agents in , and transported to 
Israel, where he was tried and ultimately hanged for 
crimes against humanity.

The world wanted to see what sort of monster 
could have committed the crimes of the Holocaust, 
but a jarring picture of Eichmann emerged. He was 
slight and mild mannered, not the raging ghoul that 
everyone expected. He insisted that although he had 
indeed been a chief administrator in an organization 
whose product was mass murder, he was guilty only of 
doing what he was told to do by his superiors. He did 
not hate Jews, he said. In fact, he had a Jewish half-
cousin whom he hid and protected. He claimed, “I was 
just following orders.”

How different was Adolph Eichmann from the 
rest of us? The political theorist Hannah Arendt dared 
to suggest in her book Eichman in Jerusalem () 
that evil on a giant scale is banal. It is not the work of 
monsters, but an accident of civilization. Arendt ar-
gued that to find the villain, we need only look into 
ourselves.

The Iraqi Prisoners at Abu Ghraib: 
Research Predicts Reality?
We have just learned that ordinary people will do hor-
rible things to other humans simply because of the in-
fluence of the group, because of an authority figure, or 
because of a combination of both. This has been the 

The experiment was rigged. The learner was a con-
federate. No shocks were actually delivered. The true 
purpose of the experiment was to see if any “teacher” 
would go all the way to  volts. If the subject (teacher) 
tried to quit, the experimenter responded with a 
 sequence of prods:

“Please continue.”

“Th e experiment requires that you continue.”

“It is absolutely essential that you continue.”

“You have no other choice, you must go on.”

In the first experiment, fully  percent of the vol-
unteer subjects (“teachers”) went all the way to  volts 
on the shock machine!

Milgram himself was astonished. Before carry-
ing out the experiment, he had asked a variety of psy-
chologists, sociologists, psychiatrists, and philosophers 
to guess how many subjects would actually go all the 
way to  volts. The opinion of these consultants was 
that only one-tenth of  percent (one in one thousand) 
would actually do it!

What would you have done? Remember the “not-
me” syndrome. Think about the experimenter saying, 
“You have no other choice, you must go on.” Most peo-
ple claim they would refuse to continue as the voltage 

FIGURE 6.2 Milgram’s Setup These photographs 
show how intimidating and authoritative the Milgram 
 experiment must have been. The fi rst picture (a) shows the 
 formidable-looking shock generator. The second (b) shows 
the role player, who pretends to be getting the electric 
shock, being hooked up. The third (c) shows an  experimental 
subject (seated) and the experimenter (in lab coat,  standing). 
The fourth picture (d) shows a subject  terminating the 
 experiment prematurely, that is, before  giving the  maximum 
shock level (voltage) of 450 volts. A large majority 
(65  percent) of subjects did not do this and actually went all 
the way to the maximum shock level. 
Source: Milgram, Stanley. 1974. Obedience to Authority: An Experimental 
View. New York: Harper & Row, p. 26.
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them to do, no matter how unpleasant the requested 
act! The experiment was so scary that the researchers 
terminated the experiment after six days—more than 
one week early.

Remember that this study was conducted in 
—thirty-one years before Abu Ghraib. Yet, this 
simulated prison study (as well as the Asch and Mil-
gram studies) predicted quite precisely how both 
“guards” and “prisoners” would act in a real prison 
situation. Group influence effects uncovered by the 
Asch as well as the Milgram studies ruled in both the 
simulated prison of  as well as the only too real 
Iraq prison of .

debunking SOCIETY’S MYTHS
myth: People in groups are just individuals who make 
up their own minds about how to think and behave.

sociological perspective: The Asch, Milgram, 
and simulated prison experiments conclusively show 
that people are profoundly infl uenced by group pressure, 
often causing them to make up their minds contrary to 
 objective fact and even to deliberately cause harm to 
 another person. •

Groupthink
Wealth, power, and experience are apparently not 
enough to save us from social influences. Groupthink, 
as described by I. L. Janis, is the tendency for group 
members to reach a consensus opinion, even if that de-
cision is downright stupid (Janis ).

Janis reasoned that because major government 
policies are often the result of group decisions, it would 
be fruitful to analyze group dynamics that operate at the 
highest level of government—for instance, in the  Office 
of the President of the United States. The president 
makes decisions based upon group discussions with his 
advisers. The president is human and thus susceptible 
to group influence. 

Janis investigated five ill-fated decisions, all the 
products of group deliberation:

• Th e decision of the Naval High Command in  
not to prepare for the attack on Pearl Harbor by 
Japan, which occurred anyway.

• President Harry Truman’s decision to send U.S. 
troops to North Korea in .

• President John F. Kennedy’s attempt to overthrow 
Cuba by launching the ill-fated invasion at the Bay 
of Pigs in .

• President Lyndon B. Johnson’s decision in  to 
increase the number of U.S. troops in Vietnam.

• Th e fateful decision by President Richard M. Nixon’s 
advisers in  to break into the Democratic Party 
headquarters at the Watergate apartment complex, 
launching the famed Watergate aff air.

lesson of the Asch studies and the Milgram studies. Re-
cent events in the world have once again shown vividly 
and clearly how accurate such sociological and psy-
chological experiments are in the prediction of actual 
human behavior.

In the spring of , it was revealed that American 
soldiers who were military police guards at a prison in 
Iraq (the prison was named Abu Ghraib) had engaged 
in severe torture of Iraqi prisoners of war. The torture 
included sexual abuse of the prisoners—having male 
prisoners simulate sex with other male prisoners, posi-
tioning their mouths next to the genitals of another male 
prisoner, and other such acts. Still other acts of torture 
involved physical abuse such as beatings, stomping on 
the fingers of prisoners (thus fracturing them), and a 
large number of other physical acts of torture, including 
bludgeoning, some allegedly resulting in deaths of pris-
oners. Such tortures are clearly outlawed by the Geneva 
Conventions and by clearly stated U.S. principles of war. 
Both male and female guards participated in these acts 
of torture. The guards later claimed that they were sim-
ply following orders, either orders directly given or indi-
rectly assumed. At the time, President George W. Bush 
and then-Secretary of  Defense Donald H.  Rumsfeld 
both claimed that the acts of torture were merely the 
acts of a “corrupt few” and that the vast  majority of 
American soldiers would never engage in such horrible 
acts. Since then, it has come to light via CIA memo-
randa that certain kinds of torture were indeed formal 
U.S. policy.

Now consider what we know from research. The 
Milgram studies strongly suggest that many ordinary 
soldiers who were not at all “corrupt,” at least not more 
than average, would indeed engage in these acts of tor-
ture, particularly if they believed that they were under 
orders to do so, or if they believed that they would not 
be punished in any way if they did. The American sol-
diers must bear a significant portion of the responsibil-
ity for their own behavior. Nonetheless, the causes of the 
soldiers’ behaviors lie not in the personalities of a “cor-
rupt few” (their “natures”) but in the social structure and 
group pressures of the situation.

The soldiers (guards) in the Abu Ghraib prison may 
not have received direct orders to torture prisoners, but 
they did so nonetheless. A now classic study of a simu-
lated prison by Haney, Banks, and Zimbardo () 
shows this effect quite clearly. In this study, Stanford 
University students were told by an experimenter to 
enter a dungeon-like basement. Half were told to pre-
tend to be guards (to role-play being a guard) and half 
were told that they were prisoners (to role-play being 
a prisoner). Which students were told what was ran-
domly determined.

After two or three days, the guards, completely on 
their own, began to act very sadistically and brutally to-
ward the prisoners—having them strip naked, simulate 
sex, act subservient, and so on. Interestingly, the pris-
oners for the most part did just what the guards wanted 
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All the preceding were group decisions, and all were 
absolute fiascoes. For example, the Bay of Pigs  invasion 
was a major humiliation for the United States—a covert 
outing so ill conceived it is hard to imagine how it sur-
vived discussion by a group of foreign policy experts. 
Fifteen hundred Cuban exiles trained by the CIA to 
parachute into heavily armed Cuba landed in an impas-
sibly dense -mile swamp far from their planned drop 
zone, with inadequate weapons and incorrect maps. A 
sea landing was demolished by well-prepared, warned 
defenders.

Janis discovered a common pattern of misguided 
thinking in his investigations of presidential decisions. 
He surmised that outbreaks of groupthink had several 
things in common:

 . An illusion of invulnerability. “With such a brilliant 
team, and such a nation, how could any plan fail?” 
thought those in the group.

 . A falsely negative impression of those who are an-
tagonists to the group’s plans. Fidel Castro was 
perceived to be clownish, and Cuban troops were 
supposed to be patsies. In truth, the defenders at 
the Bay of Pigs were actually highly trained com-
mandoes. Castro has remained in power for many 
decades after the failed invasion.

 . Discouragement of dissenting opinion. As group-
think takes hold, dissent is equated with disloyalty. 
Th is can discourage dissenters from voicing their 
objections.

 . An illusion of unanimity. In the aftermath, many 
victims of groupthink recall their reservations, but 
at the moment of decision there is a prevailing sense 
that the entire group is in complete agreement.

We now might ask if groupthink influenced the 
torture of Iraq prisoners at the Abu Ghraib prison. 
(For that matter, we might ask if groupthink influ-
ences many important decisions, such as going to 
war, in close-knit presidential administrations.) The 
actions of the military guards there were, it seems at 
least in part, directly or indirectly the result of high-
level group decisions among presidential advisers. 
Groupthink is not inevitable when a team gathers to 
make a decision, but it is common and appears in 
all sorts of groups, from student discussion groups 
to the highest councils of power (Paulus et al. ; 
Kelley et al. ; Aldag and Fuller ; McCauley 
; Flowers ).

debunking SOCIETY’S MYTHS
myth: A group of experts brought together in a small 
group will solve a problem according to their collective 
expertise.

sociological perspective: Groupthink can 
lead even the most qualifi ed people to make disastrous 
decisions because people in groups in the United States 
tend to seek consensus at all costs. •

Risky Shift
The term groupthink is commonly associated with 
group decision making with consequences that are not 
merely unexpected but disastrous. Another group phe-
nomenon, risky shift, may help explain why the prod-
ucts of groupthink are frequently calamities. Have you 
ever found yourself in a group engaged in a high-risk 
activity that you would not do alone? When you cre-
ated mischief as a child, were you not usually part of 
a group? If so, you were probably in the thrall of risky 
shift—the general tendency for groups to be more risky 
than individuals taken singly.

Risky shift was first observed by James Stoner 
(). Stoner gave study participants descriptions of 
a situation involving risk, such as one in which per-
sons seeking a job must choose between job security 
and a potentially lucrative but risky advancement. The 
participants were then asked to decide how much risk 
the person should take. Before performing his study, 
Stoner believed that individuals in a group would take 
less risk than individuals alone, but he found the oppo-
site: After his groups had engaged in open discussions, 
they favored greater risk than they would have before 
discussion.

see FOR YOURSELF
Think of a time when you engaged in some risky behav-
ior. What group were you part of, and how did the group 
infl uence your behavior? How does this illustrate the 
concept of risky shift? Is there more risky shift with more 
people in the group? If so, this would illustrate a group 
size eff ect. •

Stoner’s research has stimulated literally hun-
dreds of studies using males and females, different na-
tionalities, different tasks, and other variables (Pruitt 
; Blaskovitch ; Johnson et al. ; Hong ; 
Worchel et al. ; Taylor et al. ). The results are 
complex. Much, but not all, group discussion leads 
to greater risk-taking. In subcultures that value cau-
tion above daring, as in some work groups of Japanese 
and Chinese firms, group decisions are less risky after 
 discussion than before. The shift can occur in either 
 direction, driven by the influence of group discussion, 
but there is generally some kind of shift in one direction 
or the other rather than no shift at all (Kerr ). This is 
called polarization shift. 

What causes risky shifts? The most convincing ex-
planation is that deindividuation occurs. Deindividua-
tion is the sense that one’s self has merged with a group. 
In terms of risktaking, one feels that responsibility (and 
possibly blame) is borne not only by oneself but also 
by the group. This seems to have happened among 
the American prison guards who tortured prisoners at 
Abu Ghraib prison: Each guard could convince himself 
or herself that responsibility, hence blame, was to be 
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organizations. The federal government is a huge orga-
nization comprising numerous other organizations, 
most of which are also vast. Each organization within 
the federal government is also designed to accomplish 
specific tasks, be it collecting your taxes, educating the 
nation’s children, or regulating the nation’s transporta-
tion system and national parks.

Organizations develop cultures and routine prac-
tices. The culture of an organization may be reflected 
in certain symbols, values, and rituals. Some organiza-
tions develop their own language and styles of dress. 
The norms can be subtle, such as men being expected 
to wear long-sleeve shirts and ties or women being ex-
pected to wear stockings, even on hot summer days. It 
does not take explicit rules to regulate this behavior; 
comments from coworkers or bosses may be enough to 
enforce such organizational norms. Some work orga-
nizations have instituted a practice called “casual day” 
or “dress down day” one day per week, usually Friday, 
when workers can dress less formally.

Organizations tend to be persistent, although they 
are also responsive to the broader social environment 
where they are located (DiMaggio and Powell ). 
Organizations are frequently under pressure to re-
spond to changes in the society by incorporating new 
practices and beliefs into their structure. Business 
corporations, as an example, have had to respond 
to increasing global competition; they do so by ex-
panding into new international markets, developing 
a globally focused workforce, and trimming costs by 
downsizing, that is, by eliminating workers and vari-
ous layers of management. Another recent response 
to increased global competition is outsourcing— 
having manufacturing tasks ordinarily performed by 
the home company (such as the manufacture of ath-
letic shoes or soccer balls) performed instead by for-
eign workers.

Organizations can be tools for innovation, depend-
ing on the organization’s values and purpose. Rape cri-
sis centers are examples of organizations that originally 
emerged from the women’s movement because of the 
perceived need for services for rape victims. Rape crisis 
centers have, in many cases, changed how police de-
partments and hospital emergency personnel respond 
to rape victims. By advocating changes in rape law and 
services for rape victims, rape crisis centers have gener-
ated change in other organizations as well (Schmitt and 
Martin ; Fried ).

Types of Organizations
Sociologists Blau and Scott () and Etzioni () 
classify formal organizations into three categories dis-
tinguished by their types of membership affiliation: 
normative, coercive, and utilitarian.

Normative Organizations. People join  normative 
organizations to pursue goals that they consider 

borne by the group as a whole. The greater the number 
of people in a group, the greater the tendency toward 
deindividuation. In other words, deindividuation is 
a group size effect. As groups get larger, trends in risk-
taking are amplified.

FORMAL ORGANIZATIONS 
AND BUREAUCRACIES
Groups, as we have seen, are capable of greatly in-
fluencing individuals. The study of groups and their 
effects on the individual represent an example of 
microanalysis, to use a concept introduced in Chap-
ter . In contrast, the study of formal organizations 
and bureaucracies, a subject to which we now turn, 
represents an example of macroanalysis. The focus 
on groups drew our attention to the relatively small 
and less complex, whereas the focus on organizations 
draws our attention to the relatively large and struc-
turally more complex.

A formal organization is a large secondary group, 
highly organized to accomplish a complex task or tasks 
and to achieve goals efficiently. Many of us belong to 
various formal organizations: work organizations, 
schools, and political parties, to name a few. Organiza-
tions are formed to accomplish particular tasks and are 
characterized by their relatively large size, compared 
with a small group such as a family or a friendship 
circle. Often organizations consist of an array of other 

Streaking, or running nude in a public place—relatively 
popular among college students in the 1970s and early 
1980s and still popular on some campuses—is more common 
as a group activity than as a strictly individual one. This 
illustrates how the group can provide the persons in it with 
deindividuation, or diff usion of responsibility among group 
members—a type of merging of self with group. This allows 
the individual to feel less responsibility or blame for his or 
her actions, thus convincing herself or himself that the group 
must share the blame.
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Coercive Organizations. Coercive organizations 
are characterized by membership that is largely invol-
untary. Prisons are an example of organizations that 
people are coerced to “join” by virtue of punishment 
for their crime. Similarly, mental hospitals are coer-
cive organizations: People are placed in them, often 
involuntarily, for some form of psychiatric treatment. 
In many respects, prisons and mental hospitals are 
similar in their treatment of inmates or patients. They 
both have strong security measures such as guards, 
locked and barred windows, and high walls (Goffman 
;  Rosenhan ). Sexual harassment and sexual 
victimization are common in both prisons and mental 
 hospitals (Andersen ; Chesney-Lind ).

The sociologist Erving Goffman has described coer-
cive organizations as total institutions. A total institution 
is an organization that is cut off from the rest of society 
and one in which resident individuals are subject to strict 
social control (Goffman ). Total institutions include 
two populations: the “inmates” and the staff. Within total 
institutions, the staff exercises complete power over in-
mates, for example, nurses over mental patients and 
guards over prisoners. The staff administers all the af-
fairs of everyday life, including basic human functions 
such as eating and sleeping. Rigid routines are charac-
teristic of total institutions, thus explaining the common 
complaint by those in hospitals that they cannot sleep 
because nurses repeatedly enter their rooms at night, 
regardless of whether the patient needs medication or 
treatment. However, the problem of such rigid routines 
has eased somewhat in some institutions.

Utilitarian Organizations. The third type of orga-
nization named is utilitarian. These are large organi-
zations, either for-profit or nonprofit, that individuals 
join for specific purposes, such as monetary reward. 
Large business organizations that generate profits (in 
the case of for-profit organizations) and salaries and 
wages for the organization’s employees (as with either 
for-profit or nonprofit organizations) are utilitarian 
organizations. Examples of large, for-profit organiza-
tions include Microsoft, Amazon.com, and Procter & 
Gamble. Examples of large nonprofit organizations that 
pay salaries to employees are colleges and universities, 
The Educational Testing Service (ETS), churches, and 
organizations such as the National Collegiate Athletic 
Association (NCAA).

Bureaucracy
As formal organizations develop, many become a 
 bureaucracy, a type of formal organization character-
ized by an authority hierarchy, a clear division of labor, 
explicit rules, and impersonality. Bureaucracies are no-
torious for their unwieldy size and complexity as well 
as their reputation for being remote and cumbersome 
organizations that are highly impersonal and machine-
like in their operation. The federal government is a 

worthwhile. They obtain personal satisfaction, but no 
monetary reward for membership in such an organi-
zation. In many instances, people join the normative 
organization for the social prestige that it offers. Many 
are service and charitable organizations and are often 
called voluntary organizations. They include organiza-
tions such as the PTA, Kiwanis clubs, political parties, 
religious organizations, the National Association for the 
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), B’nai B’rith, 
La Raza, and other similar voluntary organizations that 
are concerned with specific issues. Civic and charitable 
organizations, such as the League of Women Voters, and 
political organizations, such as the National Women’s 
Political Caucus, reflect the fact that for decades women 
have been excluded from traditionally all-male volun-
tary organizations and political networks, such as the 
Kiwanis and Lions clubs— organizations that are now 
less influential than they were two or three decades ago. 
Like other service and charitable organizations, these 
groups have been created to meet particular needs, 
ones that members see as not being served by other 
organizations.

Gender, class, race, and ethnicity all play a role in 
who joins what voluntary organization. Social class is 
reflected in the fact that many people do not join cer-
tain organizations simply because they cannot afford 
to join. Membership in a professional organization, as 
one example, can cost hundreds of dollars each year. 
Those who feel disenfranchised, however, may join 
grassroots organizations—voluntary organizations 
that spring from specific local needs that people think 
are unmet. Tenants may form an organization to pro-
test rent increases or lack of services, or a new political 
party may emerge from people’s sense of alienation 
from existing party organizations. African Americans, 
Latinos, and Native Americans have formed many of 
their own voluntary organizations in part because of 
their historical exclusion from traditional White vol-
untary organizations—which are now vibrant, on-
going organizations in their own right (such as the 
African American organizations Delta Sigma Theta 
and Alpha Kappa Alpha sororities and the fraternities 
Alpha Phi Alpha, Kappa Alpha Psi, and Omega Psi Phi; 
see Giddings ).

The NAACP, founded in  by W.E.B. Du Bois 
(recall from Chapter ), and the National Urban League 
are two other large national organizations that have his-
torically fought racial oppression on the legal and urban 
fronts, respectively. La Raza Unida, a Latino organization 
devoted to civic activities as well as combating  racial–
ethnic oppression, has a large membership, with Latinas 
holding major offices. In fact, such voluntary organiza-
tions dedicated to the causes of people of color have in 
recent years had more women in leadership positions 
than have many standard, White organizations. Simi-
larly, Native American voluntary organizations have 
boasted increasing numbers of women in leadership po-
sitions (Feagin and Feagin ; Snipp , ).
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face”—the informal social interaction that keeps 
the bureaucracy working and often involves in-
terpersonal friendships and social ties, typically 
among people taken for granted in these organiza-
tions, such as the support staff .

 . Career ladders. Candidates for the various positions 
in the bureaucracy are supposed to be selected on 
the basis of specifi c criteria, such as education, expe-
rience, and standardized examinations. Th e idea is 
that advancement through the organization becomes 
a career for the individual. Some organizations, such 
as some universities and some law fi rms, have a 
policy of tenure—a guarantee of continued employ-
ment until one’s retirement from the organization.

 . Effi  ciency. Bureaucracies are designed to coordi-
nate the activities of many people in pursuit of or-
ganizational goals. Ideally, all activities have been 
designed to maximize this effi  ciency. Th e whole 
system is intended to keep social–emotional rela-
tions and interactions at a minimum and instru-
mental interaction at a maximum.

Bureaucracy’s “Other Face”
All the characteristics of Weber’s “ideal type” are gen-
eral defining characteristics. Rarely do actual bureau-
cracies meet this exact description. A bureaucracy has, 
in addition to the ideal characteristics of structure, an 
informal structure. This includes social interactions, 
even network connections, in bureaucratic settings 
that ignore, change, or otherwise bypass the formal 
structure and rules of the organization. This informal 
structure often develops among those who are taken 
for granted in organizations, such as secretaries and 
administrative assistants—who are most often women. 
Sociologist Charles Page () coined the phrase bu-
reaucracy’s other face to describe this condition.

This other face is informal culture. It has evolved 
over time as a reaction to the formality and impersonal-
ity of the bureaucracy. Thus, administrative assistants 
and secretaries will sometimes “bend the rules a bit” 
when asked to do something more quickly than usual 
for a boss they like and bend the rules in another di-
rection for a boss they do not like by slowing down or 
otherwise sabotaging the boss’s work. Researchers have 
noted, for example, that secretaries and assistants may 
well have more authority than their job titles and sala-
ries suggest. As a way around the cumbersome formal 
communication channels within the organization, 
the informal network, or “grapevine,” often works bet-
ter, faster, and sometimes even more accurately than 
the formal channels. As with any culture, the informal 
culture in the bureaucracy has its own norms or rules. 
One is not supposed to “stab friends in the back,” such 
as by “ratting on” them to a boss or spreading a rumor 
about them that is intended to get them fired. Yet, just 
as with any norms, there is deviation from the norms, 
and “back-stabbing” and “ratting” does happen.

good example of a cumbersome bureaucracy that many 
believe is ineffective because of its sheer size. Numer-
ous other formal organizations have developed into 
huge bureaucracies: Microsoft, Disney, many universi-
ties, hospitals, state motor vehicle registration systems, 
and some law firms. Other formal organizations, such 
as Enron and WorldCom, quickly developed into large 
bureaucracies, then subsequently collapsed under 
fraudulent accounting procedures. More recently, large 
national banks such as Merrill Lynch, now in bank-
ruptcy, and several others, such as Goldman Sachs have 
fallen under close scrutiny by Congress for question-
able practices such as exorbitant salaries and excess 
bonuses for top management.

The early sociological theorist Max Weber (/ 
) analyzed the classic characteristics of the bu-
reaucracy. These characteristics represent what he 
called the ideal type bureaucracy—a model rarely seen 
in reality but that defines the principal characteristics 
of a social form. The characteristics of bureaucracies 
 described as an ideal type are:

 . High degree of division of labor and specialization. 
Th e notion of the specialist embodies this criterion. 
Bureaucracies ideally employ specialists in the vari-
ous positions and occupations, and these specialists 
are responsible for a specifi c set of duties. Sociologist 
Charles Perrow (, , ) notes that many 
modern bureaucracies have hierarchical authority 
structures and an elaborate division of labor.

 . Hierarchy of authority. In bureaucracies, positions 
are arranged in a hierarchy so that each is under the 
supervision of a higher position. Such hierarchies 
are often represented in an organization chart, a 
diagram in the shape of a pyramid that shows the 
relative rank of each position plus the lines of au-
thority between each. Th ese lines of authority are 
often called the “chain of command,” and they 
show not only who has authority, but also who is 
responsible to whom and how many positions are 
responsible to a given position.

 . Rules and regulations. All the activities in a bu-
reaucracy are governed by a set of detailed rules 
and procedures. Th ese rules are designed, ideally, 
to cover almost every possible situation and prob-
lem that might arise, including hiring, fi ring, salary 
scales, and rules for sick pay and absences.

 . Impersonal relationships. Social interaction in the 
(ideal) bureaucracy is supposed to be guided by 
instrumental criteria, such as the organization’s 
rules, rather than by expressive needs, such as per-
sonal attractions or likes and dislikes. Th e ideal is 
that the objective application of rules will mini-
mize matters such as personal favoritism—giving 
someone a promotion simply because you like him 
or her or fi ring someone because you do not like 
him or her. Of course, as we will see, sociologists 
have pointed out that bureaucracy has “another 
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, and, to our horror, the breakup of yet another 
space shuttle, the Columbia, on February , . Peo-
ple in the United States became bound together at the 
moment of the Challenger accident. Many remember 
where they were and exactly what they were doing 
when they heard about the tragedy. The failure of the 
essential O-ring gaskets on the solid fuel booster rock-
ets of the Challenger shuttle caused the catastrophic 
explosion. It was revealed later that the O-rings be-
came brittle at below-freezing temperatures, as was the 
temperature at the launch pad the evening before the 
Challenger lifted off.

Why did the managers and engineers at NASA (Na-
tional Aeronautics and Space Administration) allow 
the shuttle to lift off given these prior conditions? The 
managers had all the information about the O-rings 
before the launch. Furthermore, engineers had warned 
them against the danger. In a detailed analysis of the 
decision to launch, sociologist Diane Vaughan () 
uncovered both risky shift and organizational ritual-
ism within the organization. The NASA insiders, con-
fronted with signals of danger, proceeded as if nothing 
was wrong when they were repeatedly faced with the 
evidence that something was indeed very wrong. They 
in effect normalized their own behavior so that their 
actions became acceptable to them, representing 
nothing out of the ordinary. This is an example of orga-
nizational ritualism, as well as what Vaughan calls the 
“normalization of deviance.”

Unfortunately, history repeated itself on Febru-
ary , , when the space shuttle Columbia, upon its 
return from space, broke up in a fiery descent into the 
atmosphere above Texas, killing all who were aboard. 
The evidence shows that a piece of hard insulating foam 
separated from an external fuel tank during launch and 
struck the shuttle’s left wing, damaging it and dislodg-
ing its heat-resistant tiles that are necessary for reen-
try. The absence of these tiles caused a burn-up upon 
reentry into the atmosphere. With eerie similarity to 
the earlier  Challenger accident, a recent research 
report concludes that a “flawed institutional culture” 
and—citing sociologist Diane Vaughan—a normaliza-
tion of deviance accompanying a gradual erosion of 
safety margins were among the causes of the Columbia 
accident (Schwartz and Wald ).

No single individual was at fault in either accident. 
The story is not one of evil but rather of the ritualism 
of organizational life in one of the most powerful bu-
reaucracies in the United States. It is a story of rigid 
group conformity within an organizational setting and 
of how deviant behavior is redefined, that is, socially 
constructed, to be perceived as normal. Organizational 
procedures in this case, or rituals, dominate so much 
that the means toward goals become the goals them-
selves. A critical decrease in overall safety and a dra-
matic increase in risk are the results. Vaughan’s analysis 
is a powerful warning about the hidden hazards of bu-
reaucracy in a technological age.

Bureaucracy’s other face can also be seen in the 
workplace subcultures that develop, even in the larg-
est bureaucracies. Some sociologists interpret the sub-
cultures that develop within bureaucracies as people’s 
attempts to humanize an otherwise impersonal organi-
zation. Keeping photographs of family and loved ones 
in the office, placing personal decorations on one’s 
desk (if allowed), and organizing office parties are some 
ways people resist the impersonal culture of bureaucra-
cies. Of course, this informal culture can also become 
exclusionary, increasing the isolation that some work-
ers feel at work. Gay and lesbian workers may feel left 
out when other workers gossip about people’s hetero-
sexual dates; minority workers may be excluded from 
the casual conversations in the workplace that connect 
nonminority people to one another.

The informal norms that develop within the mod-
ern day bureaucracy often cause worker productivity to 
go up or down, depending on the norms and how they 
are informally enforced. The classic s Hawthorne 
Studies, so named because they were carried out at the 
Western Electric telephone plant in Hawthorne, Illinois 
(Roethlisberger and Dickson ), discovered that 
small groups of workers developed their own ideas—
their own norms—about how much work they should 
produce each day. If someone produced too many 
completed tasks in a day, he would make the rest of the 
workers “look bad” and run the risk of having the orga-
nization raise its expectations of how much work the 
group might be expected to produce. Because of this, 
anyone producing too much was informally labeled a 
“rate buster,” and that person was punished by some act, 
such as punches on the shoulder (called “binging”) or by 
group ridicule (called “razzing”). By the same token, one 
could be accused of producing too little, in which case 
he was labeled a “chiseler” and punished in the same 
way by either binging or razzing. This informal culture 
of bureaucracy’s other face continues today in a man-
ner similar to the culture initially discovered in the early 
Hawthorne studies (Ritzer ; Perrow , ).

Problems of Bureaucracies
In contemporary times, problems have developed that 
grow out of the nature of the complex bureaucracy. Two 
problem areas already discussed are the occurrence 
of risky shift in work groups and the development of 
groupthink. Additional problems include a tendency to 
ritualism and the potential for alienation on the part of 
those within the organization.

Ritualism. Rigid adherence to rules can produce a 
slavish following of them, regardless of whether it ac-
complishes the purpose for which the rule was origi-
nally designed. The rules become ends in themselves 
rather than means to an end: This is ritualism.

Two now-classic examples of the consequences of 
organizational ritualism have come to haunt us: the ex-
plosion of the space shuttle Challenger on January , 
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fast-food chain. In fact, each month  percent of the 
children in the United States between ages  and  visit 
McDonald’s! Ritzer noticed that the principles that 
characterize fast-food organizations are increasingly 
dominating more aspects of U.S. society, indeed, of 
societies around the world. McDonaldization refers to 
the increasing and ubiquitous presence of the fast-food 
model in most organizations that shape daily life. Work, 
travel, leisure, shopping, health care, politics, and even 
education, have all become subject to McDonaldiza-
tion. Each industry is based on a principle of high and 
efficient productivity, which translates into a highly 
rational social organization, with workers employed at 
low pay but with customers experiencing ease, conve-
nience, and familiarity.

Ritzer argues that McDonald’s has been such a 
successful model of business organization that other 
industries have adopted the same organizational char-
acteristics, so much so that their nicknames associate 
them with the McDonald’s chain: McPaper for USA 
Today, McChild for child-care chains like KinderCare, 
and McDoctor for the drive-in clinics that deal quickly 
and efficiently with minor health and dental problems. 
Finally, the efficiency and predictability characteristic of 
the various Starbuck coffee shops represent what Ritzer 
calls “Starbuckization”—a type of McDonaldization.
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The horror of the explosion of the space shuttle Challenger in 1986 is seen in the faces of the observers here. All seven astronauts 
died in the explosion (top right). Sociologist Diane Vaughan (1996) attributes the disaster to an ill-formed launch decision in the 
bureaucracy of NASA based on group interaction phenomena such as risky shift, ritualism, groupthink, and the normalization of 
deviance. Tragedy struck again in February 2003, when the space shuttle Columbia broke up upon reentry into the atmosphere, 
killing all seven of the astronauts on board (bottom right).
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Alienation. The stresses on rules and procedures 
within bureaucracies can result in a decrease in the 
overall cohesion of the organization. This often psycho-
logically separates a person from the organization and 
its goals. This state of alienation results in increased 
turnover, tardiness, absenteeism, and overall dissatis-
faction with the organization.

Alienation can be widespread in organizations 
where workers have little control over what they do or 
where workers themselves are treated like machines 
employed on an assembly line, doing the same repeti-
tive action for an entire work shift. Alienation is not 
restricted to manual labor, however. In organizations 
where workers are isolated from others, where they are 
expected only to implement rules, or where they think 
they have little chance of advancement, alienation can 
be common. As we will see, some organizations have 
developed new patterns of work to try to minimize 
worker alienation and thus enhance their productivity.

The McDonaldization of Society
Sometimes the problems and peculiarities of bureau-
cracy can have effects on the total society. This has been 
the case with what George Ritzer () has called the 
McDonaldization, a term coined from the well-known 
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Based in part upon Max Weber’s concept of the 
ideal bureaucracy mentioned earlier, Ritzer identifies 
four dimensions of the McDonaldization process: effi-
ciency, calculability, predictability, and control:

 . Effi  ciency means that things move from start to fi n-
ish in a streamlined path. Steps in the production of 
a hamburger are regulated so that each hamburger 
is made exactly the same way—hardly characteris-
tic of a home-cooked meal. Business can be even 
more effi  cient if the customer does the work once 
done by an employee. In fast-food restaurants, the 
claim that you can “have it your way” really means 
that you assemble your own sandwich or salad.

 . Calculability means there is an emphasis on the 
quantitative aspects of products sold: size, cost, and 
the time it takes to get the product. At McDonald’s, 
branch managers must account for the number of 
cubic inches of ketchup used per day; likewise, ice 
cream scoopers in chain stores measure out prede-
termined and exact amounts of ice cream. 

 . Predictability is the assurance that products will be 
exactly the same, no matter when or where they are 
purchased. Eat an Egg McMuffi  n in New York, and 
it will likely taste just the same as an Egg McMuffi  n 
in Los Angeles or Paris! Ditto for a Decaf Tall Cap-
puccino from Starbucks. 

 . Control is the primary organizational principle 
that lies behind McDonaldization. Behavior of the 
customers and workers is reduced to a series of 
machinelike actions. Ultimately, effi  cient technol-
ogies replace much of the work that humans once 
performed.

McDonaldization—and Starbuckization—clearly 
brings many benefits. There is a greater availability of 
goods and services to a wide proportion of the popula-
tion; instantaneous service and convenience to a public 
with less free time; predictability and familiarity in the 
goods bought and sold; and standardization of pricing 
and uniform quality of goods sold, to name a few bene-
fits. However, this increasingly rational system of goods 
and services also spawns irrationalities. For example, 
the majority of workers at McDonald’s lack full-time 
employment, have no worker benefits, have no control 
over their workplace, and quit on average after only 
four or five months. 

DIVERSITY: RACE, 
GENDER, AND CLASS 
IN ORGANIZATIONS
The hierarchical structuring of positions within or-
ganizations results in the concentration of power and 
influence with a few individuals at the top. Since or-
ganizations tend to reflect patterns within the broader 
society, this hierarchy, like that of society, is marked by 
inequality in race, gender, and class relations. Although 
the concentration of power in organizations is incom-
patible with the principles of a democratic society, 
discrimination against women and minorities still oc-
curs (Perrow , ). There have been widespread 
disparities in the promotion rates for White and Black 
workers, with Whites more likely to be promoted and 
promoted more quickly—a pattern repeated in many 
work organizations (Perrow ; Eichenwald ; 
McGuire and Reskin ; Collins ).

Traditionally, within organizations the most pow-
erful positions are held by White men of upper social 
class status. Women and minorities, on average, occupy 
lower positions in the organization. Although very small 
numbers of minorities and women do get promoted, 
there is typically a “glass ceiling” effect, meaning that 
women and minorities may be promoted but only up to 
a point. The glass ceiling acts as a barrier to the promo-
tion of women and minorities into higher ranks of man-
agement, as discussed further in Chapters  and  . 
Over the last five years, promotions of minorities and 
women in the organization have become slightly more 
common, but the overall picture is still one of discrimi-
nation and a glass ceiling.

What then are the barriers that prevent more in-
clusiveness in the higher ranks of organizations? Socio-
logical research finds that organizations are sensitive to 
the climate in which they operate. The more egalitar-
ian the environment in which a firm operates, the more 
 equitable is its treatment of women and minorities.

Yet studies find that patterns of race and gender 
discrimination persist throughout organizations even 
to this day, even when formal barriers to advancement 
have been removed. Many minorities are now equal to 

Evidence of the “McDonaldization of society” can be seen 
everywhere, perhaps including on your own campus. 
Shopping malls, food courts, sports stadiums, even cruise 
ships refl ect this trend toward standardization.
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discriminatory barriers, organizational practices persist 
that block the mobility of these workers. •

A classic study by Rosabeth Moss Kanter () 
shows how the structure of organizations leads to 
 obstacles in the advancement of groups that are  tokens—
rarely represented—in the organizational environment. 
Kanter demonstrated how the hierarchical structure of 
the bureaucracy negatively affects both  minorities and 
women who are underrepresented in the organization. 
In such cases, they represent token minorities or women; 
they feel put “out front” and under the all-too-watchful 
eyes of their superiors as well as coequals. As a result—
as research since Kanter’s has shown—they often suffer 
severe stress (Smith ; Jackson ; Jackson et al. 
, ; Yoder ; Spangler et al. ). Coworkers 
often accuse women and minorities of getting a position 
simply because they are women, minorities, or both. It 
is a fairly widespread phenomenon in universities and 
colleges that not only minorities, but women as well, are 
often accused of being admitted simply because of their 
gender and/or their race, even in instances where the 
person has had superior admissions qualifications. This 
is stressful for the person and shows that tokenism can 
have very negative consequences.

Social class, in addition to race and gender, plays a 
part in determining people’s place within formal orga-
nizations. Middle- and upper-class employees in orga-
nizations make higher salaries and wages and are more 
likely to get promoted than are people of lower social 
class status, even for individuals who are of the same 
race or ethnicity. This even holds for people coming 
from families of lower social class status who are as well 
educated as their middle- and upper-class coworkers. 
Thus, their lower salaries and lack of promotion can-
not necessarily be attributed to a lack of education. In 
this respect, their treatment in the bureaucracy only 

Whites in education, particularly in organizational jobs 
that require advanced graduate degrees such as the 
master of business administration (MBA). Still, White 
men in organizations are somewhat more likely to re-
ceive promotions than African American, Hispanic, 
and Native American workers with the same education 
(Smith : DeWitt ; Zwerling and Silver ). 
The same thing often happens to both White and mi-
nority women in organizations: Women are less likely 
to receive promotions than a White male with the same 
education, and sometimes even less education. Studies 
consistently find that women are held to higher promo-
tion standards than men; for men, the longer they are in 
a position in an organization, the more likely they will 
be promoted, but the same is not true for women. Stud-
ies find that women change jobs more frequently within 
organizations than do men, but these tend to be lateral 
moves. For men, job changes are more likely to mark a 
jump from a lower level to a higher level in the organi-
zation, thus constituting a promotion.

Things work the same way with respect to people 
being discharged or fired. Studies show quite clearly 
that Black federal employees (men and women) were 
more than twice as likely to be dismissed as their White 
counterparts (DeWitt ; Zwerling and Silver ). 
This disparity occurred regardless of education and 
regardless of occupational category, pay level, type of 
federal agency, age, performance rating, seniority, or 
attendance record. The main reasons cited in the stud-
ies for such disparities were lack of network contacts 
with the old boy network and racial bias within the or-
ganization (Smith ). 

These studies were particularly well designed be-
cause they took into account quite a few factors besides 
race and ethnicity that are often given as reasons for not 
promoting minorities. The studies showed quite con-
clusively that with all factors taken into account, it is still 
race that is an important reason for the way people are 
treated in organizations today. Even though there has 
been some improvement in recent years, these studies 
strongly suggest that racism still thrives in the bureau-
cracy. Will things change as the result of having a Black 
man in the highest office of the United States? Some 
would say yes because President Obama is an inspiring 
role model, but sociological processes occur beyond the 
influence of any one individual, so change requires more 
than the influence of one person. What do you think?

debunking SOCIETY’S MYTHS
myth: Programs designed to enhance the number of 
women and minorities in organizational leadership are no 
longer needed because discriminatory barriers have been 
removed.

sociological perspective: Research right up 
to the present continues to fi nd signifi cant diff erences in 
the promotion rates for women and minorities in most 
organizational settings. Even with the removal of formal 

Few organizational boards and executive committees contain 
minorities and women: when present, they are often tokens.
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table 6.1 Theoretical Perspective on Organizations

Functionalist Theory Conflict Theory Symbolic Interaction Theory

Central Focus Positive functions (such 
as effi  ciency) contribute 
to unity and stability of 
the organization.

Hierarchical nature of bureaucracy 
encourages confl ict between 
superior and subordinate, men and 
women, and people of diff erent 
racial or class backgrounds.

Stresses the role of self in 
the bureaucracy and how the 
self develops and changes.

Relationship of 
Individual to the 
Organization

Individuals, like parts of a 
machine, are only partly 
relevant to the operation 
of the organization.

Individuals are subordinated 
to systems of power and 
experience stress and 
alienation as a result.

Interaction between 
superiors and subordinates 
forms the structure of the 
organization.

Criticism Hierarchy can result in 
dysfunctions such as 
ritualism and alienation. 

De-emphasizes the positive ways 
that organizations work.

Tends to downplay overall 
social organization.

perpetuates rather than lessens the negative effects of 
the social class system in the United States.

The social class stratification system in the United 
States produces major differences in the opportuni-
ties and life chances of individuals, and the bureau-
cracy simply carries these differences forward. Class 
stereotypes also influence hiring practices in organi-
zations. Personnel officers look for people with “cer-
tain demeanors,” a code phrase for those who convey 
middle-class or upper-middle-class standards of dress, 
language, manners, and so on, which some people may 
be unable to afford or may not possess.

FUNCTIONAL, CONFLICT, 
AND SYMBOLIC 
INTERACTION: THEORETICAL 
PERSPECTIVES
All three major sociological perspectives—functional, 
conflict, and symbolic interaction—are exhibited in 
the analysis of formal organizations and bureaucracies 
(see Table .). The functional perspective, based in 
this case on the early writing of Max Weber, argues that 
certain functions, called eufunctions (that is, positive 
functions), characterize bureaucracies and contribute 
to their overall unity. The bureaucracy exists to accom-
plish these eufunctions, such as efficiency, control, im-
personal relations, and a chance for the individual to 
develop a career within the organization. As we have 

seen, however, bureaucracies develop the “other face” 
(informal interaction and culture, as opposed to formal 
or bureaucratic interaction and culture) as well as the 
problems of ritualism and alienation of the person from 
the organization. These latter problems are called dys-
functions (negative functions), which have the conse-
quence of contributing to the disunity, lack of harmony, 
and less efficiency in the bureaucracy.

The conflict perspective argues that the hierar-
chical or stratified nature of the bureaucracy in effect 
encourages rather than inhibits conflict among the 
individuals within it. These conflicts are between su-
perior and subordinate, as well as between racial and 
ethnic groups, men and women, and people of different 
social class backgrounds, hampering the smooth and 
efficient running of the bureaucracy.

Consider the symbolic interaction perspective as 
underlying two management theories, those of  Argyris 
() and of Ouchi (). Symbolic interaction 
stresses the role of the self in any group and especially 
how the self develops as a product of social interaction. 
Argyris’s theory advocates increased involvement of 
the self within the organization as a way of “actualizing” 
the self. This helps reduce the disconnection between 
individual and organization as well as other organi-
zational problems and dysfunctions.  Ouchi’s theory 
argues that increased interaction between  superior 
and subordinate, based on the Japanese  organization 
model of executives “walking around” and interacting 
more on a primary group basis, will reduce organiza-
tional dysfunction.

chapter summary
What are the types of groups?
Groups are a fact of human existence and permeate vir-
tually every facet of our lives. Group size is important, 
as is the otherwise simple distinction between dyads 

and triads. Primary groups form the basic building 
blocks of social interaction in society. Reference groups 
play a major role in forming our attitudes and life goals, 
as do our relationships with in-groups and out-groups. 
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Social networks partly determine things such as who we 
know and the kinds of jobs we get. Networks based on 
race—ethnicity, social class, and other social factors are 
extremely closely connected—very dense.

How strong is social influence?
Th e social infl uence groups exert on us is tremendous, 
as seen by the Asch conformity experiments. Th e Mil-
gram experiments demonstrated that the interpersonal 
infl uence of an authority fi gure can cause an individ-
ual to act against his or her deep convictions. Th e tor-
ture and abuse of Iraqi prisoners of war by American 
soldiers as prison guards serves as testimony to the 
powerful eff ects of both social infl uence and authority 
structures. Th e Iraqi tortures were in eff ect experimen-
tally predicted by a simulated prison study done in the 
United States over thirty years earlier. 

What is the importance of groupthink and risky shift?
Groupthink can be so pervasive that it adversely aff ects 
group decision making and often results in group deci-
sions that by any measure are simply stupid. Risky shift 
(and polarization shift) similarly often compels individ-
uals to reach decisions that are at odds with their better 
judgment.

What are the types of formal organizations and 
bureaucracies, and what are some of their problems?
Th ere are several types of formal organizations, such 
as normative, coercive, or utilitarian. Weber typifi ed 
 bureaucracies as organizations with an effi  cient divi-
sion of labor, an authority hierarchy, rules, impersonal 
relationships, and career ladders. Bureaucratic rigidities 

often result in organizational problems such as ritual-
ism and resulting “normalization of deviance,” which 
may have been signifi cantly responsible for the space 
shuttle Challenger explosion in  and the space shut-
tle Columbia breakup in . Th e  McDonaldization of 
society has resulted in greater effi  ciency, calculability, 
and control in many industries, probably at the expense 
of some individual creativity.

What are the problems of diversity in organizations?
Formal organizations perpetuate society’s inequalities 
on the basis of race–ethnicity, gender, and social class. 
Even today, Blacks, Hispanics, and Native Americans 
are less likely to get promoted, and more likely to get 
fi red, than Whites of comparable education and other 
comparable qualifi cations. Women experience simi-
lar eff ects of inequality, especially negative eff ects of 
 tokenism, such as stress and lowered self-esteem. 
 Finally, persons of less than middle-class origins make 
less money and are less likely to get promoted than a 
middle-class person of comparable education.

What do the functional, conflict, and symbolic 
interaction theories say about organizations?
Functional, confl ict, and symbolic interaction theo-
ries highlight and clarify the analysis of organizations 
by specifying both organizational functions and dys-
functions (functional theory); by analyzing the conse-
quences of hierarchical, gender, race, and social class 
confl ict in organizations (confl ict theory); and, fi nally, 
by studying the importance of social interaction and 
integration of the self into the organization (symbolic 
interaction theory).
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in the early 1970s, an airplane carrying forty mem-
bers of an amateur rugby team crashed in the Andes 
Mountains in South America. The twenty-seven survivors 
were marooned at 12,000 feet in freezing weather and 
deep snow. There was no food except for a small amount 
of chocolate and some wine. A few days after the crash, 
the group heard on a small transistor radio that the search 
for them had been called off .

Scattered in the snow were the frozen bodies of dead 
passengers. Preserved by the freezing weather, these bod-
ies became, after a time, sources of food. At fi rst, the sur-
vivors were repulsed by the idea of eating human fl esh, 
but as the days wore on, they agonized over the decision 
about whether to eat the dead crash victims, eventually 
concluding that they had to eat if they were to live.

In the beginning, only a few ate the human meat, but 
soon the others began to eat too. The group experimented 
with preparations as they tried diff erent parts of the body. 
They developed elaborate rules about how, what, and 
whom they would eat. Some could not bring themselves to 
cut the meat from the human body, but would slice it once 
someone else had cut off  large chunks. They all refused to 
eat certain parts—the lungs, skin, head, and genitals.

After two months, the group sent out an expedition 
of three survivors to fi nd help. The group was rescued, and 
the world learned of their ordeal. Their cannibalism (the 
eating of other human beings) was generally accepted 
as something they had to do to survive. Although people 
might have been repulsed by the story, the survivors’ be-
havior was understood as a necessary adaptation to their 
life-threatening circumstances. The survivors also main-
tained a sense of themselves as good people even though 
what they did profoundly violated ordinary standards of 
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socially acceptable behavior in most cultures in the world 
(Read 1974; Miller 1991; Henslin 1993).

Was the behavior of the Andes crash survivors socially 
deviant? Were the people made crazy by their experience, 
or was this a normal response to extreme circumstances?

Compare the Andes crash to another case of human 
cannibalism. In 1991, in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, Jeff rey 
Dahmer pled guilty to charges of murdering at least fi f-
teen men in his home. Dahmer lured the men—eight of 
them African American, two White, and one a fourteen-
year-old Laotian (Asian) boy—to his apartment, where he 
murdered and dismembered them, then cooked and ate 
some of their body parts. For those he considered most 
handsome, he boiled the fl esh from their heads so that he 
could save and admire their skulls. Dahmer was seen as 
a total social deviant, someone who violated every prin-
ciple of human decency. Even hardened criminals were 
disgusted by Dahmer. In fact, he was killed in prison by an-
other inmate in 1994.

Why was Dahmer’s behavior considered so deviant 
when that of the Andes survivors was not? The answer 
can be found by looking at the situation in which these be-
haviors occurred. For the Andes survivors, eating human 
fl esh was essential for survival. For Dahmer, however, it 
was murder. From a sociological perspective, the deviance 
of cannibalism resides not just in the act itself but also 
in the social context in which it occurs. The exact same 
 behavior—eating other human beings—is considered rep-
rehensible in one context and acceptable in another. That 
is the essence of the sociological explanation: The nature 
of deviance is not only in the personality of the deviant per-
son, nor is it inherently in the deviant act itself, but instead 
it is a signifi cant part and product of the social structure. 

APLIA DEVIANCE ENGAGEMENT ACTIVITY 

Do you  know what deviance is? This interactive illustration will help 
you understand sociological analysis.

Sociological Perspectives on Deviance
Strange, unconventional, or nonconformist behavior is 
often understandable in its sociological context. Con-
sider suicide. Are people who commit suicide mentally 
disturbed, or might their behavior be explained by so-
cial factors? Are there conditions under which suicide is 
acceptable behavior—for example, someone who com-
mits suicide in the face of a terminal illness compared 
to a despondent person who jumps from a window?

Sociologists distinguish two types of deviance: 
formal and informal. Formal deviance is behavior that 
breaks laws or offi  cial rules. Crime is an example. Th ere 
are formal sanctions against formal deviance, such as 
imprisonment and fi nes. Informal deviance is behavior 
that violates customary norms (Schur ). Although 
such deviance may not be specifi ed in law, it is judged 
to be deviant by those who uphold the society’s norms.

Th e study of deviance can be divided into the study 
of why people violate laws or norms and the study of 
how society reacts. Labeling theory is discussed in detail 
later, but it recognizes that deviance is not just in the 
breaking of norms or rules but it includes how people 
react to those behaviors. Social groups actually create 
deviance “by making the rules whose infraction consti-
tutes deviance, and by applying those rules to particular 
people and labeling them as outsiders” (Erikson ; 
Becker : ).

The Context of Deviance. Even the most unconven-
tional behavior can be understood if we know the con-
text in which it occurs. Behavior that is deviant in one 
circumstance may be normal in another, or behavior 
may be ruled deviant only when performed by certain 
people. For example, people who break gender ste-
reotypes may be judged as deviant even though their 
behavior is considered normal for the other sex. Het-
erosexual men and women who kiss in public are the 
image of romance; lesbians and gay men who even dare 
to hold hands in public are often seen as fl aunting their 
sexual orientation.

Th e defi nition of deviance can also vary over time. 
Acquaintance rape (also called “date rape”), for ex-
ample, was not considered social deviance until fairly 
recently. Women have been presumed to mean yes 
when they said no, and men were expected to “seduce” 
women through aggressive sexual behavior. Even 
now, women who are raped by someone they know 
may not think of it as rape. If they do, they may fi nd 
that prosecuting the off ender is diffi  cult because oth-
ers do not think of it as rape, especially under certain 
circumstances, such as the woman being drunk. What 
is in fact rape may not be seen as such by everyone.

Th e sociologist Emile Durkheim argued that one rea-
son acts of deviance are publicly punished is that the social 
order is threatened by deviance. Judging those behaviors 
as deviant and punishing them confi rms general social 
standards. Th erein lies the value of widely publicized 

DEFINING DEVIANCE
Sociologists defi ne deviance as behavior that is recog-
nized as violating expected rules and norms. Deviance 
is more than simple nonconformity; it is behavior that 
departs signifi cantly from social expectations. In the so-
ciological perspective on deviance, there are four main 
identifying characteristics:

• Deviance emerges in a social context, not just the 
behavior of individuals; sociologists see deviance 
in terms of group processes and judgments.

• Not all behaviors are judged similarly by all groups; 
what is deviant to one group may be normative (not 
deviant) to another.

• Established rules and norms are socially created, 
not just morally decided or individually imposed.

• Deviance lies not just in behavior itself but in the 
social responses of groups to behavior by others.
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trials, public executions, or the historical practice of dis-
playing a wrongdoer in the stocks, which held one’s feet 
fast, or the pillory, which held the hands and head. Pass-
ersby were permitted to hurl both stones and large rocks 
at those persons so immobilized. Th e punishment affi  rms 
the collective beliefs of the society, reinforces social order, 
and inhibits future deviant behavior, especially as defi ned 
by those with the power to judge others.

debunking SOCIETY’S MYTHS
myth: Deviance is bad for society because it disrupts 
normal life.

sociological perspective: Deviance tends to 
stabilize society. By defi ning some forms of behavior as de-
viant, people are affi  rming the social norms of groups. In this 
sense, society actually to some extent creates deviance. •

Durkheim argued that societies actually need devi-
ance to know what presumably normal behavior is. In 
this sense, Durkheim considered deviance “functional” 
for society (Erikson ; Durkheim /). You 
could observe Durkheim’s point in the aftermath of the 
terrorist attacks on New York City’s World Trade Center 
towers in September , . Horrifi ed by the sight of hi-
jacked planes fl ying into the World Trade Center and the 
Pentagon and crashing in a Pennsylvania fi eld, U.S. citi-
zens responded through publicly demonstrating strong 
patriotism. Durkheim would interpret these terrorist acts 

as deviance producing strong social solidarity. Th is was 
one of Durkheim’s most important insights: Deviance 
produces social solidarity. Instead of breaking society up, 
deviance produces a pulling together, or social solidarity.

The Influence of Social Movements. Th e perception 
of deviance may also be infl uenced by social move-
ments, which are networks of groups that organize to 
support or resist changes in society (see Chapter ). 
With a change in the social climate, formerly acceptable 
behaviors may be newly defi ned as deviant. Smoking, 
for instance, was once considered glamorous, sexy, and 
“cool.” Now, smokers are widely scorned as polluters 
and, despite strong lobbying by the tobacco industry, 
regulations against smoking have proliferated.

Whereas in  only  percent of the public 
thought that smoking should be banned in restaurants, 
by  over half ( percent) thought so (Gallup Orga-
nization ). Even the public’s perception of danger 
from secondhand smoke has increased dramatically, 
from  percent in  perceiving secondhand smoke 
to be dangerous to  percent in  (Gallup Organiza-
tion ). Th e increase in public disapproval of smok-
ing results as much from social and political movements 
as it does from the known health risks. Th e success of 
the antismoking movement has come from the mobili-
zation of constituencies able to articulate to the public 
that smoking is dangerous. Note that the key element 
here is the ability of people to mobilize—not just the 
evidence of risk. In other words, there has to be a social 
response for deviance to be defi ned as such; scientifi c 
evidence of harm in and of itself is not enough.

The Social Construction of Deviance. Perhaps because 
it violates social conventions or because it sometimes in-
volves unusual behavior, deviance captures the public 
imagination. Commonly, however, the public understands 
deviance as the result of individualistic or personality 
 factors. Many people see deviants as crazy, threatening, 
“sick,” or in some other ways inferior, but sociologists see 
deviance as infl uenced by society—the same social pro-
cesses and institutions that shape all  social behavior.

Deviance, for example, is not necessarily irrational 
or “sick” and may be a positive and rational adaptation to 
a situation. Th ink of the Andes survivors discussed in this 
chapter’s opener. Was their action (eating human fl esh) 
irrational, or was it an inventive and rational response to 
a dreadful situation? To use another example, are gangs 
the result of the irrational behavior of maladjusted youth, 
or are they rational responses to social situations?

Sociological studies of gangs in the United States 
shed light on this question. Th e family situations of 
gang members are often problematic, although girls 
in gangs tend to be more isolated from their families 
than are boys in gangs (Fleisher ; Esbensen-Finn 
et al. ). Given the class, race, and gender inequal-
ity faced by minority youth, many turn to gangs for the 
social support they lack elsewhere (Walker-Barnes and 

R
A

W
A

/W
or

ld
Pi

ct
ur

e 
N

ew
s

This widely distributed photo of a woman being executed 
by the Taliban in Afghanistan illustrates the extreme 
sanctions that can be brought against those defi ned as 
deviant by a powerful group. In this case, the photo also 
mobilized world condemnation of the Taliban regime for 
its treatment of women.
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Mason ; Moore and Hagedorn ). For example, 
some poor, young Puerto Rican girls live in relatively 
confi ned social environments with little opportunity for 
educational or occupational advancement. Th eir com-
munity expects them to be “good girls” and to remain 
close to their families. Joining a gang is one way to reject 
these restrictive roles (Messerschmidt ; Campbell 
). Are these young women irrational or just doing 
the best they can to adapt to their situation? Sociolo-
gists interpret their behavior as an understandable ad-
aptation to conditions of poverty, racism, and sexism.

Also, in some subcultures or situations, deviant be-
havior is encouraged and praised. Have you ever been 
egged on by friends to do something that you thought 
was deviant, or have you done something you knew was 
wrong? Many argue that the reason so many college stu-
dents drink excessively is that the student subculture en-
courages them to do so—even though students know it is 
harmful. Similarly, the juvenile delinquent regarded by 
school authorities as defi ant and obnoxious is rewarded 
and praised by peers for the very behaviors that school 
authorities loathe. Much deviant behavior occurs, or es-
calates, because of the social support received from oth-
ers. (Recall the discussion of risky shift in Chapter .) 

Some behavior patterns defi ned as deviant are also 
surprisingly similar to so-called normal behavior. Is a 
heroin addict who buys drugs with whatever money 
he can fi nd so diff erent from a business executive who 
spends a large proportion of his discretionary income 
on alcohol? Each may establish a daily pattern that 
facilitates drug use; each may select friends based on 
shared interests in drinking or taking drugs; and each 
may become so physically, emotionally, and socially 
dependent on their “fi x” that life seems unimaginable 
without it. Which of the two is more likely to be consid-
ered deviant?

Th e point is that deviance is both created and 
defi ned within a social context. It is not just weird, 
pathological, or irrational behavior. Sociologists who 
study deviance understand it in the context of social 
relationships and society. Th ey defi ne deviance in 
terms of existing social norms and the social judg-
ments people make about one another. Indeed, devi-
ant behavior can sometimes be indicative of changes 
that are taking place in the cultural folkways. Th us, 
whereas only a few years ago body piercing and tat-
tooing were associated with gangs and disrespect-
able people, now it is considered fashionable among 
young, middle-class people.

In sum, a sociological perspective on deviance 
asks: Why is deviance more common in some groups 
than others? Why are some more likely to be labeled 
deviant than others, even if they engage in the exact 
same behavior? How is deviance related to patterns of 
inequality in society? Sociologists do not ignore indi-
vidual psychology but integrate it into an explanation 
of deviance that focuses on the social conditions sur-
rounding the behavior, going beyond explanations of 
deviance that root it in the individual personality.

The Medicalization of Deviance
Commonly, people will say that someone who commits 
a very deviant act is “sick.” Th is common explanation is 
what sociologists call the medicalization of deviance 
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Once considered “cool,” smokers are now considered to be 
deviants, scorned as polluters, and often banished to outside 
offi  ce buildings, as here.
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Girls in gangs are rapidly becoming a reality, thus 
demonstrating the infl uence of deviant communities.
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(Conrad and Schneider ). Medicalizing deviance 
attributes deviant behavior to a “sick” state of mind, 
where the solution is to “cure” the deviant through ther-
apy or other psychological treatment.

An example is found in alcoholism. Th ere is some 
evidence that there may be a genetic basis to alcoholism, 
and certainly alcoholism must be understood at least 
in part in medical terms, but viewing alcoholism solely 
from a medical perspective ignores the social causes 
that infl uence the development and persistence of this 
behavior. Practitioners know that medical treatment 
alone does not solve the problem. Th e social relation-
ships, social conditions, and social habits of alcoholics 
must be altered, or the behavior is likely to recur.

thinking SOCIOLOGICALLY
Ask some of your friends to explain why rape occurs. 
What evidence of the medicalization of deviance exists in 
your friends’ answers? •

Sociologists criticize the medicalization of devi-
ance for ignoring the eff ects of social structures on the 
development of deviant behavior. From a sociological 
perspective, deviance originates in society, not just in 
individuals. Changing the incidence of deviant behav-
ior requires changes in society in addition to changes 
in individuals. Deviance, to most sociologists, is not a 
pathological state but an adaptation to the social struc-
tures in which people live. Factors such as family back-
ground, social class, racial inequality, and the social 
structure of gender relations in society produce devi-
ance, and these factors must be considered in order to 
explain it.

SOCIOLOGICAL THEORIES 
OF DEVIANCE
Sociologists have drawn on several major theoretical 
traditions to explain deviant behavior, including func-
tionalism, confl ict theory, and symbolic interaction 
theory.

Functionalist Theories of Deviance
Recall that functionalism is a theoretical perspective 
that interprets all parts of society, even those that may 
seem dysfunctional, as instead contributing to the sta-
bility of the whole. At fi rst glance, deviance seems to be 
dysfunctional for society. Functionalist theorists argue 
otherwise (see Table .). Th ey contend that deviance 
is functional because it creates social cohesion. Brand-
ing certain behaviors as deviant provides contrast with 
behaviors that are considered normal, giving people a 
heightened sense of social order. Norms are meaning-
less unless there is deviance from them; thus, deviance 
is necessary to clarify what society’s norms are. Group 
coherence then comes from sharing a common defi ni-
tion of legitimate, as well as deviant, behavior. Th e col-
lective identity of the group is affi  rmed when those who 
are defi ned as deviant are ridiculed or condemned by 
group members (Erikson ).

To give an example, think about how many people 
defi ne gay men as deviant. Although lesbians and gay 
men have rejected this label, labeling homosexuality 
as deviant is one way of affi  rming the presumed nor-
mality of heterosexual behavior. Labeling someone else 
an outsider is, in other words, a way of affi  rming one’s 
“insider” identity.

Durkheim: The Study of Suicide. Th e functionalist 
perspective on deviance stems originally from the work 
of Emile Durkheim. Recall that one of Durkheim’s cen-
tral concerns was how society maintains its coherence 
(or social order). Durkheim saw deviance as functional 
for society because it produces solidarity among soci-
ety’s members. He developed his analysis of deviance in 
large part through his analysis of suicide. Th rough this 
work, he discovered a number of important sociological 
points. First, he criticized the usual psychological inter-
pretations of why people commit suicide, turning in-
stead to sociological explanations with data to back them 
up. Second, he emphasized the role of social structure in 
producing deviance. Th ird, he pointed to the importance 
of people’s social attachments to society in understand-
ing deviance. Finally, he elaborated the functionalist 

table 7.1 Sociological Theories of Deviance

Functionalist Theory Symbolic Interaction Theory Conflict Theory

Deviance creates social cohesion. Deviance is a learned behavior, 
reinforced through group membership.

Dominant classes control the defi nition 
of and sanctions attached to deviance.

Deviance results from structural 
strains in society.

Deviance results from the process of 
social labeling, regardless of the actual 
commission of deviance.

Deviance results from social inequality 
in society.

Deviance occurs when people’s 
attachment to social bonds is 
diminished.

Those with the power to assign deviant 
labels themselves produce deviance.

Elite deviance and corporate deviance 
go largely unrecognized and unpunished.
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view that deviance provides the basis for social cohesion. 
His studies of suicide illustrate these points.

Durkheim was the fi rst to argue that the causes of 
suicide were to be found in social factors, not individ-
ual personalities. Observing that the rate of suicide in 
a society varied with time and place, Durkheim looked 
for causes linked to these factors other than emotional 
stress. Durkheim argued that suicide rates are aff ected 
by the diff erent social contexts in which they emerge. 
He looked at the degree to which people feel integrated 
into the structure of society and their social surround-
ings as social factors producing suicide.

Durkheim analyzed three types of suicide: anomic 
suicide, altruistic suicide, and egoistic suicide. Anomie, 
as defi ned by Durkheim, is the condition that exists 
when social regulations in a society break down: Th e 
controlling infl uences of society are no longer eff ective, 
and people exist in a state of relative normlessness. Th e 
term anomie refers not to an individual’s state of mind, 
but instead to social conditions.

Anomic suicide occurs when the disintegrating 
forces in the society make individuals feel lost or alone. 
Teenage suicide is often cited as an example of anomic 
suicide. Studies of college campuses, for example, trace 
the cause of campus suicides to feelings of depression 
and hopelessness (Langhinrichsen-Rohling et al. ). 
Th ese feelings are, however, more likely to arise in cer-
tain sociological contexts. Th us, suicide is more likely 
committed by those who have been sexually abused 
as children or by those whose parents are alcoholics 
(Th akkar et al. ; Bryant and Range ).

Altruistic suicide occurs when there is excessive 
regulation of individuals by social forces. An example is 
someone who commits suicide for the sake of a religious 
or political cause. For example, after hijackers took con-
trol of four airplanes—crashing two into the World Trade 
Center in New York, one into the Pentagon, and, through 
the intervention of passengers, one in a Pennsylvania 
farm fi eld—many wondered how anyone could do such 
a thing, killing themselves in the process. Although soci-
ology certainly does not excuse such behavior, it can help 
explain it. Terrorists and suicide bombers are so regulated 
by their extreme beliefs that they are willing to die to kill 
as many people as possible to achieve their goals. As 
Durkheim argued, altruistic suicide results when indi-
viduals are excessively dominated by the expectations of 
their social group. People who commit altruistic suicide 
subordinate themselves to collective expectations, even 
when death is the result.

Egoistic suicide occurs when people feel totally de-
tached from society. Th is helps explain the high rate of 
suicide among the elderly in the United States. People 
over seventy-fi ve years of age have one of the highest 
rates of suicide, presumably because the elderly lose 
many of their functional ties to society (National Cen-
ter for Health Statistics ). Ordinarily, people are 
integrated into society by work roles, ties to family and 
community, and other social bonds. When these bonds 

are weakened through retirement or loss of family and 
friends, the likelihood of egoistic suicide increases. Sui-
cide is also more likely to occur among people who are 
not well integrated into social networks (Berkman et al. 
). Th us, it should not be surprising that women have 
lower suicide rates than men (National Center for Health 
Statistics a). Sociologists explain this fact as a result of 
men being less embedded in social relationships of care 
and responsibility than women (Watt and Sharp ).

Durkheim’s major point is that suicide is a social, 
not just an individual, phenomenon. Recall from Chap-
ter  that Durkheim sees sociology as the discovery of 
the social forces that infl uence human behavior. One 
recent study shows that these social forces that aff ect 
behavior such as suicides among youths are multilevel: 
Th e higher the degree of integration of the individual 
into structural “levels,” such as the family, the peer 
group, religion, the neighborhood, and the school, then 
the lower the risk of suicide (Mainon and Kuhl ). 
As individualistic as suicide might seem, Durkheim 
uncovered the infl uence of social structure even here. 
In fact, suicide also varies considerably by state (see 
Map .)—another structural “level.”

Rampage Shooting As Egoistic Suicide? Durkheim’s 
principle of egoistic suicide can help you understand 
such horrifi c acts as the Virginia Tech University student 
massacre in . Seung-Hui Cho, a college student, 
armed with two semiautomatic pistols, shot and killed 
thirty-two people at Virginia Tech University, wounded 
fourteen others, and then killed himself, bringing the 
total killed to thirty-three. Th is act shocked the nation, 
and the media instantly dubbed it the largest mass ram-
page killing in U.S. history. 

Th ere are social–structural elements that are com-
mon to both the Virginia Tech rampage and other 
“school shootings,” such as the rampage killings at 
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Strong ties among the Navajo produce social integration, 
resulting in the fact that the Navajo have one of the lowest 
suicide rates of any group in the United States and also 
lowest among other Native American tribal groups.
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Columbine High School in Littleton, Colorado, in . 
Both acts were committed by individuals who could 
be characterized as extremely socially isolated and ut-
terly outside a network of peers. All three perpetrators 
(Cho in the case of Virginia Tech University and Dylan 
Klebold and Eric Harris in the case of Columbine High 
School) were social isolates, and all three committed 
suicide immediately after their carnage. In Durkheim’s 
sense, all three instances represented examples of ego-
istic suicide, given the attributes of social isolation, lack 
of integration into society, troubled individual histo-
ries, frequent nonsensical verbal outbursts in the class-
room, and a desire to “make their mark” in history by 
killing the largest number of individuals possible in a 
single attack (Newman ). Th e “egoistic” aspect of 
this last characteristic is certainly apparent. So are the 
 sociological—in addition to psychological—elements: 
social isolation, lack of integration into society, and 
troubled social interactions. 

Among the latest of rampage shootings and killings 
was that carried out in Tucson, Arizona, by Jared Lough-
ner on January , . In fi fteen seconds he fi red thirty-
one bullets from a single over-size clip from his recently 
acquired Glock semiautomatic pistol (the same brand 

and model of gun used by Cho in the Virginia Tech kill-
ings), killing six persons and seriously wounding thir-
teen. He thus hit nineteen persons in fi fteen seconds. 
Among the wounded were a district court judge (who 
died as result of wounds received) and popular  Arizona 
Congresswoman Gabrielle Giff ords, who received a 
bullet that passed through the entire right side of her 
brain, but survived. (As of this writing, she is success-
fully convalescing.) Evidence in Loughner’s personal 
diaries and blogs strongly suggest that he had carefully 
planned on attending the gathering, and he carried his 
recently purchased gun and ammunition clips there, a 
clear indicator of premeditation. He did so without pro-
tection of any sort, suggesting that his actions may well 
have comprised a deliberate suicidal act. He was tack-
led and subdued by bystanders. 

Not only are there personality (psychological) simi-
larities among Loughner and his “predecessors” Seung-
Hui Cho, Dylon Klebold, and Eric Harris, but there are 
also striking sociological conditions common to all four 
individuals: 

 . All four had become socially isolated, even from 
once close friends. 

MAP 7.1

Mapping America’s Diversity
Many factors can infl uence the suicide 
rate in diff erent contexts. As discussed 
in the text, suicides can be caused by a 
multiple of structural and cultural fac-
tors, and sometimes these factors may 

be diff erently distributed by state or re-
gion. What are some of the social facts 
about the diff erent states and regions 
that might aff ect the diff erent rates of 
suicide you see in this map? What, in 

particular, might you guess about such 
social facts characterizing the states 
with the highest suicide rates? Data: U.S. 
Census Bureau, 2008. The 2007 Statistical 
Abstract: National Data Book. Washington, DC: 
U.S. Government Printing Offi  ce.
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 . Each had frequently delivered verbally disjointed 
and aggressive outbursts in the classroom, thus 
displaying troubled social interactions.  

 . Each had previously vaguely hinted that they 
wanted to be famous for a single act of some sort. 

 . Finally, each act of each of the four individuals took 
place in the social context of a culture that decid-
edly encourages gun ownership. 

Look carefully at Figure ..  Advocacy of the right to own 
guns has been increasing markedly since the early s. 
Th is does not, of course, mean that anyone advocating 
gun ownership is going to shoot someone. What it does 
mean is that the cultural context within which all four 
rampage perpetrators acted was sympathetic to gun use. 

It might be noted that  each of the four had exhib-
ited characteristics of a schizophrenic personality since 
their late teens/early twenties—a classic pattern indica-
tive of the onset of schizophrenia. Th us, in line with 
Durkheim’s own theoretical reasoning, egoistic suicide, 
or attempted such, arises from the combination or in-
teraction of both psychological and sociological factors. 

Merton: Structural Strain Theory. Th e functional-
ist perspective on deviance has been further elaborated 
by the sociologist Robert Merton (–). Merton’s 
structural strain theory traces the origins of deviance to 
the tensions caused by the gap between cultural goals and 
the means people have available to achieve those goals. 
Merton noted that societies are characterized by both 
culture and social structure. Culture establishes goals 
for people in society; social structure provides, or fails to 
provide, the means for people to achieve those goals. In a 
well-integrated society, according to Merton, people use 
accepted means to achieve the goals society establishes. 
In other words, the goals and means of the society are 
in balance. When the means are out of balance with the 
goals, deviance is likely to occur. According to Merton, 

this imbalance, or disjunction, between cultural goals and 
structurally available means can actually compel the indi-
vidual into deviant behavior (Merton ).

To explain further, a collective goal in U.S. society 
is the achievement of economic success. Th e legitimate 
means to achieve such success are education and jobs, 
but not all groups have equal access to those means. 
Th e result is structural strain that produces deviance. 
According to Merton, lower-class individuals are most 
likely to experience these strains because they inter-
nalize the same goals and values as the rest of society 
but have blocked opportunities for success. Structural 
strain theory therefore helps explain the high correla-
tion that exists between unemployment and crime.

Figure . illustrates how strain between cultural 
goals and structurally available means can produce 
deviance. Conformity is likely to occur when the goals 
are accepted and the means for attaining the goals are 
made available to the individual by the social structure. 
If this does not occur, then cultural–structural strain ex-
ists, and at least one of four possible forms of deviance 
is likely to result: innovative deviance, ritualistic devi-
ance, retreatism deviance, or rebellion.

Consider the case of female prostitution: Th e pros-
titute has accepted the cultural values of the dominant 
society—obtaining economic success and material 
wealth. Yet if she is poor, then the structural means to 
attain these goals are less available to her and turning to 
prostitution may result.

Other forms of deviance also represent strain 
between goals and means. Retreatism deviance be-
comes likely when neither the goals nor the means are 

FIGURE 7.1 Views on Gun Control Public advocacy of 
gun ownership has increased steadily since 2000, and opin-
ion about placing controls on gun ownership has declined 
since then. 
Source: Pew Research Center Publications. February 1, 2011. http://
pewresearch.org/pubs/1864/post-tucson shooting.
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This is a photograph of Jared Loughner, grin and all, who in 
January of 2011 carried out a rampage shooting in Tucson, 
Arizona, in fi fteen seconds killing six and seriously wounding 
thirteen, including Congresswoman Gabrielle Giff ords.
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right-wing extremist groups, such as the American Nazi 
Party, “skinheads,” and the Ku Klux Klan (KKK), are ex-
amples of this type of deviance.

Social Control Theory. Taking functionalist theory 
in another direction, Travis Hirschi has developed so-
cial control theory to explain deviance. Social control 
theory, a type of functionalist theory, suggests that de-
viance occurs when a person’s (or group’s) attachment 
to social bonds is weakened (Hirschi ; Gottfredson 
and Hirschi , ). According to this view, people 
internalize social norms because of their attachments 
to others. People care what others think of them and 
therefore conform to social expectations because they 
accept what people expect. You can see here that social 
control theory, like the functionalist framework from 
which it stems, assumes the importance of the social-
ization process in producing conformity to social rules. 
When that conformity is broken, deviance occurs.

Social control theory assumes there is a common 
value system within society, and breaking allegiance 
to that value system is the source of social deviance. 
Th is theory focuses on how deviants are attached (or 
not) to common value systems and what situations 
break people’s commitment to these values. Social 
control theory suggests that most people probably feel 
some impulse toward deviance at times but that the 

Sociological theory can help explain the 
underlying causes of current events. 
Were some of the classical theorists to 
be brought back to life, what might they 
say about rampage/school shootings?

Emile Durkheim: As with suicide, people 
tend to think of most acts of deviance in 
individualistic terms, thus missing some 
important sociological dimensions even 
to horrifi c individual crimes. Shooters 
who go on a rampage are often alienated 
people, living outside a strong support 
system of peers. Often they are people 
who have been identifi ed as “deviant” by 
peers because of their lack of integration 
into peer networks. The public mourning 
that follows school shootings, though 
certainly marked by great individual and 
collective sadness, can also be seen as 
a process of social cohesion that unites 
communities, even in their great sorrow.

Max Weber: Rampage shootings involve 
the interplay of cultural factors with social 

what WOULD THEY say now?
Classical Theorists Reflect on Rampage Shootings

structural realities. As a culture, U.S. soci-
ety has become quite bureaucratic, and 
this can be quite dehumanizing; how else 
could a person kill so many other human 
beings, unless the culture has made him 
numb to his actions? But, at the same 
time, there is an economic ethic in this 
society—one that tells people they are 
most valued when they are successful. 
Young people facing such an interplay of 
culture and the economic structure may 
feel so devalued that they can be led by 
these multiple social forces into behaviors 
that would otherwise be unimaginable.

Karl Marx: Guns, and violence more gen-
erally, are highly profi table businesses in 
this society. Just look at the sales fi gures 
for things like Grand Theft Auto—the 
video game where people spend money 
to shoot and rape people for fun. Simi-
larly, look at the recent increased inter-
est in automatic weapons. Why would 
we not expect these events to shape 
actual behavior? Ultimately, a capitalist 

society has to treat people like things 
because what really drives the society 
is a system of profi t—here people are 
mere cogs in the capitalist system. Only 
by knowing this can you understand how 
people could go on such angry rampages 
as has happened in mass rampage/
school shootings!

W.E.B. Du Bois: It is no accident that 
most of the mass rampage/school 
shootings have been committed by 
young White men. I think they are, in 
part, angry about their class and race 
status in society. In the contemporary 
culture of White youth, “Black” is cool, 
White is not. And note that some of the 
targets of school shootings were “prep-
pies,” suggesting that class anger is part 
of the context of these terrible events. 
Of course, gun violence is also a major 
social problem in African American, 
low-income communities, but it takes a 
diff erent form from that which we have 
seen in mass shootings and rarely gener-
ates the kind of sympathy and empathy 
that has followed such shootings.

available. Examples of retreatism are the severe alco-
holic or the homeless person or the hermit. Ritualistic 
deviance is illustrated in the case of some eating dis-
orders among college women, such as bulimia (purg-
ing oneself after eating). Th e cultural goal of extreme 
thinness is perceived as unattainable, even though the 
means for trying to attain it are plentiful, for example, 
good eating habits and proper diet methods (Sharp 
et  al. ). Finally, rebellion as a form of deviance is 
likely to occur when new goals are substituted for more 
traditional ones, and also new means are undertaken to 
replace older ones, as by force or armed combat. Many 

FIGURE 7.2 Merton’s Structural Strain Theory
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attachment to social norms prevents them from actu-
ally participating in deviant behavior. Sociologists fi nd 
that juveniles whose parents exercise little control over 
violent behavior and who learn violence from aggres-
sive peers are most likely to engage in violent crimes 
(Heimer ), as was the case with the two teenagers 
who killed twelve students and a teacher at Columbine 
High School (Newman ).

Functionalism: Strengths and Weaknesses. Func-
tionalism emphasizes that social structure, not just in-
dividual motivation, produces deviance. Functionalists 
argue that social conditions exert pressure on individuals 
to behave in conforming or nonconforming ways. Types 
of deviance are linked to one’s place in the social struc-
ture; thus, a poor person blocked from economic oppor-
tunities may use armed robbery to achieve economic 
goals, whereas a stockbroker may use insider trading 
to achieve the same. Functionalists acknowledge that 
people choose whether to behave in a deviant manner 
but believe that they make their choice from among so-
cially prestructured options. Th e emphasis in functional-
ist theory is on social structure, not individual action. In 
this sense, functionalist theory is highly sociological.

Functionalists also point out that what appears to 
be dysfunctional behavior may actually be functional 
for the society. An example is the fact that most people 
consider prostitution to be dysfunctional behavior. 
From the point of view of an individual, that is true: It 
demeans the women who engage in it, puts them at 
physical risk, and subjects them to sexual exploitation. 
From the view of functionalist theory, however, pros-
titution supports and maintains a social system that 
links women’s gender roles with sexuality, associates 
sex with commercial activity, and defi nes women as 
passive sexual objects and men as sexual aggressors. In 
other words, what appears to be deviant may actually 
serve various purposes for society.

Critics of the functionalist perspective argue that 
it does not explain how norms of deviance are fi rst es-
tablished. Despite its analysis of the ramifi cations of 
deviant behavior for society as a whole, functionalism 
does little to explain why some behaviors are defi ned as 
normative and others as illegitimate. Who determines 
social norms and on whom such judgments are most 
likely to be imposed are questions seldom asked by 
anyone using a functionalist perspective. Functional-
ists see deviance as having stabilizing consequences 
in society, but they tend to overlook the injustices 
that labeling someone deviant can produce. Others 
would say that the functionalist perspective too easily 
assumes that deviance has a positive role in society; 
thus, functionalists rarely consider the diff erential ef-
fects that the administration of justice has on diff erent 
groups. Th e tendency in functionalist theory to assume 
that the system works for the good of the whole too eas-
ily ignores the inequities in society and how these ineq-
uities are refl ected in patterns of deviance. Th ese issues 

are left for sociologists who work from the perspectives 
of confl ict theory and symbolic interaction.

Conflict Theories of Deviance
Recall that confl ict theory emphasizes the unequal 
distribution of power and resources in society. It links 
the study of deviance to social inequality. Based on 
the work of Karl Marx (–; see Chapter ), con-
fl ict theory sees a dominant class as controlling the 
resources of society and using its power to create the 
institutional rules and belief systems that support its 
power. Like functionalist theory, confl ict theory is a 
macrostructural approach; that is, both theories look at 
the structure of society as a whole in developing expla-
nations of deviant behavior.

Because some groups of people have access to 
fewer resources in capitalist society, they are forced 
into crime to sustain themselves. Confl ict theory posits 
that the economic organization of capitalist societies 
produces deviance and crime. Th e high rate of crime 
among the poorest groups, especially economic crimes 
such as theft, robbery, prostitution, and drug selling, 
are a result of the economic status of these groups. 
Rather than emphasizing values and conformity as a 
source of deviance as do functional analyses, confl ict 
theorists see crime in terms of power relationships and 
economic inequality (Grant and Martínez ).

Th e upper classes, confl ict theorists point out, can 
also better hide crimes they commit because affl  uent 
groups have the resources to mask their deviance and 
crime. As a result, a working-class man who beats his 
wife is more likely to be arrested and prosecuted than 
an upper-class man who engages in the same behavior. 
In addition, those with greater resources can aff ord to 
buy their way out of trouble by paying bail, hiring ex-
pensive attorneys, or even resorting to bribes.

Corporate crime is crime committed within the le-
gitimate context of doing business. Confl ict theorists 
expand our view of crime and deviance by revealing the 
signifi cance of such crimes. Th ey argue that appropriat-
ing profi t based on exploitation of the poor and work-
ing class is inherent in the structure of capitalist society. 
Elite deviance refers to the wrongdoing of wealthy and 
powerful individuals and organizations (Simon ). 
Elite deviance includes what early confl ict theorists 
called white-collar crime (Sutherland ; Sutherland 
and Cressey ). Elite deviance includes tax evasion; 
illegal campaign contributions; corporate scandals, 
such as fraudulent accounting practices that endanger 
or deceive the public but profi t the corporation or in-
dividuals within it; and even government actions that 
abuse the public trust. Several examples of elite devi-
ance are covered in detail later in this chapter.

Th e ruling groups in society develop numerous 
mechanisms to protect their interests according to con-
fl ict theorists who argue that law, for example, is cre-
ated by elites to protect the interests of the dominant 
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class. Th us law, supposedly neutral and fair in its form 
and implementation, works in the interest of the most 
well-to-do (Weisburd et al. , ; Spitzer ). An-
other way that confl ict theorists see dominant groups as 
using their power is through the excessive regulation of 
populations that are a potential threat to affl  uent inter-
ests. Periodically sweeping the homeless off  city streets, 
especially when there is a major political event or other 
elite event occurring, is a good example.

Confl ict theory emphasizes the signifi cance of social 
control in managing deviance and crime. Social control is 
the process by which groups and individuals within those 
groups are brought into conformity with dominant social 
expectations. Social control, as we saw in Chapter , can 
take place simply through socialization, but dominant 
groups can also control the behavior of others through 
marking them as deviant. An example is the historic per-
secution of witches during the Middle Ages in Europe and 
during the early colonial period in America (Ben-Yehuda 
; Erikson ). Witches often were women who were 
healers and midwives—those whose views were at odds 
with the authority of the exclusively patriarchal hierarchy 
of the church, then the ruling institution. 

One implication of confl ict theory, especially when 
linked with labeling theory, is that the power to defi ne 
deviance confers an important degree of social control. 
Social control agents are those who regulate and ad-
minister the response to deviance, such as the police 
and mental health workers. Members of powerless 
groups may be defi ned as deviant for even the slight-
est infraction against social norms, whereas others may 

be free to behave in deviant ways without consequence. 
Oppressed groups may actually engage in more devi-
ant behavior, but it is also true that they have a greater 
likelihood of being labeled deviant and incarcerated 
or institutionalized, whether or not they have actually 
committed an off ense. Th is is evidence of the power 
wielded by social control agents.

When powerful groups hold stereotypes about 
other groups, the less powerful people are frequently 
assigned deviant labels. As a consequence, the least 
powerful groups in society are subject most often to 
social control. You can see this in the patterns of arrest 
data. All else being equal, poor people are more likely 
to be considered criminals and therefore more likely to 
be arrested, convicted, and imprisoned than middle- 
and upper-class people. Th e same is true of Latinos, 
Native Americans, and African Americans. Sociologists 
point out that this does not necessarily mean that these 
groups are somehow more criminally prone; rather, 
they take it as evidence of the diff erential treatment of 
these groups by the criminal justice system.

Conflict Theory: Strengths and Weaknesses. Th e 
strength of confl ict theory is its insight into the sig-
nifi cance of power relationships in the defi nition, 
identifi cation, and handling of deviance. It links the 
commission, perception, and treatment of crime to in-
equality in society and off ers a powerful analysis of how 
the injustices of society produce crime and result in 
diff erent systems of justice for disadvantaged and privi-
leged groups. Not without its weaknesses, however, crit-
ics point out that laws protect most people, not just the 
affl  uent, as confl ict theorists argue.

In addition, although confl ict theory off ers a pow-
erful analysis of the origins of crime, it is less eff ective in 
explaining other forms of deviance. For example, how 
would confl ict theorists explain the routine deviance 
of middle-class adolescents? Th ey might point out that 
much of middle-class deviance is driven by consumer 
marketing. Profi ts are made from the accoutrements 
of deviance—rings in pierced eyebrows, “gangsta” rap 
music, and so on—but economic interests alone cannot 
explain all the deviance observed in society. As Durkheim 
argued, deviance is functional for the whole of society, 
not just those with a major stake in the economic system.

Symbolic Interaction Theories 
of Deviance
Whereas functionalist and confl ict theories are macro-
sociological theories, certain microsociological theories 
of deviance look directly at the interactions people 
have with one another as the origin of social deviance. 
Symbolic interaction theory holds that people behave 
as they do because of the meanings people attribute 
to situations (see Chapter ). Th is perspective em-
phasizes the meanings surrounding deviance, as well 
as how people respond to those meanings. Symbolic 
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Social processes, as noted by confl ict theories of deviance, 
strongly infl uence deviant behavior, as in this case of 
cocaine use.
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interaction emphasizes that deviance originates in the 
interaction between diff erent groups and is defi ned by 
society’s reaction to certain behaviors. Symbolic inter-
actionist theories of deviance originate in the perspec-
tive of the Chicago School of sociology.

W. I. Thomas  and the Chicago School. W. I. Th omas 
(–), one of the early sociologists from the Uni-
versity of Chicago, was among the fi rst to develop a socio-
logical perspective on social deviance. Th omas explained 
deviance as a normal response to the social conditions in 
which people fi nd themselves. Th omas was one of the fi rst 
to argue that delinquency was caused by the social disor-
ganization brought on by slum life and urban industrial-
ism; he saw deviance as a problem of social conditions, 
not individual character or individual personality.

Differential Association Theory. Th omas’s work 
laid the foundation for a classic theory of deviance: dif-
ferential association theory. Diff erential association 
theory, a type of symbolic interaction theory, interprets 
deviance, including criminal behavior, as behavior one 
learns through interaction with others (Sutherland 
; Sutherland and Cressey ). Edwin Sutherland 
argued that becoming a criminal or a juvenile delin-
quent is a matter of learning criminal ways within the 
primary groups to which one belongs. To Sutherland, 
people become criminals when they are more strongly 
socialized to break the law than to obey it. Diff erential 
association theory emphasizes the interaction people 
have with their peers and others in their environment. 
Th ose who “diff erentially associate” with delinquents, 
deviants, or criminals learn to value deviance. Th e 
greater the frequency, duration, and intensity of their 
immersion in deviant environments, the more likely it 
is that they will become deviant.

Consider the career path of con artists and hustlers. 
Hustlers seldom work alone. Like any skilled worker, 
they have to learn the “tricks of the trade.” A new re-
cruit becomes part of a network of other hustlers who 
teach the recruit the norms of the deviant culture (Prus 
and Sharper ). Crime also tends to run in families. 
Th is does not necessarily mean that crime is passed 
on in genes from parent to child. It means that youths 
raised in deviant families are more likely socialized to 
become deviant themselves (Miller ). Diff erential 
association theory off ers a compelling explanation for 
how deviance is culturally transmitted—that is, people 
pass on deviant expectations through the social groups 
in which they interact, of which the family is but one.

Critics of diff erential association theory have ar-
gued that this perspective tends to blame deviance on 
the values of particular groups. Diff erential association 
has been used, for instance, to explain the higher rate of 
crime among the poor and working class, arguing that 
this higher rate of crime occurs because they do not share 
the values of the middle class. Such an explanation, crit-
ics say, is class-biased, because it overlooks the deviance 

that occurs in the middle-class culture and among elites. 
Disadvantaged groups may share the values of the mid-
dle class but cannot necessarily achieve them through 
legitimate means (a point, you will remember, made by 
Merton’s structural strain theory). Still, diff erential asso-
ciation theory off ers a good explanation of why deviant 
activity may be more common in some groups than oth-
ers, and it emphasizes the signifi cant role that peers play 
in encouraging deviant behavior.

Labeling Theory. Labeling theory, a branch of sym-
bolic interaction theory, interprets the responses of 
others as the most signifi cant factor in understanding 
how deviant behavior is both created and sustained 
(Becker ). Th e work of contemporary labeling 
theorists such as Becker stems from the work of W. I. 
Th omas, who it will be recalled wrote, “If men defi ne 
situations as real, they are real in their consequences” 
(Th omas and Th omas : ). A label is the assign-
ment or attachment of a deviant identity to a person by 
others, including by agents of social institutions; there-
fore, people’s reactions, not the action itself, produce 
deviance as a result of the labeling process. Once ap-
plied, the deviant label is diffi  cult to shed.

Linked with confl ict theory, labeling theory shows 
how those with the power to label an act or a person de-
viant and to impose sanctions—such as police, court of-
fi cials, school authorities, experts, teachers, and offi  cial 
agents of social institutions—wield great power in de-
termining societal understandings of deviance. When 
they apply the “deviant” label, it sticks. Furthermore, 
because deviants are handled through bureaucratic 
organizations, bureaucratic workers “process” people 
according to rules and procedures, seldom question-
ing the basis for those rules or willing or able to chal-
lenge them (Montada and Lerner ; Margolin ; 
Cicourel ; Kitsuse and Cicourel ).

Once the label is applied, it is diffi  cult for the devi-
ant to shed the label—namely, to recover a nondeviant 
identity. To give an example, once a social worker or 
psychiatrist labels a client mentally ill, that person will 
be treated as mentally ill, regardless of his or her actual 
mental state. Pleas by the accused that he or she is men-
tally sound are typically taken as further evidence of 
mental illness. It is a kind of “Catch-”! Once labeled, 
a person may have great diffi  culty changing his or her 
classifi cation; the label itself has consequences.

A person need not have actually engaged in deviant 
behavior to be labeled deviant; yet, once applied, the 
label sticks. Labeling theory helps explain why convicts 
released from prison have such high rates of recidivism 
(return to criminal activities). Convicted criminals are 
formally and publicly labeled wrongdoers. Th ey are 
treated with suspicion ever afterward and have great 
diffi  culty fi nding legitimate employment: Th e label “ex-
con” defi nes their future options.

It is in fact exceedingly diffi  cult for an ex-con to fi nd 
employment after release from prison, even more so if 
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the person is male and Black or Hispanic. In a clever 
study, Pager () had pretrained role-players pose as 
ex-cons looking for a job. Th ese role-players went into 
the job market and were interviewed for various jobs; 
all of them used the same preset script during the inter-
view. Th e idea of the study was to see how many of them 
would be invited back for another interview. Th e results 
were staggering: Blacks who were not ex-cons were less 
likely to be invited back for the job interview than were 
Whites who were ex-cons even though White ex-cons 
were not invited back in large numbers. All ex-cons had 
trouble being invited back, but even more so for Black 
and Hispanic ex-cons. So the eff ect of race alone ex-
ceeded the eff ect of incarceration alone. Th ese upset-
ting diff erences could not be attributed to diff erences 
in interaction displayed during the interview, because 
everyone used the exact same prepared script.

Researchers Bruce Western () and Jeff rey 
 Reiman () note that the prison system in the United 
States is in eff ect designed to train and socialize prison-
ers into a career of secondary deviance and to tell the 
public that crime is a threat primarily from the poor (see 
the box, “Understanding Diversity: Th e Rich Get Richer 
and the Poor Get Prison,” on page ). Reiman sees that 
the goal of the prison system is not to reduce crime but 
to impress upon the public that crime is inevitable and 
that it originates only from the lower classes. Prisons 
accomplish this, even if unintentionally, by demeaning 
prisoners, not training them in marketable skills, and 
stigmatizing them as diff erent from “decent citizens.” As 
a consequence, the person will never be able to pay his 
or her debt to society, and the prison system has created 
the very behavior it intended to eliminate.

Labeling theory suggests that deviance refers not 
just to something one does but to something one be-
comes. Deviant identity is the defi nition a person has 
of himself or herself as a deviant. Most often, deviant 
identities emerge over time (Simon ; Lemert ). 
A drug addict, for example, may not think of herself as 
a junkie until she realizes she no longer has non-using 
friends. Th e formation of a deviant identity, like other 
identities, involves a process of social transformation 
in which a new self-image and new public defi nition of 
a person emerges. Th is is a process that involves how 
people view the deviant and how the deviant views 
himself or herself. Studies of tattoo “collectors” (that is, 
those who are very heavily tattooed) fi nd, for example, 
that if collectors fi rst learn to interpret tattooing as a 
desirable thing, they then begin to feel connected to a 
subculture of other collectors and eventually come to 
see their tattoos as part of themselves (Irwin ; Vail 
; Montada and Lerner ; Scheff  ).

see FOR YOURSELF
Perform an experiment by doing something deviant for 
a period, such as carrying around a teddy bear doll and 
treating it as a live baby or standing in the street and 

looking into the air, as though you are looking at some-
thing up there. Make a record of how others respond to 
you, and then ask yourself how labeling theory is impor-
tant to the study of deviance. Then take your experiment 
a step further and ask yourself how people’s reactions to 
you might have diff ered had you been of another race or 
gender. You might want to structure this question into 
your experiment by teaming up with a classmate of an-
other race or gender. You could then compare responses 
to the same behavior by both of you. A note of caution: 
Do not do anything illegal or dangerous; even the most 
seemingly harmless acts of deviance can generate strong 
(and sometimes hostile) reactions, so be careful in plan-
ning your experiment! •

Deviant Careers. In the ordinary context of work, a 
career is the sequence of movements a person makes 
through diff erent positions in an occupational system 
(Becker ). A deviant career—a direct outgrowth 
of the labeling process—is the sequence of movements 
people make through a particular subculture of devi-
ance. Deviant careers can be studied sociologically, 
like any other career. Within deviant careers, people are 
socialized into new “occupational” roles and encour-
aged, both materially and psychologically, to engage in 
deviant behavior. Th e concept of a deviant career em-
phasizes that there is a progression through deviance: 
Deviants are recruited, given or denied rewards, and 
promoted or demoted. As with legitimate careers, devi-
ant careers involve an evolution in the person’s identity, 
values, and commitment over time. Deviants, like other 
careerists, may have to demonstrate their commitment 
to the career to their superiors, perhaps by passing cer-
tain tests of their mettle, such as when a gang expects 
new members to commit a crime, perhaps even shoot 
someone.
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Extensive tattooing is regarded by many as deviant, although it 
may seem perfectly ordinary in the context os some peer groups.
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Within deviant careers, there may be rites of pas-
sage that bring increased social status among peers. 
Punishments administered by the authorities may even 
become badges of honor within a deviant community. 
Similarly, labeling a teenager “bad” for behavior that 
others think is immoral may actually encourage the be-
havior to continue because the juvenile may take this as 
a sign of success as a deviant.

Deviant Communities. Th e preceding discussion 
continues to indicate an important sociological point: 
Deviant behavior is not just the behavior of maladjusted 
individuals; it often takes place within a group context 
and involves group response. Some groups are actually 
organized around particular forms of social deviance; 
these are called deviant communities (Mizruchi ; 
Blumer ; Erikson ; Becker ).

Like subcultures and countercultures, deviant 
communities maintain their own values, norms, and 
rewards for deviant behavior. Joining a deviant com-
munity closes one off  from conventional society and 
tends to solidify deviant careers because the deviant 
individual receives rewards and status from the in-
group. Disapproval from the out-group may only en-
hance one’s status within. Deviant communities also 
create a worldview that solidifi es the deviant identity 
of their members. Th ey may develop symbolic systems 
such as emblems, forms of dress, publications, and 
other symbols that promote their identity as a  deviant 
group. Gangs wear their “colors,” prostitutes have their 
own vocabulary of tricks and johns; skinheads have 
their insignia and music. All are examples of deviant 
communities. Ironically, subcultural norms and values 
reinforce the deviant label both inside and outside the 
deviant group, thereby reinforcing the deviant behavior.

Some deviant communities are organized specifi -
cally to provide support to those in presumed deviant 
categories. Groups such as Alcoholics Anonymous, 
Weight Watchers, and various twelve-step programs 
help those identifi ed as deviant overcome their  deviant 
behavior. Th ese groups, which can be quite eff ective, 
accomplish their mission by encouraging members to 
accept their deviant identity as the fi rst step to recovery.

A Problem with Official Statistics. Because labeling 
theorists see deviance as produced by those with the 
power to assign labels, they question the value of of-
fi cial statistics as indicators of the true extent of devi-
ance. Reported rates of deviant behavior are themselves 
the product of socially determined behavior, specifi cally 
the behavior of identifying what is deviant. Offi  cial rates 
of deviance are produced by people in the social sys-
tem who defi ne, classify, and record certain behaviors 
as deviant and others as legitimate. Labeling theorists 
are more likely to ask how behavior becomes labeled 
deviant than they are to ask what motivates people to 
become deviant (Best ; Kitsuse and Cicourel ).

For example, in the aftermath of the terrorist attacks 
on the World Trade Center, offi  cials debated whether to 

count the deaths of thousands as murder or as a sepa-
rate category of terrorism. Th e decision would change 
the offi  cial rate of deviance by infl ating or defl ating the 
reported crime rate of murder in New York City in that 
year. In the end, these deaths were not counted in the 
murder rate. Labeling theorists think that offi  cial rates 
of deviance do not necessarily refl ect only the actual 
commission of crimes or deviant acts; instead, the of-
fi cial rates refl ect social judgments.

In another example, offi  cial rape rates are underesti-
mates of the actual extent of rape, largely due to victims’ 
reluctance to report. Also, some rapes are less likely to be 
“counted” as rape by police, such as if the victim is a prosti-
tute, was drunk at the time of the assault, or had a previous 
relationship with the assailant. Moreover, rapes resulting 
in death are classifi ed as homicides and therefore do not 
appear in the offi  cial statistics on rape (Babbie ). 

Labeling Theory: Strengths and Weaknesses. Th e 
strength of labeling theory is its recognition that the judg-
ments people make about presumably deviant behavior 
have powerful social eff ects. Labeling theory does not, 
however, explain why deviance occurs in the fi rst place. 
It may illuminate the consequences of a young man’s vio-
lent behavior, but it does not explain the actual origins of 
the behavior. Put bluntly, it does not explain why some 
people initially become deviant and others do not.

FORMS OF DEVIANCE
Although there are many forms of deviance, the soci-
ology of deviant behavior has focused heavily on sub-
jects such as mental illness, social stigmas, and crime. 
As we review each, you will also see how the diff erent 
sociological theories about deviance contribute to 
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Some deviance develops in deviant communities, such as the 
Neo-Nazis/“skin-heads” shown marching here. Such right-wing 
extremist groups have remained relatively constant in numbers for 
the last several years.
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understanding each subject. In addition, you will see 
how the social context of race, class, and gender rela-
tionships shape these diff erent forms of deviance.

Mental Illness
Sociological explanations of mental illness look to the 
social systems in which mental illness is defi ned, iden-
tifi ed, and treated, even though it is typical for many to 
think of mental illness only in psychological terms. Th is 
has several implications for understanding mental ill-
ness. Functionalist theory suggests, for example, that by 
recognizing mental illness, society also upholds norma-
tive values about more conforming behavior. Symbolic 
interaction theory tells us that mentally ill people are not 
necessarily “sick,” but rather are the victims of societal 
reactions to their behavior. Some go so far as to say there 
is no such thing as mental illness, only people’s reactions 
to unusual behavior (Szasz ). From this point of view, 
people learn faulty self-images and then are cast into the 
role of patient when they are treated by therapists. 

Labeling theory, combined with confl ict theory, 
suggests that those people with the fewest resources 
are most likely to be labeled mentally ill. Women, ra-
cial minorities, and the poor all suff er higher rates of 
reported mental illness and more serious disorders 
than do groups of higher social and economic status. 
Furthermore, research over the years has consistently 
shown that middle- and upper-class persons are more 
likely to receive some type of psychotherapy for their ill-
ness. Poorer individuals and minorities are more likely 
to receive only physical rehabilitation and medication, 
with no accompanying psychotherapy (Simon ; 
Hollingshead and Redlich ).

debunking SOCIETY’S MYTHS
myth: Mental illness is an abnormality best studied 
 exclusively by psychologists and physicians.

sociological perspective: Mental illness 
 follows patterns associated with race, class, and gender 
relations in society and is subject to a signifi cant labeling 
eff ect. Those who study and treat mental illness benefi t 
from combining a sociological perspective with both 
 medical and psychological knowledge. •

Sociologists give two explanations for the correla-
tion between social status and mental illness. On the 
one hand, the stresses of being in a low-income group, 
being a racial minority, or being a woman in a sexist so-
ciety all contribute to higher rates of mental illness; the 
harsher social environment is a threat to mental health. 
On the other hand, the same behavior that is labeled 
mentally ill for some groups may be tolerated and not 
so labeled in others. For example, behavior considered 
crazy in a homeless woman (who is likely to be seen as 
“deranged”) may be seen as merely eccentric or charm-
ing when exhibited by a rich person.

Social Stigmas
A stigma is an attribute that is socially devalued and dis-
credited. Some stigmas result in people being labeled 
deviant. Th e experiences of people who are disabled, 
disfi gured, or in some other way stigmatized are studied 
in much the same way as other forms of social deviance. 
Like other deviants, people with stigmas are stereotyped 
and defi ned only in terms of their presumed deviance.

Th ink, for example, of how disabled people are 
treated in society. Th eir disability can become a master 
status (Chapter ), a characteristic of a person that over-
rides all other features of the person’s identity (Goff man 
). Physical disability can become a master status 
when other people see the disability as the defi ning fea-
ture of the person; a person with a disability becomes 
“that blind woman” or “that paralyzed guy.” People with 
a particular stigma are often seen to be all alike. Th is may 
explain why stigmatized individuals of high visibility are 
often expected to represent the whole group.

People who suddenly become disabled often have 
the alarming experience of their new master status rap-
idly erasing their former identity. Th ey may be treated 
and seen diff erently by people they know. A master status 
may also prevent people from seeing other parts of a per-
son. A person with a disability may be assumed to have 
no meaningful sex life, even if the disability is unrelated 
to sexual ability or desire. Sociologists have argued that 
the negative judgments made about people with stig-
mas tend to confi rm the “usualness” of others (Goff man 
). For example, when welfare recipients are stigma-
tized as lazy and undeserving of social support, others 
are indirectly promoted as industrious and deserving.

Stigmatized individuals are measured against a 
presumed norm and may be labeled, stereotyped, and 
discriminated against. In Goff man’s words, people with 
stigmas are perceived to have a “spoiled identity.” Seen 
by others as defi cient or inferior, they are caught in a 
role imposed by the stigma.

Sometimes, people with stigmas bond with others, 
perhaps even strangers. Th is can involve an acknowl-
edgment of “kinship” or affi  liation that can be as subtle 
as an understanding look, a greeting that makes a con-
nection between two people, or a favor extended to a 
stranger who the person sees as sharing the presumed 
stigma. Public exchanges are common between various 
groups that share certain forms of disadvantage, such 
as people with disabilities, lesbians and gays, or mem-
bers of other minority groups.

Substance Abuse: Drugs and Alcohol
As with mental illness and stigmas, sociologists study 
the social factors that infl uence drug and alcohol use. 
Who uses what and why? How are users defi ned by oth-
ers? Th ese questions guide sociological research on 
substance abuse.

One of the fi rst things to ask when thinking about 
drugs and alcohol is why using one substance is considered 
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deviant and stigmatizing and using another is not. How do 
such defi nitions of deviance change over time?

For example, alcohol is a legal drug. Whether one is 
labeled an alcoholic depends in large part on the social 
context in which one drinks, not solely on the amount 
of alcohol consumed. For years, the businessman’s 
lunch where executives drank two or three martinis 
was viewed as normative. Drinking wine from a bottle 
in a brown bag on the street corner is considered highly 
deviant; having martinis in a posh bar is seen as cool—
even though one martini contains considerably more 
alcoholic content than a swig of wine.

Sociological understandings challenge views of 
drug and alcohol use as stemming solely from inherent 
individual propensities that lead to substance abuse. 
Patterns of use vary by factors such as age, gender, and 
race (see Figure .). Age is one signifi cant predictor 
of illegal drug use. Young people are on average more 
likely to use marijuana and cocaine and binge drink 
than are people who are somewhat older, although 
there are, of course, exceptions.

CRIME AND CRIMINAL 
JUSTICE
Th e concept of deviance in sociology is a broad one, 
encompassing many forms of behavior—both legal 
and illegal, ordinary and unusual. Crime is one form of 

deviance, specifi cally behavior that violates particular 
criminal laws. Not all deviance is crime. Deviance be-
comes crime when it is designated by the institutions of 
society as violating a law or laws. Deviance is behavior 
that is recognized as violating rules and norms of soci-
ety. Th ose rules may be formal laws, in which case the 
deviant behavior would be called crime, or informal 
customs or habits, in which case the deviant behavior 
would not be called crime.

Criminology is the study of crime from a scien-
tifi c perspective. Criminologists include social scientists 
such as sociologists who stress the societal causes and 
treatment of crime. All the theoretical perspectives on 
deviance that we examined earlier contribute to our un-
derstanding of crime (see Table .). According to the 
functionalist perspective, crime may be necessary to hold 
society together—a profound hypothesis. By singling out 
criminals as socially deviant, others are defi ned as good. 
Th e nightly reporting of crime on television is a demon-
stration of this sociological function of crime. Confl ict the-
ory suggests that disadvantaged groups are more likely to 
become criminal; it also sees the well-to-do as better able 
to hide their crimes and less likely to be punished. Sym-
bolic interaction helps us understand how people learn 
to become criminals or come to be accused of criminality, 
even when they may be innocent. Each perspective traces 
criminal behavior to social conditions rather than only to 
the intrinsic tendencies or personalities of individuals.

FIGURE 7.3 Use of Selected Substances by High School Seniors
Source: National Center for Health Statistics. 2008. Health United States 2008. Hyattsville, MD: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services.
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table 7.2 Sociological Theories of Deviance

Functionalist Theory Symbolic Interaction Theory Conflict Theory

Societies require a certain level of 
crime in order to clarify norms.

Crime is behavior that is learned 
through social interaction.

The lower the social class, the more the 
individual is forced into criminality.

Crime results from social structural 
strains (such as class inequality) 
within society.

Labeling criminals tends to reinforce 
rather than deter crime.

Inequalities in society by race, class, 
gender, and other forces tend to produce 
criminal activity.

Crime may be functional to society, 
thus diffi  cult to eradicate.

Institutions with the power to label, 
such as prisons, actually produce 
rather than lessen crime.

Reducing social inequality in society is 
likely to reduce crime.
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Measuring Crime: How Much Is There?
Is crime increasing in the United States? One would cer-
tainly think so from watching the media. Images of vio-
lent crime abound and give the impression that crime is 
a constant threat and is on the rise. Data on crime actu-
ally show that violent crime peaked in  but decreased 
through the s and leveled off  a bit through – 
(see  Figure .). Data about crime come from the Federal 
Bureau of Investigation (FBI) based on reports from police 
departments across the nation. Th e data are distributed 
annually in the Uniform Crime Reports and are the basis 
for offi  cial reports about the extent of crime and its rise 
and fall over time. Th ese data show that although media 
coverage of crime— especially as reported in TV news—has 
remained high and about the same, the offi  cially reported 
rate of assault and robbery has decreased, although rape 
and murder have remained roughly the same.

A second major source of crime data is the National 
Crime Victimization Surveys published by the Bureau 
of Justice Statistics in the U.S. Department of  Justice. 
Th ese data are based on surveys in which national sam-
ples of people are periodically asked if they have been 
the victims of one or more criminal acts (see Figures . 
and . on pages  and ). Th ese surveys also show 
that the likelihood of being a victim of crime is infl u-
enced by one’s race, gender, and social class.

Both of these sources of data—the Uniform Crime 
Reports and the National Crime Victimization Surveys —
are subject to the problem of underreporting. About half 
to two-thirds of all crimes may not be reported to police, 
meaning that much crime never shows up in the offi  cial 
statistics. Certain serious crimes, such as rape, are signifi -
cantly underreported, as we have already noted. Victims 
may be too upset to report a rape to the police, or they may 
believe that the police will not believe a rape has occurred. 
Equally signifi cant, the victim may not want to undergo 
the continued emotional stress of an investigation and 
trial. Recall from earlier in this chapter that certain kinds 

of noncriminal deviance, such as suicide, are also under-
reported, particularly by upper-income families, because 
of embarrassment to the deceased person’s family.

Another problem arises in the attempt to measure 
crime by means of offi  cial statistics. Th e FBI’s Uniform 
Crime Reports stress what are called index crimes, 
which include the violent crimes of murder, man-
slaughter, rape, robbery, and aggravated assault, plus 
property crimes of burglary, larceny-theft, and motor 
vehicle theft. Th ese crimes are committed mostly by in-
dividuals who are disproportionately Black, Hispanic, 
and poor. Statistics based on these off enses do not re-
fl ect the crimes that tend to be committed by middle-
class and upper-class persons, such as tax violations, 
insider trading, fraudulent investment and account-
ing schemes, embezzlement, and other so-called elite 
crimes. Th e offi  cial statistics provide a relatively infl ated 
picture for index crimes but an underreported picture 
of elite crimes, giving a biased picture of crime.

A fi nal result is, unfortunately, that the public sees 
the stereotypic “criminal” as a lower-class person, 
most likely an African American or Latino male, not as 
a  middle- or upper-class White person who has com-
mitted embezzlement. Th e offi  cial statistics give biased 
support to the stereotype. Th is in turn perpetuates the 
public belief that the “typical” criminal is lower class 
and minority instead of upper class and nonminority.

Personal and Property Crimes. Th e Uniform Crime 
Reports are subject to the same biases in offi  cial statistics 
mentioned earlier, but they are the major source of infor-
mation on patterns of crime and arrest, with crimes clas-
sifi ed into four categories. Personal crimes are violent 
or nonviolent crimes directed against people. Included 
in this category are murder, aggravated assault, forcible 
rape, and robbery. As we see in Figure ., aggravated as-
sault is the most frequently reported personal crime.

Hate crimes refer to assaults and other malicious 
acts (including crimes against property) motivated by 
various forms of social bias, including that based on 
race, religion, sexual orientation, ethnic/national ori-
gin, or disability. Th is form of crime has been increas-
ing in recent years, especially against gays and lesbians. 

Property crimes involve theft of property without 
threat of bodily harm. Th ese include burglary (breaking 
and entering), larceny (the unlawful taking of property, 
but without unlawful entry), auto theft, and arson. Prop-
erty crimes are the most frequent criminal infractions.

Finally, so-called victimless crimes violate laws 
but are not listed in the FBI’s serious crime index. Th ese 
include illicit activities, such as gambling, illegal drug 
use, and prostitution, in which there is no complain-
ant. Nonetheless, there is clearly at least some degree 
of victimization in such crimes: Some researchers see 
in many instances prostitution as containing at least 
one victim—the prostitute himself or herself. Enforce-
ment of these crimes is typically not as rigorous as the 
enforcement of crimes against persons or property, 

FIGURE 7.4 Violent Crime in the United States
Source: Federal Bureau of Investigation, 2010. Uniform Crime Reports. 
Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Justice. www.fb i.gov

500

400

300

200

100

0

Rate per 100,000
population

1978 1980 1985 1990

Assault
Robbery

Rape
Murder

1995 2000 2005 2009

31561_ch07.indd   15931561_ch07.indd   159 8/29/11   12:46 PM8/29/11   12:46 PM

www.fbi.gov


160 > C H A P T E R  

a sociological eye ON THE media

Images of Violent Crime

The media routinely drive home two 
points to the consumer: violent crime is 
always high and may be increasing over 
time, and there is much random violence 
constantly around us. The media bom-
bard us with stories of “wilding,” in which 
bands of youths kill random victims. 
Many of us think road rage is extensive 
(which it is not) and completely random. 
The media vividly and routinely report 
such occurrences as pointless, random, 
and probably increasing.

The evidence shows that although 
 violent crime in the United States in-
creased during the 1970s and 1980s, it 
nonetheless began to decrease in 1990 
and continues to decrease  nationally 
through the present. For example, both 

robbery and physical assaults have 
declined dramatically since 1990 (see 
 Figure 7.4). Yet according to research (Best 
2007, 1999; Glassner 1999), the media 
have consistently given a picture that vio-
lent crime has increased during this same 
period and, furthermore, that the violence 
is completely unpatterned and random.

No doubt there are occasions when 
victims are indeed picked at random. But 
the statistical rule of randomness could 
not possibly explain what has come to be 
called random violence, a vision of pat-
ternless chaos that is advanced by the 
media. If randomness truly ruled, then 
each of us would have an equal chance of 
being a victim—and of being a criminal. 
This is assuredly not the case. The notion 

of random violence, and the notion that it 
is increasing, ignores virtually everything 
that criminologists, psychologists, soci-
ologists, and extensive research studies 
know about crime: It is highly patterned 
and signifi cantly predictable, beyond 
sheer chance, by taking into account the 
social structure, social class, location, 
race–ethnicity, gender, labeling, age, 
whom one’s family members are, and 
other such variables and forces in society 
that aff ect both criminal and victim.

The central picture, then, is clearly 
not conveyed in the media. Some have 
speculated that the picture maintained in 
the media of increasing crime is simply a 
tool to increase viewer ratings. But crimi-
nal violence is not increasing, but de-
creasing, and it is not random, but highly 
patterned and even predictable.

although periodic crackdowns occur, such as the cur-
rent policy of mandatory sentencing for drug violations.

Elite and White-Co llar Crime. Sociologists use the 
term white-collar crime to refer to criminal activities by 
people of high social status who commit their crimes in 
the context of their occupation (Sutherland and Cressey 
; Sutherland ). White-collar crime includes 
activities such as embezzlement (stealing funds from 
one’s employer), involvement in illegal stock manipula-
tions (insider trading), and a variety of violations of in-
come tax law, including tax evasion. Also included are 
manipulations of accounting practices to make one’s 
company appear profi table, thus artifi cially increasing 
the value of the company’s stock.

Until very recently, white-collar crime seldom gen-
erated great concern in the public mind—far less than 
the concern directed at street crime. In terms of total 
dollars, however, white-collar crime is even more con-
sequential for society. Scandals involving prominent 
white-collar criminals come to the public eye occasion-
ally, such as the Ponzi scheme by white-collar criminal 
Bernard Madoff  in . Madoff  ran a Ponzi scheme—a 
con game whereby a central person (Mr. Madoff ) collects 
money from a large number of people, including friends 
and relatives, and then promises to invest their dollars 
with a high rate of interest for them. In Madoff ’s case, he 
promised a  percent rate of annual return, a very high 
rate even while the U.S. economy was souring. Actu-
ally, the money was never invested at all, but was used 
to pay off  earlier investors. Th is is the key principle of a 
Ponzi scheme. In the Madoff  case, investors were led to 
believe that their money was under the competent con-
trol of Madoff   himself, and because they trusted him, 

they never saw any records or stock certifi cates. For the 
scheme to work, Madoff  had to convince new recruits that 
they could make a great deal of money if they just “left it 
to him.” In the meantime, Madoff  siphoned off  a portion 
of the collected funds for himself and lived lavishly.

Such schemes are often called pyramid schemes, 
with large numbers of recent investors at the bottom of 
the pyramid and smaller numbers of the older (original) 
investors at the top. Such illegal schemes are named for 
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Bernard Madoff , mastermind of a massive Ponzi investment 
scam that bilked over $55 billion from unsuspecting investors.
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organized crime underworld are diffi  cult, owing to its 
secretive nature and dangers. As organized crime has 
moved into seemingly legitimate corporate organiza-
tions, it is even more diffi  cult to trace, although some 
sociologists have penetrated underworld networks and 
provided fascinating accounts of how these crime net-
works are organized (Carter ).

In the Mafi a, or Cosa Nostra (meaning “our thing”), 
considerable social status and power within the organi-
zation is achieved when one becomes a “made member.” 
Prospective candidates start at the bottom of the organi-
zation’s hierarchy and are observed by the bosses for a 
lengthy period of time, sometimes several years. Women 
are almost never picked. Th e prospective candidate is 
required to perform various jobs that require violence 
or intimidation, such as the collection of debts. As time 
goes on, recruits will be tested for their loyalty and com-
petence by being asked to perform more daring criminal 
assignments. Most prospective members are expected to 
participate in a murder before being inducted into the 
Cosa Nostra. After their induction, the newly made mem-
bers are expected to be ready to kill their own sons or 
brothers should it be learned that they have become in-
formants against the organization  (DeChamplain ). 

Corporate Crime and Deviance: 
Doing Well, Doing Time
Corporations and even entire governments may engage 
in deviance—behavior that can be very costly to society. 
Sociologists estimate that the costs of corporate crime 
may be as high as $ billion every year, dwarfi ng the 
take from street crime (roughly $ billion), which most 
people imagine is the bulk of criminal activity. Tax cheat-
ers in business alone probably skim $ billion a year from 
the IRS, three times the value of street crime. Taken as a 
whole, the cost of corporate crime is almost  times 
the amount taken in bank robberies in a given year and  
times the total amount for all theft in a year (Reiman ).

Corporate crime and deviance is wrongdoing that 
occurs within the context of a formal organization or 
bureaucracy and is actually sanctioned by the norms 
and operating principles of the bureaucracy (Simon 
). Th is can occur within any kind of organization—
corporate, educational, governmental, or religious. It ex-
ists once deviant behavior becomes institutionalized in 
the routine procedures of an organization. Sociological 
studies of corporate deviance show that this form of de-
viance is embedded in the ongoing and routine activities 
of organizations (Lee and Ermann ; Punch ). In-
dividuals within the organization may participate in the 
deviant behavior with little awareness that their behavior 
is illegitimate. In fact, their actions are likely to be defi ned 
as in the best interests of the  organization—business as 
usual. New members who enter the organization learn 
to comply with the organizational expectations or leave.

Instead of conceptualizing organizational deviance 
as merely the behavior of bad individuals, sociologists 

one Carlo Ponzi, an immigrant who invented and per-
fected it in the s in the United States.

When arrested early in , Madoff  had processed 
over the years about $ billion—that is $ billion, not 
$ million! Some (not all) of the early investors re-
ceived annual interest, but the vast majority of all inves-
tors were simply told by Madoff  that their money was 
safe with him. In the end, most of them got absolutely 
nothing. To date legislation is underway for some per-
sons to recoup at least some of their investments. 

Madoff  will spend the rest of his life in prison for 
his eff orts. His scheme has been called the largest Ponzi 
scheme ever perpetrated in U.S. history. Madoff  leaves 
in his crumbled wake hundreds of former friends and 
clients, several of whom are quite famous, such as New 
Jersey Senator Frank Lautenberg, Hall of Fame base-
ball pitcher Sandy Koufax, and actor John Malkovitch. 
Many former  clients lost everything—their life savings, 
retirement  accounts, and other investments—so much 
so that many universities, charities, and other organiza-
tions have felt the weight of the pyramid’s collapse.

Among the saddest endings to these many sad sto-
ries was the suicide in December  of Madoff ’s eldest 
son, Mark Madoff . He claimed that he could no longer 
take the massive embarrassment begun and carried out 
by his father and other family members. His body was 
found in his New York SoHo apartment on December , 
two years to the day after his father was arrested for fraud. 

Organized Crime
Th e structure of crime and criminal activity in the 
United States often takes on an organized, almost in-
stitutional character. Th is is crime in the form of mob 
 activity and racketeering, known as organized crime. 
Also, there are crimes committed by bureaucracies, 
known as corporate crime. Both types of crime are so 
highly organized, complex, and sophisticated that they 
take on the nature of social institutions.

Organized crime is crime committed by structured 
groups typically involving the provision of illegal goods 
and services to others. Organized crime syndicates are 
typically stereotyped as the Mafi a, but the term can 
refer to any group that exercises control over large ille-
gal enterprises, such as the drug trade, illegal gambling, 
prostitution, weapons smuggling, or money launder-
ing. Th ese organized crime syndicates are often based 
on racial, ethnic, or family ties, with diff erent groups 
dominating and replacing each other in diff erent crimi-
nal “industries,” at diff erent periods in U.S. history.

A key concept in sociological studies of organized 
crime is that these industries are organized along the 
same lines as legitimate businesses; indeed, organized 
crime has taken on a corporate form  (Best ; Carter 
). Th ere are likely senior partners who control the 
profi ts of the business, workers who manage and pro-
vide the labor for the business, and clients who buy 
the services that organized crime provides, such as 
prostitution and drug dealing. In-depth studies of the 
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Certain groups are more likely to commit crime 
than others because crime is distinctively linked to pat-
terns of inequality in society. Unemployment, for exam-
ple, is one correlate of crime, as is poverty. For example, 
there is a clear link between the likelihood of lethal vio-
lence and the socioeconomic conditions for Latinos in 
urban areas (Martinez ).

Sociologists also show that prosecution by the crim-
inal justice system is signifi cantly related to patterns of 
race, gender, and class inequality. We see this in the bias 
of offi  cial arrest statistics, in treatment by the police, in 
patterns of sentencing, and in studies of imprisonment.

Arrest statistics show a strong correlation between 
social class and crime, the poor being more likely than 
others to be arrested for crimes. Does this mean that 
the poor commit more crimes? To some extent, yes. 
Unemployment and poverty are related to crime (Best 
; Reiman ; Scarpitti et al. ; Hagan ; 
Britt ). Th e reason is simple: Th ose who are eco-
nomically deprived often see no alternative to crime, as 
Merton’s structural strain theory (above) would predict.

Moreover, law enforcement is concentrated in lower 
income and minority areas. People who are better off  are 
further removed from police scrutiny and better able to 
hide their crimes. When and if white-collar criminals are 
prosecuted and convicted, with few exceptions they typi-
cally receive light sentences—often a fi ne or community 
service instead of imprisonment. Middle- and upper-in-
come people may be perceived as being less in need of im-
prisonment because they likely have a job and high-status 
people to testify for their good character. And, white-collar 
crime is simply perceived as less threatening than crimes 
by the poor. Class also predicts who most likely will be 
victimized by crime, with those at the highest ends of the 
socioeconomic scale least likely to be victims of violent 
crime (Figure .).

see it as the result of employees following rules and 
making decisions in more ordinary ways.

A recent example of corporate and accounting mal-
feasance involved the WorldCom Corporation, a tele-
communications company of worldwide repute. Th e 
company engaged in a multimillion dollar accounting 
fraud that disguised mounting losses from early in the 
year  through the summer of . By incorrectly 
reporting its operating expenses as though they were 
capital gains—again, employing illegal accounting—the 
company was able to infl ate the value of its own stock 
even though its own fi nances were rapidly deteriorating 
(Costello ; Eichenwald ). Company executives 
responsible are still in prison to this day for their eff orts. 

One of the most famous cases of accounting fraud 
concerned the Enron Corporation of Houston, Texas. 
When company executives found their own personal stock 
holdings in Enron declining in value in the early s, they 
quickly and secretly sold their own stock, but did not allow 
their rank-and-fi le employees to sell their stock. Th e stock 
held by these unfortunate employees declined rapidly over 
a several-month period, wiping out retirement accounts, 
or “nest eggs.” Yet the Enron executives hired the nation-
ally known accounting fi rm of Arthur Andersen to submit 
“cooked” books, which concealed the stock loses. Th e re-
sponsible executives are presently serving prison terms.

Race, Class, Gender, and Crime
Arrest data show a clear pattern of diff erential arrests 
along lines of race, gender, and class. To sociologists the 
central question posed by such data is whether this re-
fl ects actual diff erences in the extent of crime among 
diff erent groups or whether this refl ects diff erential 
treatment by the criminal justice system. Th e answer is 
“both” (D’Alissio and Stolzenberg ).

FIGURE 7.5 Victimization in 
Crime: A Class Phenomenon 
Source: U.S Bureau of Justice Sta-
tistics, 2010. Criminal Victimization. 
Washington, DC: U.S. Department of 
Justice. www.bjs.gov
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that women commit crimes that are extensions of their 
gender roles—this would explain why the largest num-
ber of arrests of women are for crimes such as shoplift-
ing, credit card fraud, and passing bad checks.

Nonetheless, women’s participation in crime has 
been increasing in recent years, the result of several 
factors. Women are now more likely to be employed 
in jobs that present opportunities for crimes, such as 
property theft, embezzlement, and fraud. Violent crime 
by women has also increased notably since the early 
s, possibly because the images that women have of 
themselves are changing, making new behaviors pos-
sible. Most signifi cant, crime by women is related to 
their continuing disadvantaged status in society. Just as 
crime is linked to socioeconomic status for men, so it is 
for women (Belknap ; Miller ).

Despite recent achievements, many women re-
main in disadvantaged, low-wage positions in the 
labor market. At the same time, changes in the social 
structure of families mean that more women are eco-
nomically responsible for their children without the 
economic support of men. Disadvantaged women may 
turn to illegitimate means of support, a trend that may 
be exacerbated by reductions in welfare support.

Women are less likely than men to be victimized by 
crime, although victimization by crime among women 
varies signifi cantly by race and age. Black women are 
much more likely than White women to be victims of 
violent crime; young Black women are especially vul-
nerable. Divorced, separated, and  single women are 
more likely than married women to be crime victims.

For all women, victimization by rape is probably 
the greatest fear. Although rape is the most underre-
ported crime, until recently it has been one of the fast-
est growing—something criminologists explain as the 
result of a greater willingness to report and an actual 
increase in the extent of rape (Federal Bureau of Inves-
tigation ). Approximately , rapes (including 
attempted rapes) are reported to the police annually. 
Offi  cials estimate that this is a small fraction of all rapes 

Bearing in mind the factors that aff ect the offi  cial 
rates of arrest and conviction—bias of offi  cial statistics, 
infl uence of powerful individuals, discrimination in 
patterns of arrest, diff erential policing—there remains 
evidence that the actual commission of crime varies by 
race. Why? Again, sociologists fi nd a compelling expla-
nation in social structural conditions. Racial minority 
groups are far more likely than Whites to be poor, un-
employed, and living in single-parent families. Th ese 
social facts are all predictors of a higher rate of crime. 
Note, too, as Figure . shows, that African Americans 
are generally more likely to be victimized by crime.

Generally, women commit fewer crimes than do 
men. Why? Although the number of women arrested for 
crime has increased slightly in recent years, the numbers 
are still small relative to men, except for a few crimes 
such as fraud, embezzlement, and prostitution. Some 
argue that women’s lower crime participation refl ects 
their socialization into less risk-taking roles; others say 

FIGURE 7.6 Crime Victimization by Race and Gender 
Source: U.S. Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2010. Criminal Victimization. 
Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Justice. www.bjs.gov
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Jeff rey H. Reiman (2007) notes that 
the prison system in the United States, 
instead of serving as a way to rehabilitate 
criminals, is in eff ect designed to train and 
socialize inmates into a career of crime. It 
is also designed in such a way as to assure 
the public that crime is a threat primarily 
from the poor and that it originates at the 
lower rungs of society. This observation 
has also been made by Bruce Western 
(Reiman 2007). Reiman and Western 
note that prisons contain elements that 

UNDERSTANDING diversity
The Rich Get Richer and the Poor Get Prison

seem designed to accomplish this view. 
One can “construct” a prison that ends up 
looking like a U.S. prison.

First, continue to label as criminal 
those who engage in crimes that have no 
unwilling victim, such as prostitution or 
gambling. Second, give prosecutors and 
judges broad discretion to arrest, con-
vict, and sentence based on appearance, 
dress, race, and apparent social class. 
Third, treat prisoners in a painful and 
demeaning manner, as one might treat 

children. Fourth, make certain that prison-
ers are not trained in a marketable skill 
that would be useful upon their release. 
And, fi nally, assure that prisoners will 
forever be labeled and stigmatized as dif-
ferent from “decent citizens,” even after 
they have paid their debt to society. Once 
an ex-con, always an ex-con. One has thus 
just socially constructed a U.S. prison, an 
institution that will continue to generate 
the very thing that it claims to eliminate.

Sources: Reiman, Jeff rey H. 2007. The Rich 
Get Richer and the Poor Get Prison. 8th edi-
tion. Boston, MA: Allyn and Bacon.

31561_ch07.indd   16331561_ch07.indd   163 8/29/11   12:46 PM8/29/11   12:46 PM

www.bjs.gov


164 > C H A P T E R  

committed. Many women are reluctant to  report rape 
because they fear the consequences of having the crim-
inal justice system question them. Rape victims are 
least likely to report the assault when the assailant is 
someone known to them, even though a large number 
of rapes are committed by someone the  victim knows.

A disturbingly frequent form of rape is acquaintance 
rape—rape committed by an acquaintance or some-
one the victim has just met. Th e extent of acquaintance 
rape  is diffi  cult to measure. Th e Bureau of Justice Sta-
tistics fi nds that  percent of college women experience 
rape or attempted rape in a given college year;  percent 
report being stalked (Fisher et al. ). Research fi nds 
that acquaintance rape is linked to men’s acceptance of 
various rape myths (such as believing that a woman’s 
“no” means “yes”), the use of alcohol, and the peer sup-
port that men receive in some all-male groups and orga-
nizations, such as fraternities (Taylor et al. ; Ullman 
et al. ; Boeringer ; Belknap et al. ).

Sociologists have argued that the causes of rape lie 
in women’s status in society—that women are treated 
as sexual objects for men’s pleasure. Th e relationship 
 between women’s status and rape is also refl ected in 
data revealing who is most likely to become a rape vic-
tim.  African American women, Latinas, and poor women 
have the highest likelihood of being raped, as do women 
who are single, divorced, or separated. Young women are 
also more likely to be rape victims than older women (U.S. 
 Bureau of Justice Statistics ). Sociologists interpret 
these patterns to mean that the most powerless women 
are also most subject to this form of violence.

The Criminal Justice System: 
Police, Courts, and the Law
Whether it is in the police station, the courts, or prison, 
the factors of race, class, and gender are highly infl u-
ential in the administration of justice in this society. 
Th ose in the most disadvantaged groups are more likely 
to be defi ned and identifi ed as deviant independently 
of their behavior and, having encountered these sys-
tems of authority, are more likely to be detained and 
 arrested, found guilty, and punished.

debunking SOCIETY’S MYTHS
myth: The criminal justice system treats all people 
 according to the neutral principles of law.

sociological perspective: Race, class, and 
gender continue to have an infl uential role in the admin-
istration of justice. For example, even when convicted of 
the same crime as Whites, African American and Latino 
male defendants with the same prior arrest record as 
Whites are more likely to be arrested, sentenced, and to 
be sentenced for longer terms than White defendants. •
The Policing of Minorities. Th ere is little question that 
minority communities are policed more heavily than 

White neighborhoods; moreover, policing in minority 
communities has a diff erent eff ect from that in White, 
middle-class communities. To middle-class Whites, 
the presence of the police is generally reassuring, but 
for African Americans and Latinos an encounter with a 
police offi  cer can be terrifying. Regardless of what they 
are doing at the time, minority people, minority men in 
particular, are perceived as a threat, especially if they are 
observed in communities where they “don’t belong.”

Racial profi ling has recently come to the public’s at-
tention, although it is a practice that has a long history. 
Often referred to half in jest by African Americans as the 
off ense of “DWB,” or “driving while Black,” racial profi l-
ing on the part of a police offi  cer is the use of race alone 
as the criterion for deciding whether to stop and detain 
someone on suspicion of his having committed a crime. 
Police offi  cers often argue that they “have no choice.” Th e 
police argue that racial profi ling is justifi ed because a 
high proportion of Blacks and Hispanics commit crimes; 
but, although the crime rate for Blacks and Hispanics 
is higher than that of Whites, race is a particularly bad 
basis for suspicion because the vast majority of Blacks 
and Hispanics, like the vast majority of Whites, do not 
commit any crime at all. As evidence of this, studies have 
found that eight out of every ten automobile searches car-
ried out by state troopers on the New Jersey Turnpike 
over ten years were conducted on vehicles driven by 
Blacks and Hispanics; the vast majority of these searches 
turned up no evidence of contraband or crimes of any 
sort (Kocieniewski and Hanley ; Cole ).

Racial minorities are also more likely than the rest 
of the population to be victims of excessive use of force 
by the police, also called police brutality. Most cases of 
police brutality involve minority citizens, and there is 
usually no penalty for the offi  cers involved. Increasing 
the number of minority police offi  cers has some small 
eff ect on how the police treat minorities. 

Race and Sentencing. What happens once minor-
ity citizens are arrested for a crime? Bail is set higher for 
 African Americans and Latinos than for Whites, and mi-
norities have less success with plea bargains. Once on 
trial, minority defendants are found guilty more often 
than White defendants. At sentencing, African Ameri-
cans and Hispanics are likely to get longer sentences 
than Whites, even when they have the same number of 
prior arrests and socioeconomic background as Whites. 
Young  African American men, as well as Latino men, are 
sentenced more harshly than any other group, and once 
sentenced they are less likely to be released on probation 
(Doermer and Demuth ; Western ; Steff ensmeier 
and  Demuth ; Mauer ; Bridges and Crutchfi eld 
). In fact, Blacks and Hispanics who have already re-
ceived the death penalty are more likely to be executed, 
rather than being pardoned or having the execution post-
poned, than are Whites who have committed the same 
crime (Jacobs et al. ). Any number of factors infl u-
ence judgments about sentencing, including race of the 
judge, severity of the crime, race of the victim, and the 
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gender of the defendant, but throughout these studies, 
race is shown to consistently matter—and matter a lot.

Prisons: Rehabilitation or Mass Racialized Incarcer-
ation? Racial minorities account for more than half of 
the federal and state male prisoners in the United States. 
Blacks have the highest rates of imprisonment, followed 
by Hispanics, then Native Americans and Asians. (Native 
Americans and Asian Americans together are less than  
percent of the total prison population.) Hispanics are the 
fastest growing minority group in prison (West and Sabol 
). Native Americans, though a small proportion of the 
prison population, are still overrepresented in prisons. 
In theory, the criminal justice system is supposed to be 
unbiased, able to objectively weigh guilt and innocence. 
Th e reality is that the criminal justice system refl ects the 
racial and class stratifi cation and biases in society.

Th e United States and Russia have the highest rate 
of incarceration in the world (see Figure .). Yet at the 
same time, the proportions of individuals in the prison 
population have been increasing (see Figure .). By all 
signs, the population of state and federal prisons con-
tinues to grow, with the population in prisons exceed-
ing the capacity of the facilities. Th e cost to the nation of 
keeping people behind bars is at least $ billion (U.S. 
Bureau of Justice Statistics ).

Although it is certainly true that, as we have already 
noted, Blacks and Hispanics themselves commit propor-
tionately more crime than Asians and Native American 
Indians, it is nonetheless also demonstrably true that the 
structure of the U.S. criminal justice system dispropor-
tionately propels Blacks and Hispanics into prison at a 
greater rate than same-aged Whites who have the same 
criminal record. Th is is because unemployment is much 
higher for Blacks and Hispanics. Also, federal and state 
offi  cials have traditionally been more hostile to persons 
of color who run afoul of the criminal justice system than 
to Whites who do so. Under the federal policy of “three 

strikes, you’re out,” a criminal defendant convicted re-
ceives mandatory life imprisonment for a serious crime, if 
the defendant has already had two or more prior convic-
tions in federal of state courts, including for drug off enses. 
Th is disproportionately aff ects minority defendants who 
are more likely to have been convicted of earlier off enses. 
Th e situation is so severe and there are so many minor-
ity persons now in prison that sociologist Bruce  Western 
calls them a new color caste in U.S.  society—in other 
words, a society unto itself (Western ).

Th e picture of incarceration in the United States 
seems contradictory. Th e overall violent crime rate has 
declined (see Figure .); this would cause us to expect 
that the rate of admissions to prison would also decline. 
Yet, at the same time, the numbers of individuals in 
prisons have been increasing  (Figure .). Why is there 
such growth in the prison population when the crime 
rate has been declining? A major reason for the increas-
ing number of individuals behind bars is the increased 

FIGURE 7.7 Incarcera-
tion Rates for Selected 
Nations 
Source: The Sentencing Project. 
2009. Washington DC. 
www. sentencingproject.org
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of the World Trade Center and the deaths of over  per-
sons. Th erefore, a global perspective on crime involves 
recognizing the global basis of some international crime 
networks that cross national borders (Binns ).

Many nations have long experienced terrorism in the 
form of bombings, hijackings, suicide attacks, and other 
terrorist crimes. But the attacks of September  focused 
the world’s attention on the problem of terrorism in new 
ways, including increased fears of bioterrorism—the form 
of terrorism involving the dispersion of chemical or bio-
logical substances intended to cause widespread disease 
and death. Another form of terrorism, and thus cause for 
international concern, is cyberterrorism, the use of the 
computer to commit one or more terrorist acts. Terrorists 
may use computers in a number of ways. Data-destroying 
computer viruses may be implanted electronically in an 
enemy’s computer. Another use would be to employ “logic 
bombs” that lie dormant for years until they are electroni-
cally instructed to overwhelm a computer system. Th e use 
of the Internet to serve the needs of international terrorists 
has already become a reality (Jucha ).

Without understanding the political, economic, 
and social relations from which terrorist groups origi-
nate, terrorist acts seem like the crazed behavior of 
violent single individuals. Although sociologists in no 
way excuse such acts, they look to the social structure of 
confl icts from which terrorism emerges as the cause of 
such criminal and deviant behavior.

enforcement of drug off enses and the mandatory sen-
tencing that has been introduced.

Women in prison face unique problems, in part be-
cause they are in a system designed for men and run 
mostly by men, which tends to ignore the particular needs 
of women. For example,  percent of the women entering 
prison are pregnant or have just given birth, but they often 
get no prenatal or obstetric care. Male prisoners are trained 
for such jobs as auto mechanics, whereas women are more 
likely to be trained in relatively lower-status jobs such as 
beauticians and launderers. Th e result is that few women 
off enders are rehabilitated by their experience in prison.

Th e United States, then, is putting off enders in 
prison at a record pace. Is crime being deterred? Are 
prisoners being rehabilitated? Or are they simply being 
warehoused—put on a shelf? If the deterrence argu-
ment were correct, we would expect that increasing the 
risk of imprisonment would lower the rate of crime. For 
example, we would expect drug use to decline as en-
forcement of drug laws increases. In the past few years, 
there has been a marked increase in drug law enforce-
ment but not the expected decrease in drug use. Using 
drugs as an example, then, it appears that the threat of 
imprisonment does not deter crime. 

Th ere is also little evidence that the criminal jus-
tice system rehabilitates off enders. Indeed, many argue 
that entering the criminal justice system only teaches 
people more about becoming criminals. If the criminal 
justice system fails to reduce crime, what does it do? 
Some sociologists contend that the criminal justice sys-
tem is not meant to reduce crime but has other func-
tions, namely, merely to reinforce an image of crime as 
a threat from the poor and from racial groups.

TERRORISM AS 
INTERNATIONAL CRIME: 
A GLOBAL PERSPECTIVE
Crime now crosses international borders and has be-
come global, as we see with terrorism.

Th e FBI includes terrorism in its defi nition of crime, 
seeing it as violent action to achieve political ends (White 
). Th us, terrorism is a crime that violates both interna-
tional and domestic laws. It is a crime that crosses national 
borders and to understand it requires a global perspective.

Terrorism is globally linked to other forms of inter-
national crime. It is suspected that profi ts from the inter-
national drug trade of the terrorist organization al Qaeda 
helped fi nance the September , , New York City ter-
rorist attacks that led to the destruction of the two towers 
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Terrorists crashed two jets into the World Trade Center 
on September of 2001, causing the total collapse of both 
towers and killing over 3000 people.

chapter summary
What is the difference between deviance and crime?
Deviance is behavior that violates norms and rules of 
society, and crime is a type of deviant behavior that vio-
lates the formal criminal law. Criminology is the study 
of crime from a scientifi c perspective.

How do sociologists conceptualize and explain 
deviance and crime?
Deviance is behavior that is recognized as violating ex-
pected rules and norms and that should be understood 
in the social context in which it occurs. Psychological 
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explanations of deviance place the cause of deviance 
primarily within the individual. Sociologists emphasize 
the total social context in which deviance occurs. Soci-
ologists see deviance more as the result of group and 
institutional, not individual, processes. 

What does sociological theory contribute to the 
study of deviance and crime?
Functionalist theory sees both deviance and crime as 
functional for the society because it affi  rms what is ac-
ceptable by defi ning what is not. Structural strain theory, a 
type of functionalist theory, predicts that societal inequal-
ities actually force and compel the individual into deviant 
and criminal behavior. Confl ict theory explains deviance 
and crime as a consequence of unequal power relation-
ships and inequality in society. Symbolic interaction the-
ory explains deviance and crime as the result of meanings 
people give to various behaviors. Diff erential association 
theory, a type of symbolic interaction theory, interprets 
deviance as behavior learned through social interaction 
with other deviants. Labeling theory, also a type of sym-
bolic interaction theory, argues that societal reactions to 
behavior produce deviance, with some groups having 
more power than others to assign deviant labels to people.

What are the major forms of deviance?
Mental illness, stigma, and substance abuse are major 
forms of deviance studied by sociologists, although 
deviance comprises many diff erent forms of behavior. 
Sociological explanations of mental illness focus on the 
social context in which mental illness develops and is 
treated. Social stigmas are attributes that are socially 
devalued. Substance abuse includes alcohol and drug 
abuse but is not limited to these two forms.

What are the connections between inequality, 
deviance, and crime?
Sociological studies of crime analyze the various types 
of crimes, such as elite crime, organized crime, corporate 
crime, and personal and property crimes. Many types 
of crimes are underreported, such as rape and certain 
elite and corporate crimes. Sociologists study the con-
ditions, including race, class, and gender inequality, 
that produce crime and shape how diff erent groups are 
treated by the criminal justice system, such as showing 
group diff erences in sentencing.

How is crime related to race, class, and gender?
In general, crime rates for a variety of crimes are higher 
among minorities than among Whites, among poorer 
persons than among middle- or upper-class persons, 
and among men than among women. Women, espe-
cially minority women, are more likely to be victim-
ized by serious crimes such as rape or violence from a 
spouse or boyfriend.

How is globalization affecting the development of 
deviance and crime?
International terrorism is a crime, and crime is thus 
global. Other global crimes of signifi cance are bio-
terrorism and cyberterrorism. Th e al Qaeda terrorist 
organization, assumed to be the organization that de-
stroyed the World Trade Center and killed over  in-
dividuals, was centered in Afghanistan and was central 
to the international drug trade. Th us, crimes are clearly 
not just the acts of a crazed individual or small group 
of individuals, but the result of structural and cultural 
conditions.
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one afternoon in a major U.S. city, two women go 
shopping. They are friends—wealthy, suburban women 
who shop for leisure. They meet in a gourmet restaurant 
and eat imported foods while discussing their children’s 
private schools. They also talk about the volunteer work 
they do in the local hospital, but they don’t worry too 
much about their own health care, at least not fi nancially, 
because both are fully covered through ample health in-
surance policies. After lunch, they spend the afternoon in 
exquisite stores—some of them large, elegant department 
stores; others, intimate boutiques where the staff  know 
them by name. When one of the women stops to use the 
bathroom in one store, she enters a beautifully furnished 
room with an upholstered chair, a marble sink with brass 
faucets, fresh fl owers on a wooden pedestal, shining mir-
rors, an ample supply of hand towels, and jars of lotion and 
soaps. The toilet is in a private stall with solid doors. In the 
stall there is soft toilet paper and another small vase of 
fl owers.

The same day, in a diff erent part of town, another 
woman goes shopping. She lives on a marginal income 
earned as a stitcher in a textiles factory. Her daughter badly 
needs a new pair of shoes because she has outgrown last 
year’s pair. The woman goes to a nearby discount store 
where she hopes to fi nd a pair of shoes for under $15, but 
she dreads the experience. She knows her daughter would 
like other new things—a bathing suit for the summer, a pair 
of jeans, and a blouse. But this summer the daughter will 
have to wear hand-me-downs because medical bills over 
the winter have depleted the little money left after food 
and rent. For the mother, shopping is not recreation but 
a bitter chore reminding her of the things she is unable to 
get for her daughter.

Social Differentiation and Social 
Stratification

The Class Structure of the United States: 
Growing Inequality

The Distribution of Income 
and Wealth

Analyzing Social Class

Social Mobility: Myths and Realities

Why is There Inequality? 

Poverty

Chapter Summary
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While this woman is shopping, she, too, stops to use 
the bathroom. She enters a vast space with sinks and mir-
rors lined up on one side of the room and several stalls 
on the other. The tile fl oor is gritty and gray. The locks on 
the stall doors are missing or broken. Some of the over-
head lights are burned out, so the room has dark shadows. 
In the stall, the toilet paper is coarse. When the woman 
washes her hands, she discovers there is no soap in the 
metal dispensers. The mirror before her is cracked. She 
exits quickly, feeling as though she is being watched.

Two scenarios, one society. The diff erence is the mark 
of a society built upon class inequality. The signs are all 
around you. Think about the clothing you wear. Are some 
labels worth more than others? Do others in your group 
see the same marks of distinction and status in clothing 
labels? Do some people you know never seem to wear the 
“right” labels? Whether it is clothing, bathrooms, schools, 
homes, or access to health care, the eff ect of class inequal-
ity is enormous, giving privileges and resources to some 
and leaving others struggling to get by.

Great inequality divides society. Nevertheless, most 
people think that in the United States equal opportunity 
exists for all. The tendency is to blame individuals for their 
own failure or attribute success to individual achievement. 
Many people think the poor are lazy and do not value work. 
At the same time, the rich are often admired for their sup-
posed initiative, drive, and motivation. Neither is an accu-
rate portrayal. There are many hard-working individuals 
who are poor, and most rich people have inherited their 
wealth rather than earned it themselves.

Observing and analyzing class inequality is fundamen-
tal to sociological study. What features of society cause 
diff erent groups to have diff erent opportunities? Why is 
there such an unequal allocation of society’s resources? 
Sociologists respect individual achievements but have 
found the greatest cause for the disparities in material suc-
cess is the organization of society. Instead of understand-
ing inequality as the result of individual eff ort, sociologists 
thus study the social structural origins of inequality.

SOCIAL DIFFERENTIATION 
AND SOCIAL STRATIFICATION
All social groups and societies exhibit social diff erentia-
tion. Status, as we have seen earlier, is a socially defi ned 
position in a group or society. Social diff erentiation is 
the process by which diff erent statuses develop in any 
group, organization, or society. Th ink of a sports organi-
zation. Th e players, the owners, the managers, the fans, 
the cheerleaders, and the sponsors all have a diff erent 
status within the organization. Together they  constitute 

a whole social system, one that is marked by social 
diff erentiation.

see FOR YOURSELF 
Take a shopping trip to diff erent stores and observe the 
appearance of stores serving diff erent economic groups. 
What kinds of bathrooms are there in stores catering to 
middle-class clients? The rich? The working class? The 
poor? Which ones allow the most privacy or provide the 
nicest amenities? What fi xtures are in the display areas? 
Are they simply utilitarian with minimal ornamentation, or 
are they opulent displays of consumption? Take detailed 
notes of your observations, and write an analysis of what 
this tells you about social class in the United States. •

Status diff erences can become organized into a 
hierarchical social system. Social stratifi cation is a 
relatively fi xed, hierarchical arrangement in society by 
which groups have diff erent access to resources, power, 
and perceived social worth. Social stratifi cation is a 
system of structured social inequality. Using sports as 
an example again, you can see that many of the play-
ers earn extremely high salaries, although most do not. 
Th ose who do are among the elite in this system of in-
equality. But it is the owners who control the resources 
of the teams and hold the most power in this system. 
Sponsors (including major corporations and media net-
works) are the economic engines on which this system 
of stratifi cation rests; fans are merely observers who pay 
to watch the teams play, but the revenue they generate 
is essential for keeping this system intact. Altogether, 
sports are systems of stratifi cation because the groups 
that constitute the organization are arranged in a hier-
archy where some have more resources and power than 
others. Some provide resources; others take them. And, 
even within the fi eld of sports, there are huge diff er-
ences in which teams—and which sports—are among 
the elite.

All societies seem to have a system of social strati-
fi cation, although they vary in the degree and complex-
ity of stratifi cation. Some societies stratify only along a 
single dimension, such as age, keeping the stratifi cation 
system relatively simple. Most contemporary societies 
are more complex, with many factors interacting to cre-
ate diff erent social strata. In the United States, social 
stratifi cation is strongly infl uenced by class, which is in 
turn infl uenced by matters such as one’s occupation, 
income, and education, along with race, gender, and 
other infl uences such as age, region of residence, eth-
nicity, and national origin (see Table .).

Estate, Caste, and Class
Stratifi cation systems can be broadly categorized into 
three types: estate systems, caste systems, and class 
systems. In an estate system of stratifi cation, the 
ownership of property and the exercise of power are 
monopolized by an elite who have total control over 

APLIA SOCIAL CLASS AND SOCIAL STRATIFICATION 
ENGAGEMENT ACTIVITY

How are you aff ected by status and the American dream? Try this 
activity to fi nd out.
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societal resources. Historically, such societies were 
feudal systems where classes were diff erentiated into 
three basic groups—the nobles, the priesthood, and 
the commoners. Commoners included peasants (usu-
ally the largest class group), small merchants, artisans, 

table 8.1 Inequality in the United States

•  One in fi ve (20 percent) children in the United States lives in poverty, including 36 percent of African American children, 
33 percent of Hispanic children, 12 percent of White children, and 12.5 percent of Asian American children (U.S. Census 
Bureau 2010b; www.census.gov).

•  The rate of poverty among people in the United States has been increasing since 2000 (U.S. Census Bureau 2010c; 
www.census.gov).

• Among women heading their own households, 30 percent live below the poverty line (DeNavas-Walt et al. 2010).

•  One percent of the U.S. population controls 35 percent of the total wealth in the nation; the bottom 20 percent owe more 
than they own (Mishel et al. 2007).

•  When Leona Helmsley (the hotel fi nancier) died, she left a $12 million inheritance to her dog, with the provision that the dog should 
eventually be buried in a mausoleum with Helmsley—a mausoleum that would be steam-cleaned once per week in perpetuity.

•  The average CEO of a major company has a salary of $9.25 million per year; workers earning the minimum wage make 
$15,080 per year if they work 40 hours a week for 52 weeks and hold only one job (www.afl cio.org).
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Social class diff erences make it seem as if some people are 
living in two diff erent societies.

domestic workers, and traders. Th e nobles controlled 
the land and the resources used to cultivate the land, 
as well as all the resources resulting from peasant labor.

Estate systems of stratifi cation are most common 
in agricultural societies. Although such societies have 
been largely supplanted by industrialization, there are 
still examples of societies that have a small but powerful 
landholding class ruling over a population that works 
mainly in agricultural production. Unlike the feudal 
societies of the European Middle Ages, however, con-
temporary estate systems of stratifi cation display the 
infl uence of international capitalism. Th e “noble class” 
comprises not knights who conquered lands in war, but 
international capitalists or local elites who control the 
labor of a vast and impoverished group of people, such 
as in some South American societies where landhold-
ing elites maintain a dictatorship over peasants who 
labor in agricultural fi elds.

In a caste system, one’s place in the stratifi cation 
system is an ascribed status (see Chapter ), meaning it 
is a quality given to an individual by circumstances of 
birth. Th e hierarchy of classes is rigid in caste systems 
and is often preserved through formal law and cultural 
practices that prevent free association and movement 
between classes. Th e system of apartheid in South Africa 
was a stark example of a caste system. Under apartheid, 
the travel, employment, associations, and place of resi-
dence of Black South Africans were severely restricted. 
Segregation was enforced using a pass system in which 
Black South Africans could not be in White areas unless 
for purposes of employment; those found without passes 
were arrested, often sent to prison without ever see-
ing their families again. Interracial marriage was illegal. 
Black South Africans were prohibited from voting; the 
system was one of total social control where anyone who 
protested was imprisoned. Th e apartheid system was 
overthrown in  when Nelson Mandela, held pris-
oner for twenty-seven years of his life, was elected presi-
dent of the new nation of South Africa; a new national 

31561_ch08.indd   17131561_ch08.indd   171 8/29/11   5:34 PM8/29/11   5:34 PM

www.census.gov
www.census.gov
www.aflcio.org


172 > C H A P T E R  

constitution guaranteeing equal rights to all was ratifi ed 
in .

In class systems, stratifi cation exists, but a per-
son’s placement in the class system can change accord-
ing to personal achievements; that is, class depends to 
some degree on achieved status, defi ned as status that 
is earned by the acquisition of resources and power, re-
gardless of one’s origins. Class systems are more open 
than caste systems because position does not depend 
strictly on birth, and classes are less rigidly defi ned than 
castes because the divisions are blurred by those who 
move between one class and the next.

Despite the potential for movement from one class 
to another, in the class system found in the United 
States, class placement still depends heavily on one’s 
social background. Although ascription (the designa-
tion of ascribed status according to birth) is not the 
basis for social stratifi cation in the United States, the 
class a person is born into has major consequences for 
that person’s life. Patterns of inheritance; access to ex-
clusive educational resources; the fi nancial, political, 
and social infl uence of one’s family; and similar factors 
all shape one’s likelihood of achievement. Although 
there is no formal obstacle to movement through the 
class system, individual achievement is very much 
shaped by an individual’s class of origin.

Defining Class
In common terms, class refers to style or sophistication. 
In sociological use, social class (or class) is the social 
structural position groups hold relative to the eco-
nomic, social, political, and cultural resources of soci-
ety. Class determines the access diff erent people have 
to these resources and puts groups in diff erent positions 
of privilege and disadvantage. Each class has members 
with similar opportunities who tend to share a common 
way of life. Class also includes a cultural component in 

that class shapes language, dress, mannerisms, taste, 
and other preferences. Class is not just an attribute of 
individuals; it is a feature of society.

Th e social theorist Max Weber described the conse-
quences of stratifi cation in terms of life chances, mean-
ing the opportunities that people have in common by 
virtue of belonging to a particular class. Life chances 
include the opportunity for possessing goods, having 
an income, and having access to particular jobs. Life 
chances are also refl ected in the quality of everyday life. 
Whether you dress in the latest style or wear another 
person’s discarded clothes, have a vacation in an exclu-
sive resort, take your family to the beach for a week, or 
have no vacation at all, these life chances are the result 
of being in a particular class.

Class is a structural phenomenon; it cannot be 
directly observed. Nonetheless, you can “see” class 
through various displays that people project, often un-
intentionally, about their class status. What clothing do 
you wear? Do some objects worn project higher class 
status than others? How about cars? What class sta-
tus is displayed through the car you drive or, for that 
matter, whether you even have a car or use a bus to get 
to work? In these and myriad other ways, class is pro-
jected to others as a symbol of our presumed worth in 
society.

Social class can be observed in the everyday habits 
and presentations of self that people project. Common 
objects, such as clothing and cars, become symbols of 
one’s class status. As such, they can be ranked not only 
in terms of their economic value but also in terms of 
the status that various brands and labels carry. Th e 
interesting thing about social class is that a particular 
object may be quite ordinary, but with the right “label” 
it becomes a status symbol and thus becomes valuable. 
Take the example of Vera Bradley bags. Th ese paisley 
bags are made of ordinary cotton with batting. Not long 
ago, such cloth was cheap and commonplace, associ-
ated with rural, working-class women. If such a bag 
were sewn and carried by a poor person living on a 
farm, the bag (and perhaps the person!) would be seen 
as ordinary, almost worthless. But, transformed by the 
right label (and some good marketing), Vera Bradley 
bags have become status symbols, selling for a high 
price (often a few hundred dollars—a price one would 
never pay for a simple cotton purse). Presumably, hav-
ing such a bag denotes the status of the person carrying 
it. (See also the box “See for Yourself: Status Symbols in 
Everyday Life.”)

Th e early sociologist Th orstein Veblen described 
the class habits of Americans as conspicuous con-
sumption, meaning the ostentatious display of goods 
to defi ne one’s social status. Writing in , Veblen 
said, “Conspicuous consumption of valuable goods is 
a means of respectability to the gentleman of leisure” 
(Veblen /: ). Although Veblen identifi ed this 
behavior as characteristic of the well-to-do (the “leisure 
class,” he called them), conspicuous consumption today 
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The reality of class inequality became more apparent to 
people in the United States during the economic recession 
when millions were out of work, such as those here who 
are applying for scarce jobs.
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marks the lifestyle of many. Indeed, mass consumer-
ism is a hallmark of both the rich, the middle-class, and 
even many working class people’s lifestyle. What exam-
ples of this do you see among your associates?

see FOR YOURSELF
Status Symbols in Everyday Life
You can observe the everyday reality of social class by 
noting the status that diff erent ordinary objects have 
within the context of a class system. Make a list of every 
car brand you can think of—or, if you prefer, every cloth-
ing label. Then rank your list with the highest status brand 
(or label) at the top of the list, going down to the lowest 
status. Then answer the following questions:

 1. Where does the presumed value of this object come 
from? Does the value come from the actual cost of 
producing the object or something more subjective?

 2. Do people make judgments about people wearing or 
driving the diff erent brands you have noted? What 
judgments do they make? Why?

 3. What consequences do you see (positive and nega-
tive) of the ranking you have observed? Who benefi ts 
from the ranking and who does not?

What does this exercise reveal about the infl uence of 
 status symbols in society? •

Because sociologists cannot isolate and measure 
social class directly, they use other indicators to serve 
as measures of class. A prominent indicator of class 
is income; other common indicators are education, 
occupation, and place of residence. Th ese indicators 
alone do not defi ne class, but they are often accurate 
measures of the class standing of a person or group. 
We will see that these indicators tend to be linked. A 
good income, for example, makes it possible to aff ord 
a house in a prestigious neighborhood and an exclusive 
education for one’s children. In the sociological study 
of class, indicators such as income and education have 
had enormous value in revealing the outlines and infl u-
ences of the class system.

THE CLASS STRUCTURE 
OF THE UNITED STATES: 
GROWING INEQUALITY 
People think of the United States as a land of opportunity 
where those who work hard can get ahead and anyone 
may become rich. But despite these beliefs, class divi-
sions in the United States are real, and inequality is grow-
ing. Perhaps this has become more apparent to people in 
recent years as the nation experienced a recession and a 
very fragile economic situation. Millions lost their homes 
and retirement savings and other investments. Many in 
the middle and working class feel that their way of life is 

Status symbols connote class status because of the 
meaning people attach to them, not necessarily their 
actual value.
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This mansion in Newport, Rhode Island was considered a 
summer “cottage” for the wealthy family that built it. It is 
one of many along the oceanfront in Newport.
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slipping away. For the fi rst time in our nation’s history, 
only  percent of the public thinks that children today 
will be better off  than their parents;  percent no longer 
believe this (Rasmussen Reports ). 

Even aside from the economic recession, the gap 
between the rich and the poor in the United States is 
greater than in other industrialized nations, and it is 
larger than at any time in the nation’s history. Many 
analysts argue that this gap is the central problem of 
the age—contributing to crime and violence, political 
division, threats to democracy, and increased anxiety 
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and frustration felt by large segments of the population 
(Reich ).

Many factors have contributed to growing inequal-
ity in the United States, including the profound eff ects 
of national and global economic changes. Many think 
of the economic problems of the nation as stemming 
from individual greed on Wall Street, and this likely 
plays a role, but social inequality stems from systemic—
that is, social structural—conditions, particularly what 
is called economic restructuring.

Economic restructuring refers to the decline of 
manufacturing jobs in the United States, the transfor-
mation of the economy by technological change, and 
the process of globalization. We examine economic 
restructuring more in Chapter  on the economy, but 
the point here is that these structural changes are hav-
ing a profound eff ect on the life chances of people in 
diff erent social classes. Many in the working class, for 
example, once largely employed in relatively stable 
manufacturing jobs with decent wages and good ben-
efi ts, now likely work, if they work at all, in lower-wage 
jobs with fewer benefi ts, such as health care and pen-
sions. Middle-class families have amassed large sums 
of debt, sometimes to support a middle-class lifestyle, 
but also perhaps to pay for their children’s education.

Th us, economic problems that produce inequality 
are not purely economic: Th ey are social, both in their 
origins and their consequences. Take home ownership 
as an example. Home ownership is one of the main 
components of the American Dream. For most Ameri-
cans, owning one’s own home is the primary means of 
attaining economic security. It is also the key to other 
resources—good schools, cleaner neighborhoods, 
and an investment in the future. Likewise, losing your 
home is more than just a fi nancial crisis—it reverber-
ates through various aspects of your life. And, the odds 
of having a home—indeed, the odds of losing your 
home—are profoundly connected to social factors, 
such as your race and your gender. 

Th us, during the recession of recent years, the ra-
cial segregation of Hispanic and, especially, African 
American neighborhoods was a major contributing 
cause to the high rate of mortgage foreclosures (Rugh 
and Massey ). Studies also fi nd that one in ten Afri-
can Americans will experience foreclosure compared to 
one in twenty-fi ve White Americans (Oliver and Shapiro 
; see also Figure .). Moreover, women are  per-
cent more likely than men to have subprime mortgages 
(that is, mortgages with an interest rate higher than the 
prime lending rate). And, Black women earning double 
the area median income were nearly fi ve times more 
likely to receive subprime mortgages than White men 
with similar incomes (Fishbein and Woodall ).

Housing foreclosure is a trauma for anyone who 
experiences it, but foreclosure has hit some groups es-
pecially hard. Some might argue that foreclosures occur 
because individual people have made bad decisions—
buying homes beyond their means. But, institutional 

lending practices also target particular groups, mak-
ing them more vulnerable to the economic forces that 
can shatter individual lives. Lenders may see African 
Americans as a greater credit risk, but they also know 
that the value of real estate is less in racially segregated 
neighborhoods. And, discriminatory practices in the 
housing market have been well documented (Squires 
;  Oliver and Shapiro ). 

Th e sociological point is that economic problems 
have a sociological dimension and cannot be explained 
by individual decisions alone. Economic policies also 
have diff erent eff ects for diff erent groups—sometimes 
intended, sometimes not. Tax policies, for example, 
distribute economic benefi ts unevenly and according 
to specifi c sociological patterns (see Figure ., “Where 
Do Your Tax Dollars Go”). Corporations benefi t the 
most from the tax structure; corporate taxes have fallen 
in recent years, but most individual Americans are 
paying more in federal tax than ever before (Johnston 
). Tax policies also benefi t those at the upper ends 
of the class system who can take advantage of numerous 
tax benefi ts and loopholes. And, as many in the public 
understood, the Congressional bailouts of recent years 
have had far more benefi t for corporations than for the 
individuals suff ering from the fi nancial crisis.

THE DISTRIBUTION 
OF INCOME AND WEALTH 
Understanding inequality requires knowing some basic 
economic and sociological terms. Inequality is often 
presented as a matter of diff erences in income, which is 
one important measure of class standing. But, in addi-
tion to income inequality, there are vast inequalities in 
who owns what—that is, the wealth of diff erent groups.

Income is the amount of money brought into a 
household from various sources (wages, investment 
income, dividends, and so on) during a given period. 

FIGURE 8.1 Percentage of Borrowers with High-Cost 
Home Purchase Loans by Race and Income
 Source: ACORN. 2007. Foreclosure Exposure: A Study of Racial and 
Income Disparities in Home Mortgage Lending in 172 American Cities. 
Reprinted with permission. www.acorn.org
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In recent years, income growth has been greatest for 
those at the top of the population; for everyone else, 
income (controlling for the value of the dollar) has ei-
ther been relatively fl at or grown at a far lesser rate (see 
Figure  .). Th is has contributed to growing inequal-
ity in the United States. But inequality becomes even 
more apparent when you consider both wealth and 
income.

Wealth is the monetary value of everything one ac-
tually owns. It is calculated by adding all fi nancial as-
sets (stocks, bonds, property, insurance, savings, value 
of investments, and so on) and subtracting debts, which 
gives a dollar amount that is one’s net worth. Wealth al-
lows you to accumulate assets over generations, giving 
advantages to subsequent generations that they might 
not have had on their own. Unlike income, wealth is 
cumulative—that is, its value tends to increase through 
investment; it can be passed on to the next generation, 
giving those who inherit wealth a considerable advan-
tage in accumulating more resources.

To understand the signifi cance of wealth compared 
to income in determining class location, imagine two 
college graduates graduating in the same year, from 
the same college, with the same major and same grade 
point average. Imagine further that upon graduation 
both get jobs with the same salary in the same orga-
nization. Yet, in one case parents paid all the student’s 
college expenses and gave her a car upon graduation. 
Th e other student worked while in school and gradu-
ated with substantial debt from student loans. Th is stu-
dent’s family has no money with which to help support 
the new worker. Who is better off ? Same salary, same 

credentials, but wealth (even if modest) matters. It gives 
one person an advantage that will be played out many 
times over as the young worker buys a home, fi nances 
her own children’s education, and possibly inherits ad-
ditional assets.

Where is all the wealth? Th e wealthiest  per-
cent own  percent of all net worth; the bottom  
percent control only  percent. Th e top  percent 
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FIGURE 8.2 Where Do 
Your Tax Dollars Go?
Source: U.S. Census Bureau. 
2010. Statistical Abstract of 
the United States 2010. 
www.census.gov

“It’s a dog’s life,” or so the saying goes. But even dogs 
have their experiences shaped by the realities of social 
class.
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also own   percent of all stock; the bottom  per-
cent own less than  percent of total stock holdings. 
Moreover, there has been an increase in the concen-
tration of wealth since the s, making the United 
States one of the most “unequal” nations in the world 
(Mishel et al. ). Th e growth of wealth by a select 
few, though long a feature of the U.S. class system, 
has also reached historic levels. As just one example, 
John D. Rockefeller is typically heralded as one of the 
wealthiest men in U.S. history. But comparing Rock-
efeller with Bill Gates, controlling for the value of to-
day’s dollars, Gates has far surpassed Rockefeller’s 
riches (Myerson ).

In contrast to the vast amount of wealth and in-
come controlled by elites, a very large proportion of 
Americans have hardly any fi nancial assets once debt 
is subtracted. Figure . shows the net worth of diff er-
ent levels of the population, and you can see that most 
of the population has very low net worth. Moreover, 
 percent of the population have zero or negative net 
worth, usually because their debt exceeds their assets. 

Th e American Dream of owning a home, a new car, 
taking annual vacations, and sending one’s children 
to good schools—not to mention saving for a comfort-
able retirement—is increasingly unattainable by many. 
When you see the amount of income and wealth con-
trolled by a small segment of the population, a sobering 
picture of class inequality emerges.

Despite the prominence of rags-to-riches stories 
in American legend, most wealth in this society is in-
herited. A few individuals make their way into the elite 
class by virtue of their own success, but this is rare. Th e 
upper class is also overwhelmingly White and Protes-
tant. Th e wealthy also exercise tremendous political 
power by funding lobbyists, exerting their social and 
personal infl uence on other elites, and contributing 
heavily to political campaigns. Studies of elites also 
fi nd that they tend to be politically quite conserva-
tive (Zweigenhaft and Domhoff  ; Burris ). 
Th ey travel in exclusive social networks that tend to 
be open only to those in the upper class. Th ey tend to 
intermarry, their children are likely to go to expensive 
schools, and they spend their leisure time in exclusive 
resorts.

Race also infl uences the pattern of wealth distri-
bution in the United States; for every dollar of wealth 
held by White Americans, Black Americans have only 
 cents. Overall, White families have ten times the 
wealth of Black households. And, at all levels of income, 
occupation, and education, Black families have lower 
levels of wealth than similarly situated White families. 
Being able to draw on assets during times of economic 
stress means that families with some resources can 
better withstand diffi  cult times than those without as-
sets. Even small assets, such as home ownership or a 

FIGURE 8.3 Mean Household Income Received by 
Income Brackets, 1990–2009 As you can see in this 
graph, for most income groups in the United States, income 
(measured in constant dollars, that is, adjusted for the rate of 
infl ation) has grown the most in the highest income bracket 
(the top 20 percent and, especially, the top 5 percent of 
income earners). In all others, income growth has either 
been much less or, in some cases, almost fl at. You will see 
in the table that, since 2000, income has actually fallen for 
all groups. What patterns do you see in these data, both in 
the graph and the table? What do you think this means for 
people living in these diff erent income brackets? 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau. 2010. Historical Income Tables Households, 
Table H-3. www.census.gov
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savings account, provide protection from crises such as 
increased rent, a health emergency, or unemployment. 
Because the eff ects of wealth are intergenerational—
that is, they accumulate over time—just providing 
equality of opportunity in the present does not address 
the diff erences in class status that Black and White 
Americans experience (Mishel et al. ; Oliver and 
Shapiro ).

What explains the disparities in wealth by race? 
Wealth accumulates over time. Th us, government poli-
cies in the past have prevented Black Americans from 
being able to accumulate wealth. Discriminatory hous-
ing policies, bank lending policies, tax codes, and so 
forth have disadvantaged Black Americans, resulting 
in the diff ering assets Whites and Blacks in general 
hold now. Even though some of these discriminatory 
policies have ended, many continue. Either way, their 
eff ects persist, resulting in what sociologists Melvin 

Oliver and Th omas Shapiro call the sedimentation of ra-
cial inequality.

Understanding the signifi cance of wealth in shap-
ing life chances for diff erent groups also challenges the 
view that all Hispanics have similar experiences and 
wealth. Cuban Americans and Spaniards are similar 
to Whites in their wealth holdings, whereas Mexicans, 
Puerto Ricans, Dominicans, and other Hispanic groups 
more closely resemble African Americans on the vari-
ous indicators of wealth and social class. Likewise, one 
can better understand diff erences in class status among 
Asian American groups by carefully considering the 
importance not just of income, education, and occu-
pation, but also patterns in the net assets of diff erent 
groups (Oliver and Shapiro ). Without signifi cant 
wealth holdings, families of any race are less able to 
transmit assets from previous generations to the next 
generation, one main support of social mobility.

DOING sociological research

Research Question: The hallmark of 
the middle class in the United States is 
its presumed stability. Home ownership, 
a college education for children, and 
other accoutrements of middle-class 
status (nice cars, annual vacations, 
an array of consumer goods) are the 
symbols of middle-class prosperity. But 
the rising rate of bankruptcy among 
the middle class shows that the middle 
class is not as secure as it is presumed 
to be. Personal bankruptcy has risen 
dramatically with now more than one 
million fi lings for bankruptcy per year. 
How can this be happening in such a 
prosperous society? This is the question 
examined by Teresa Sullivan, Elizabeth 
Warren, and Jay Lawrence Westbrook 
in their study of bankruptcy and debt 
among the middle class.

Research Method: They based their 
study on an analysis of offi  cial records of 
bankruptcy in fi ve states, as well as on 
detailed questionnaires given to individu-
als who fi led for bankruptcy.

Research Results: Their fi ndings de-
bunk the idea that bankruptcy is most 
common among poor people. Instead, 
they found bankruptcy is mostly a 
middle-class phenomenon representing 

The Fragile Middle Class

a cross-section of those in this class 
(meaning that those who are bank-
rupt are matched on the demographic 
characteristics of race, age, and gender 
with others in the middle class). They 
also debunk the notion that bankruptcy 
is rising because it is so easy to fi le. 
Rather, they found many people in the 
middle class so overwhelmed with debt 
that they cannot possibly pay it off . 
Most often people fi le for bankruptcy as 
a result of job loss and lost wages. But 
divorce, medical problems, housing ex-
penses, and credit card debt also drive 
many to bankruptcy court.

Conclusions and Implications: Sullivan 
and her colleagues explain the rise of 
bankruptcy as stemming from structural 
factors in society that fracture the stabil-
ity of the middle class. The volatility of 
jobs under modern capitalism is one of 
the biggest factors, but add to this the 
“thin safety net”—no health insurance 
for many, but rising medical costs. Also, 
the American Dream of owning one’s 
own home means many are “mortgage 
poor”—extended beyond their ability to 
keep up.

In addition, the United States is a 
credit-driven society. Credit cards are 
routinely mailed to people in the middle 

class, encouraging them to buy beyond 
their means. You can now buy virtually 
anything on credit: cars, clothes, doctor’s 
bills, entertainment, groceries. You can 
even use one credit card to pay off  other 
credit cards. Indeed, it is diffi  cult to live 
in this society without credit cards. In-
creased debt is the result. Many are sim-
ply unable to keep up with compounding 
interest and penalty payments, and debt 
takes on a life of its own as consumers 
cannot keep up with even the interest 
payments on debt.

Sullivan, Warren, and Westbrook 
 conclude that increases in debt and uncer-
tainty of income combine to produce the 
fragility of the middle class. Their research 
shows that “even the most secure family 
may be only a job loss, a medical problem, 
or an out-of-control credit card away from 
fi nancial catastrophe” (2000: 6).

Questions to Consider
 1. Have you ever had a credit card? If 

so, how easy was it to get? Is it pos-
sible to get by without a credit card?

 2. What evidence do you see in your 
community of the fragility or stability 
of diff erent social class groups?

Source: T. A. Sullivan, E. Warren, and 
J. L. Westbrook, The Fragile Middle Class: 
 Americans in Debt. Copyright © 2000 by Yale 
 University Press.
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ANALYZING SOCIAL CLASS
Th e class structure of the United States is elaborate, aris-
ing from the interactions of race and gender inequality 
with class, the presence of old mixed with new wealth, 
the income and wealth gap between the haves and 
have-nots, a culture of entrepreneurship and individ-
ualism, and in recent times, accelerated globalization 
and high rates of immigration. Given this complexity, 
how do sociologists conceptualize social class?

Class as a Ladder. One way to conceptualize the class 
system is as a ladder, with diff erent class groups arrayed 
up and down the rungs, each rung corresponding to a 
diff erent level in the class system. Conceptualized this 
way, social class is the common position groups hold 
in a status hierarchy (Lucal ; Wright ); class is 
indicated by factors such as levels of income, occupa-
tional standing, and educational attainment. People are 
relatively high or low on the ladder depending on the 
resources they have and whether those resources are 
education, income, occupation, or any of the other fac-
tors known to infl uence people’s placement (or rank-
ing) in the stratifi cation system. Indeed, an abundance 
of sociological research has stemmed from the concept 
of status attainment, the process by which people end 
up in a given position in the stratifi cation system. Status 
attainment research describes how factors such as class 
origins, educational level, and occupation produce 
class location.

Th e laddered model of class suggests that in the 
United States stratifi cation is hierarchical but some-
what fl uid. Th at is, the assumption is that people can 
move up and down diff erent “rungs” of the ladder—or 
class system. In a relatively open class system such as 
the United States, people’s achievements do matter, al-
though the extent to which people rise rapidly and dra-
matically through the stratifi cation system is less than 
the popular imagination envisions. Some people do 
begin from modest origins and amass great wealth and 
infl uence (celebrities such as Bill Gates, Oprah Winfrey, 
and millionaire athletes), but these are the exceptions, 
not the rule. Some people move down in the class sys-
tem, but as we will see, most people remain relatively 
close to their class of origin. When people rise or fall 
in the class system, the distance they travel is usually 
relatively short, as we will see further in the section on 
social mobility.

Th e image of stratifi cation as a laddered system, 
with diff erent gradients of social standing, emphasizes 
that one’s socioeconomic status (SES) is derived from 
certain factors. Income, occupational prestige, and edu-
cation are the three measures of socioeconomic status 
that have been found to be most signifi cant in determin-
ing people’s placement in the stratifi cation system. 

Th e median income for a society is the midpoint 
of all household incomes. In other words, half of all 

households earn more than the median income; half 
earn less. In , median household income in the 
United States was $, (DeNavas-Walt et al. ). 
Th ose bunched around the median income level are 
considered middle class, although sociologists de-
bate which income brackets constitute middle-class 
standing because the range of what people think of as 
“middle class” is quite large. Nonetheless, income is a 
signifi cant indicator of social class standing, although 
not the only one. Map  . provides a visual image 
of regional diff erences in the distribution of income 
by showing median income in diff erent parts of the 
country, organized by county.

see FOR YOURSELF
Income Distribution: Should Grades 
be the Same?
Figure 8.5 shows the income distribution within the 
United States. Imagine that grades in your class were 
distributed based on the same curve. Let’s suppose 
that after students arrived in class and sat down, differ-
ent groups received their grades based on where they 
were sitting in the room and in the same proportion 
as the U.S. income distribution. Only students in the 
front receive As; the back, Ds and Fs. The middle of the 
room gets the Bs and Cs. Write a short essay answer-
ing the following questions based on this hypothetical 
scenario.

 1. How many students would receive As, Bs, Cs, Ds, 
and Fs?

FIGURE 8.5 Income Distribution in the United States 
This graph shows the percentage of the population that falls 
into each of the fi ve income brackets. 
Source:  DeNavas-Walt, Carmen, Bernadette D. Proctor, and Jessica C. 
Smith. 2010. Income, Poverty, and Health Insurance Coverage in the 
United States: 2009. Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Commerce.
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 2. Would it be fair to distribute grades this way? Why or 
why not?

 3. Which groups in the class might be more likely to 
support such a distribution? Who would think the 
system of grade distribution should be changed?

 4. What might diff erent groups do to preserve or 
change the system of grade distribution? What if 
you really needed an A, but got one of the Fs? What 
might you do?

 5. Are there circumstances in actual life that are beyond 
the control of people and that shape the distribution 
of income?

 6. How is social stratifi cation maintained by the beliefs 
that people have about merit and fairness?

Adapted from: Brislen, William, and Clayton D. Peoples. 2005. “Using a 
Hypothetical Distribution of Grades to Introduce Social Stratifi cation.” 
Teaching Sociology 33 (January): 74–80. •

Occupational prestige is a second important indi-
cator of socioeconomic status. Prestige is the value oth-
ers assign to people and groups. Occupational prestige 
is the subjective evaluation people give to jobs. To de-
termine occupational prestige, sociological researchers 
typically ask nationwide samples of adults to rank the 
general standing of a series of jobs. Th ese subjective 
ratings provide information about how people perceive 
the worth of diff erent occupations. People tend to rank 
professionals, such as physicians, professors, judges, 
and lawyers highly, with occupations such as electri-
cian, insurance agent, and police offi  cer falling in the 
middle. Occupations with low occupational prestige 
are maids, garbage collectors, and shoe-shiners (Nakao 
and Treas ; Davis and Smith ). Th ese rankings 
do not refl ect the worth of people within these positions 
but are indicative of the judgments people make about 
the worth of these jobs.

MAP 8.1

Mapping America’s Diversity 
If you look closely at this map, you will 
see that median income tends to be 
higher in more urban areas. Thus in 
2009 median income inside metropoli-
tan areas was $51,522 and outside such 
areas, $40,153. What the map does not 

show, however, are diff erences within 
cities. Median income inside central 
cities is substantially lower ($44,842) 
than the median income within met-
ropolitan areas out of the center city 
($56,582)—that is, in suburban areas. 

Given this, what do you conclude about 
the signifi cance of residence in the 
structure of the class system? Data: U.S 
Census Bureau. 2010. American Fact 
Finder. www.census.gov. 
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Social class infl uences many things, including the leisure time people experience. Few can even imagine having something like 
the yacht pictured on the left, owned by Larry Ellison, founder of Oracle.

Th e fi nal major indicator of socioeconomic sta-
tus is educational attainment, typically measured as 
the total years of formal education. Th e more years of 
education attained, the more likely a person will have 
higher class status. Th e prestige attached to occupa-
tions is strongly tied to the amount of education the job 
requires; the more education people think is needed 
for a given occupation, the more occupational prestige 
people attribute to that job (Ollivier ; MacKinnon 
and Langford ; Blau and Duncan ).

Taken together, income, occupation, and education 
are good indicators of people’s class standing. Using the 
laddered model of class, you can describe the class sys-
tem in the United States as being divided into several 
classes: upper, upper middle, middle, lower middle, 
and lower class. Th e diff erent classes are arrayed up and 
down, like a ladder, with those with the most money, 
education, and prestige on the top rungs and those with 
the least at the bottom.

In the United States, the upper class owns the major 
share of corporate and personal wealth; it includes 
those who have held wealth for generations as well as 
those who have recently become rich. Only a very small 
proportion of people actually constitute the upper class, 
but they control vast amounts of wealth and power 
in the United States. Th ose in this class are elites who 
exercise enormous control throughout society. Some 
wealthy individuals can wield as much power as entire 
nations (Friedman ).

Each year, the business magazine Forbes pub-
lishes a list of the  wealthiest families and individ-
uals in the country. By , you had to have at least 
$billion to be on the list! Bill Gates and Warren Buff et 
are the two wealthiest people on the list—Gates with 
an estimated worth of $ billion; Buff et, $ billion. 
Of all the wealth represented on the Forbes  list, 
most is inherited, although there has been some in-
crease in the number of people on the list with self-
created wealth (Miller and Greenberg ). Still, the 

best predictor of future wealth is the family into which 
you are born.

Th ose in the upper class with newly acquired wealth 
are known as the nouveau riche. Luxury vehicles, high-
priced real estate, and exclusive vacations may mark the 
lifestyle of the newly rich. Larry Ellison, who made his 
fortune as the founder of the software company Oracle, 
is the third wealthiest person in the United States; he 
has a megayacht that is  feet long, fi ve stories high, 
with  rooms inside. Th e megayacht also includes an 
indoor swimming pool, a cinema, a space for a private 
submarine, and a basketball court that doubles as a he-
licopter launch pad.

Th e upper middle-class includes those with high 
incomes and high social prestige. Th ey tend to be 
well-educated professionals or business executives. 
Th eir earnings can be quite high indeed, even mil-
lions of dollars a year. It is diffi  cult to estimate exactly 
how many people fall into this group because of the 
diffi  culty of drawing lines between the upper, upper 
middle, and middle classes. Indeed, the upper mid-
dle-class is often thought of as “middle class” because 
their lifestyle sets the standard to which many aspire, 
but this lifestyle is actually unattainable by most. A 
large home full of top-quality furniture and modern 
appliances, two or three relatively new cars, vacations 
every year (perhaps a vacation home), high-quality 
college education for one’s children, and a fashionable 
wardrobe are simply beyond the means of a majority of 
people in the United States.

Th e middle-class is hard to defi ne in part because 
being “middle class” is more than just economic posi-
tion. A very large portion of Americans identify them-
selves as middle class even though they vary widely 
in lifestyle and in resources at their disposal. But the 
idea that the United States is an open class system 
leads many to think that the majority have a middle-
class lifestyle; thus, the middle class becomes the 
ubiquitous norm even though many who call  them 
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selves middle class have a tenuous hold on this class 
position.

Th e lower middle-class includes workers in the 
skilled trades and low-income bureaucratic workers, 
many of whom may actually think they are middle class. 
Also known as the working class, this class includes 
blue-collar workers (those in skilled trades who do 
manual labor) and many service workers, such as secre-
taries, hair stylists, food servers, police, and fi refi ghters. 
A medium to low income, education, and occupational 
prestige defi ne the lower middle-class relative to the 
class groups above it. Th e term lower in this class des-
ignation refers to the relative position of the group in 
the stratifi cation system, but it has a pejorative sound to 
many people, especially to people who are members of 
this class, many of whom think of themselves as middle 
class.

Th e lower class is composed primarily of displaced 
and poor. People in this class have little formal educa-
tion and are often unemployed or working in minimum-
wage jobs. People of color and women make up a 
disproportionate part of this class. Th e poor include the 
working poor—those who work at least twenty-seven 
hours a week but whose wages fall below the federal 
poverty level. Four percent of all people working full 
time now live below the poverty line, a proportion that 
has generally increased over time. While this may seem 
a small number, it includes . million adults. Black and 
Hispanic workers are twice as likely to be among the 
working poor as White or Asian workers, and women 

are more likely than men to be so (U.S. Bureau of Labor 
Statistics ).

Th e concept of the urban underclass has been 
added to the lower class (Wilson ). Th e under-
class includes those who are likely to be permanently 
unemployed and without much means of economic 
support. Th e underclass has little or no opportunity 
for movement out of the worst poverty. Rejected from 
the economic system, those in the underclass may be-
come dependent on public assistance or illegal activi-
ties. Structural transformations in the economy have 
left large groups of people, especially urban minori-
ties, in these highly vulnerable positions. Th e growth 
of the urban underclass has exacerbated the problems 
of urban poverty and related social problems (Wilson 
, ).

Class Conflict. A second way of conceptualizing 
the class system is conflict theory, derived from the 
work of Karl Marx. Conflict theory defines classes in 
terms of their structural relationship to other classes 
and their relationship to the economic system. The 
analysis of class from this sociological perspective 
interprets inequality as resulting from the unequal 
distribution of power and resources in society (see 
Chapter  ). Sociologists who work from a conflict 
perspective see classes as facing off against each 
other, with elites exploiting and dominating others. 
The key idea in this model is that class is not sim-
ply a matter of what individuals possess in terms 
of income and prestige; instead, class is defined by 
the relationship of the classes to the larger system of 
economic production (Vanneman and Cannon ; 
Wright ).

From a confl ict perspective, the middle class, or 
the professional–managerial class, includes manag-
ers, supervisors, and professionals. Members of this 
group have substantial control over other people, 
primarily through their authority to direct the work 
of others, impose and enforce regulations in the 
workplace, and determine dominant social values. 
Although, as Marx argued, the middle class is con-
trolled by the ruling class, members of this class tend 
to identify with the interests of the elite. Th e profes-
sional–managerial class, however, is caught in a con-
tradictory position between elites and the working 
class. Like elites, those in this class have some control 
over others, but like the working class, they have min-
imal control over the economic system (Wright ). 
Karl Marx argued that as capitalism progresses, more 
and more of those in the middle class drop into the 
working class as they are pushed out of managerial 
jobs into working-class jobs or as professional jobs 
become organized more along the lines of traditional 
working-class employment.

Has this happened? Not to the extent Marx pre-
dicted. He thought that ultimately there would be only 
two classes—the capitalist and the proletariat. To some 
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Labor unions, traditionally dominated by White men in the skilled 
trades, are not only more diverse but also represent workers in 
occupations typically thought of as “white-collar” work.
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extent, however, this is occurring. Classes have be-
come more polarized, with the well-off  accumulating 
even more resources and the middle class seeing their 
income as either fl at or falling, measured in constant 
dollars (Mishel et al. ). Rising levels of debt among 
the middle class have contributed to this growing in-
equality. Many now have a fragile hold on being middle 
class: Th e loss of a job, a family emergency, such as the 
death of a working parent, divorce, disability, or a pro-
longed illness, can quickly leave middle and working-
class families in a precarious fi nancial state. At the same 
time, high salaries for CEOs, tax loopholes that favor the 
rich, and sheer greed are concentrating more wealth in 
the hands of a few.

Members of the working class have little control 
over their own work lives; instead, they generally have 
to take orders from others. Th is concept of the working 
class departs from traditional blue-collar defi nitions 
of working-class jobs because it includes many so-
called white-collar workers (secretaries, salespeople, 
and nurses), any group working under the rules im-
posed by managers. Th e middle class may exercise 
some autonomy at work, but the working class has 
little power to challenge decisions of those who su-
pervise them, except insofar as they can organize col-
lectively, as in unions, strikes, or other collective work 
actions.

Whether you see the class system as a ladder or as 
a system of confl ict, you can see that the class structure 
in the United States is hierarchical. Class position gives 
diff erent people access to jobs, income, education, 
power, and social status, all of which bestow further 
opportunities on some and deprive others of success. 
People sometimes move from one class to another (al-
though this is not the norm), but the class structure 
is a system with boundaries built into it, generating 
class confl ict. Th e middle and working classes shoul-
der much of the tax burden for social programs, pro-
ducing resentment by these groups toward the poor. At 
the same time, corporate taxes have declined and tax 
loopholes for the rich have increased, an indication of 
the privilege that is perpetuated by the class system. 
Whatever features of the class system diff erent sociolo-
gists study, they see class stratifi cation as a dynamic 
process—one involving the interplay of access to re-
sources, judgments about diff erent groups, and the ex-
ercise of power by a few.

Diverse Sources of Stratification
Class is only one basis for stratifi cation in the United 
States. Factors such as age, ethnicity, and national 
origin have a tremendous infl uence on stratifi cation. 
Race and gender are two primary infl uences in the 
stratifi cation system in the United States. In fact, ana-
lyzing class without also analyzing race and gender 
can be misleading. Race, class, and gender, as we are 
seeing throughout this book, are overlapping systems 

of stratifi cation that people experience simultane-
ously. A working-class Latina, for example, does not 
experience herself as working class at one moment, 
Hispanic at another moment, and a woman the next. 
At any given point in time, her position in society is 
the result of her race, class, and gender status. In other 
words, class position is manifested diff erently depend-
ing on one’s race and gender, just as gender is expe-
rienced diff erently depending on one’s race and class, 
and race is experienced diff erently depending on one’s 
gender and class. Depending on one’s circumstances, 
race, class, or gender may seem particularly salient at 
a given moment in a person’s life. For example, a Black 
middle-class man stopped and interrogated by police 
when driving through a predominantly White middle-
class neighborhood may at that moment feel his racial 
status as his single most outstanding characteristic, 
but at all times his race, class, and gender infl uence 
his life chances. As social categories, race, class, and 
gender shape all people’s experience in this society, 
not just those who are disadvantaged (Andersen and 
Collins ).

Class also signifi cantly diff erentiates group expe-
rience within given racial and gender groups. Latinos, 
for example, are broadly defi ned as those who trace 
their origins to regions originally colonized by Spain. 
Th e ancestors of this group include both White Span-
ish colonists and the natives who were enslaved on 
Spanish plantations. Today, some Latinos identify as 
White, others as Black, and others by their specifi c 
national and cultural origins. Th e very diff erent his-
tories of those categorized as Latino are matched by 
signifi cant diff erences in class. Some may have been 
schooled in the most affl  uent settings; others may be 
virtually unschooled. Th ose of upper-class standing 
may have had little experience with prejudice or dis-
crimination; others may have been highly segregated 
into barrios and treated with extraordinary prejudice. 
Latinos who live near each other geographically in 
the United States and who are the same age and share 
similar ancestry may have substantially diff erent ex-
periences based on their class standing. Neither class, 
race, nor gender, taken alone, can be considered an 
adequate indicator of diff erent group experiences. As 
you can see in Figure ., even one’s household status 
aff ects class standing.

The Race–Class Debate. Th e relationship between 
race and class is much debated among sociologists. Th e 
Black middle class goes all the way back to the small 
numbers of free Blacks in the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries (Frazier ), expanding in the twen-
tieth century to include those who were able to obtain 
an education and become established in industry, busi-
ness, or a profession. Although wages for Black middle-
class and professional workers never matched those of 
Whites in the same jobs, within the Black community 
the Black middle class has had relatively high prestige. 
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Many sociologists conclude that the class structure 
among African Americans has existed alongside the 
White class structure, separate and diff erent.

In recent years, both the African American and 
Latino middle classes have expanded, primarily as the 
result of increased access to education and middle-
class occupations for people of color (Higginbotham 
; Pattillo-McCoy ). Although middle-class 
Blacks and Latinos may have economic privileges that 
others in these groups do not have, their class stand-
ing does not make them immune to the negative ef-
fects of race. Asian Americans also have a signifi cant 
middle class, but they have also been stereotyped as the 
most successful minority group because of their pre-
sumed educational achievement, hard work, and thrift. 
Th is stereotype is referred to as the myth of the model 
minority and includes the idea that a minority group 
must adopt alleged dominant group values to suc-
ceed. Th is myth about Asian Americans obscures the 
signifi cant obstacles to success that Asian Americans 
encounter, and it ignores the hard work and educa-
tional achievements of other racial and ethnic groups. 
Th e idea that Asian Americans are the “model minor-
ity” also obscures the high rates of poverty among many 
Asian American groups (Lee ).

Despite recent successes, many in the Black mid-
dle class have a tenuous hold on this class status. Th e 
Black middle class remains as segregated from Whites 

as the Black poor, and continuing racial segregation in 
neighborhoods means that Black middle-class neigh-
borhoods are typically closer to Black poor neighbor-
hoods than the White middle-class neighborhoods are 
to White poor ones. Th is exposes many in the Black 
middle class to some of the same risks as those in pov-
erty. Th is is not to say that the Black middle class has 
the same experience as the poor, but it challenges the 
view that the Black middle class “has it all” (Lacy ; 
 Pattillo-McCoy ). Furthermore, Black Americans 
are still much more likely to be working class than mid-
dle class; they are also more likely to be working class 
than are Whites (Horton et al. ).

The Influence of Gender and Age. Th e eff ects of 
gender further complicate the analysis of class. In the 
past, women were thought to derive their class posi-
tion from their husbands or fathers, but sociologists 
now challenge this assumption. Measured by their own 
income and occupation, the vast majority of women 
would likely be considered working class. Th e median 
income for women, even among those employed full 
time, is far below the national median income level. 
In , when median income for men working year-
round and full time was $,, the median income 
of women working year-round, full time was $, 
(DeNavas-Walt et al. ). Th e vast majority of women 
work in low-prestige and low-wage occupations, even 
though women and men have comparable levels of 
educational attainment.

Age, too, is a signifi cant source of stratifi cation. Th e 
age group most likely to be poor are children,  percent 
of whom live in poverty in the United States. Th is repre-
sents a change from the recent past when the aged were 
the most likely to be poor (see Figure .). Although 

FIGURE 8.7 Poverty Among the Old and the Young, 
1965–2009
Source: DeNavas-Walt, Carmen, Bernadette D. Proctor, and Jessica C. Smith. 
2010. Income, Poverty, and Health Insurance Coverage in the United States: 
2009. Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Commerce. www.census.gov
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FIGURE 8.6 Median Annual Income by Race and 
Household Status As illustrated in this graph, married-
couple households have the highest median income in all 
racial–ethnic groups; female-headed households, the least. 
Which groups reach median income status ($49,777 for 
households in 2009) and what does this tell you about 
the combined infl uence of family type, gender, and race– 
ethnicity? 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau. 2010. Current Population  Survey, Table 
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many elderly people are now poor ( percent of those 
age  and over), far fewer in this age category are poor 
than was the case not many years ago (DeNavas-Walt et 
al. ). Th is shift refl ects the greater affl  uence of the 
older segments of the population—a trend that is likely 
to continue as the current large cohort of middle-aged, 
middle-class Baby Boomers grow older.

SOCIAL MOBILITY: MYTHS 
AND REALITIES
Popular legends extol the possibility of anyone be-
coming rich in the United States. Th e well-to-do are 
admired not just for their style of life but also for their 
supposed drive and diligence. Th e admiration for those 
who rise to the top makes it seem like anyone who is 
clever enough and works hard can become fabulously 
rich. Th e assumption is that the United States class sys-
tem is a meritocracy—that is, a system in which one’s 
status is based on merit or accomplishments, not other 
social characteristics. As the word suggests, in a meri-
tocracy people move up and down through the class 
system based on merit, not based on other characteris-
tics. Is this the case in the United States?

Defining Social Mobility
Social mobility is a person’s movement over time from 
one class to another. Social mobility can be up or down, 
although the American Dream emphasizes upward 
movement. Mobility can be either intergenerational, 
occurring between generations, as when a daughter 
rises above the class of her mother or father, or intra-
generational, occurring within a generation, as when a 
person’s class status changes as the result of business 
success (or disaster).

Societies diff er in the extent to which social mobil-
ity is permitted. Some societies are based on closed class 
systems, in which movement from one class to another 
is virtually impossible. In a caste system, for example, 
mobility is strictly limited by the circumstances of one’s 
birth. At the other extreme are open class systems, in 
which placement in the class system is based on individ-
ual achievement, not ascription. In open class systems, 
there are relatively loose class boundaries, high rates of 
class mobility, and weak perceptions of class diff erence.

The Extent of Social Mobility
Does social mobility occur in the United States? So-
cial mobility is much more limited than people be-
lieve. Success stories of social mobility do occur, but 
research fi nds that experiences of mobility over great 
distances are rare, certainly far less than believed. Most 
people remain in the same class as their parents. What 
mobility exists is typically short in distance, and some 
people actually drop to a lower status, referred to as 

downward social mobility. Research fi nds that rates of 
upward social mobility are highest among White men, 
followed by White women, then Black men, and fi nally, 
Black women (Mazunder ). Currently, half of all 
Americans say that they are not moving forward, and 
one-third say they have fallen further back (Acs and 
Zimmerman ). Evidence also suggests that mobil-
ity between generations may be becoming even more 
rigid than in the past (Sawhill and McClanahan ).

Social mobility is infl uenced most by factors that 
aff ect the whole society, not just by individual charac-
teristics. Just being born in a particular generation can 
have a signifi cant infl uence on one’s life chances. Th e 
fears of today’s young, middle-class people that they 
will be unable to achieve the lifestyles of their parents 
show the eff ect that being in a particular generation can 
have on one’s life chances. In other words, when mo-
bility occurs, it is usually because of societal changes 
that create or restrict opportunities, including such 
changes as economic cycles, changes in the occupa-
tional structure, and demographic factors, such as the 
number of college graduates in the labor force (Beller 
and Hout ). But mobility in the United States is 
not impossible. Indeed, many have immigrated to this 
nation with the knowledge that their life chances are 
better here than in their countries of origin. And, the 
social mobility that does exist is greatly infl uenced by 
education. But, in sum, social mobility is much more 
limited than the American Dream of mobility suggests.

Class Consciousness
Because of the widespread belief that mobility is pos-
sible, people in the United States, compared to many 
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The foreclosure crisis that unfolded in 2009 aff ected many, 
including whole communities, especially those of working class 
and minority residents.
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other societies, tend not to be very conscious of class. 
Class consciousness is the perception that a class 
structure exists along with a feeling of shared identifi ca-
tion with others in one’s class—that is, those with whom 
you share life chances (Centers ). Notice that there 
are two dimensions to the defi nition of class conscious-
ness: the idea that a class structure exists and one’s 
class identifi cation.

Th ere has been a long-standing argument that 
Americans are not very class conscious because of the 
belief that upward mobility is possible and because of 
the belief in individualism that is part of the culture. 
Images of opulence also saturate popular culture, mak-
ing it seem that such material comforts are available 
to anyone. Th e faith that upward mobility is possible 
ironically perpetuates inequality since, if people be-
lieve that everyone has the same chances of success, 
they are likely to think that whatever inequality exists 
must be fair or the result of individual success and 
failure.

Class inequality in any society is usually but-
tressed by ideas that support (or actively promote) 
inequality. Beliefs that people are biologically, cul-
turally, or socially diff erent can be used to justify the 
higher position of some groups. If people believe 
these ideas, the ideas provide legitimacy for the sys-
tem. Karl Marx used the term false consciousness 

to describe the class consciousness of subordinate 
classes who had internalized the view of the domi-
nant class. Marx argued that the ruling class controls 
subordinate classes by infi ltrating their consciousness 
with belief systems that are consistent with the inter-
ests of the ruling class. If people accept these ideas, 
which justify inequality, they need not be overtly co-
erced into accepting the roles designated for them by 
the ruling class.

Class consciousness in the United States has been 
higher at some times than others. Now,  percent of 
the public identifies as working class,  percent as 
middle class,  percent as lower class, and  percent 
as upper class (National Opinion Research Center 
). There have been times when class conscious-
ness was higher, such as during the labor movement 
of the s and s. Then, working-class people 
had a very high degree of class consciousness and 
mobilized on behalf of workers’ rights. But now the 
formation of a relatively large middle class and a rel-
atively high standard of living militates against class 
discontent. Racial and ethnic divisions also make 
strong alliances within various classes less stable. 
The growing inequality of today could result in a 
higher degree of class consciousness, but this has not 
yet developed into a significant class-based move-
ment for change.

a sociological eye ON THE media

The media have a substantial impact on 
how people view the social class system 
and diff erent groups within it. Especially 
because people tend to live and associate 
with people in their own class, how they 
see others can be largely framed by the 
portrayal of diff erent class groups in the 
media. Research has found this to be 
true and, in addition, has found that mass 
media have the power to shape public 
support for policies for public assistance.

To begin with, the media overrepre-
sent the lifestyle of the most comfort-
able classes. It is the rare family that 
can aff ord the home decor and fashion 
depicted in soap operas, ironically most 
likely watched by those in the working 
class. Media portrayals, such as those 
found on television talk shows as well 
as sports, tend to emphasize stories 
of upward mobility. When the working 
class is depicted, it tends to be shown 
as deviant, reinforcing class antagonism 

Reproducing Class Stereotypes

and giving viewers a sense of moral and 
“class superiority” (Gersch 1999).

Content analyses of the media also 
fi nd that the poor are largely invisible in 
the media (Mantsios 2010). Those poor 
people who are depicted in television and 
magazines are more often portrayed as 
Black than is actually the case, leading 
people to overestimate the actual number 
of the Black poor. The elderly and working 
poor are rarely seen (Clawson and Trice 
2000; Gilens 1996). Representations of 
welfare overemphasize themes of de-
pendency, especially when the portrayal 
is of African Americans. Women are also 
more likely than men to be represented as 
dependent (Misra et al. 2003). And rarely 
are welfare activists shown as experts; 
rather, public offi  cials are typically given 
the voice of authority (Ryan 1996). One 
result is that the media end up framing 
the “fi eld of thinkable solutions to public 
problems” (Sotirovic 2000, 2001), but do 

so within a context that ignores the social 
structural context of social issues.

Further resources: See the fi lm, Class Dismissed: 
How TV Frames the Working Class, Media Edu-
cation Foundation. www.mediaed.org

Sources: Gersch, Beate. 1999. “Class in Day-
time Talk Television.” Peace Review 11 (June): 
275–281; Sotirovic, Mira. 2001. “Media Use 
and Perceptions of Welfare.” Journal of 
Communication 51 (December): 750–774; 
Sotirovic, Mira. 2000. “Eff ects of Media Use 
on Audience Framing and Support for Wel-
fare.” Mass Communication & Society 2-3 
(Spring-Summer): 269–296; Bullock, Heather 
E., Karen Fraser, and Wendy R. Williams. 2001. 
“Media Images of the Poor.” The Journal of 
Social Issues 57 (Summer): 229–246; Clawson, 
Rosalee A., and Rakuya Trice. 2000. “Poverty 
as We Know It: Media Portrayals of the Poor.” 
The Public Opinion Quarterly 64 (Spring): 
53–64; Gilens, Martin. 1996. “Race and Pov-
erty in America: Public Misperceptions and 
the American News Media.” Public Opinion 
Quarterly 60 (Winter): 515–541; Misra, Joy, 
Stephanie Moller, and Marina Karides. 2003. 
“Envisioning Dependency: Changing Media 
Depictions of Welfare in the 20th Century.” 
Social Problems 50 (November): 482–504; 
Ryan, Charlotte. 1996. “Battered in the Media: 
Mainstream News Coverage of Welfare 
Reform.” Radical America 26 (August): 29–41.
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WHY IS THERE INEQUALITY?
Stratifi cation occurs in all societies. Why? Th is ques-
tion originates in classical sociology in the works of Karl 
Marx and Max Weber, theorists whose work continues 
to inform the analysis of class inequality today.

Karl Marx: Class and Capitalism
Karl Marx (–) provided a complex and pro-
found analysis of the class system under capitalism—an 
analysis that, although more than  years old, contin-
ues to inform sociological analyses and has been the 
basis for major world change. Marx defi ned classes in 
relationship to the means of production, defi ned as the 
system by which goods are produced and distributed. 
In Marx’s analysis, two primary classes exist under cap-
italism: the capitalist class, those who own the means 
of production, and the working class (or proletariat), 
those who sell their labor for wages. Th ere are further 
divisions within these two classes: the petty bourgeoi-
sie, small business owners and managers (those whom 
you might think of as middle class) who identify with 
the interests of the capitalist class but do not own the 
means of production, and the lumpenproletariat, those 
who have become unnecessary as workers and are then 
discarded. (Today, these would be the underclass, the 
homeless, and the permanently poor.)

Marx thought that with the development of capi-
talism, the capitalist and working class would become 
increasingly antagonistic (something he referred to as 
class struggle). As class confl icts became more intense, 
the two classes would become more polarized, with 
the petty bourgeoisie becoming deprived of their prop-
erty and dropping into the working class. Th is analy-
sis is still refl ected in contemporary questions about 
whether the classes are becoming more polarized, with 
the rich getting richer and everyone else worse off , as 
we have seen.

In addition to the class struggle that Marx thought 
would characterize the advancement of capitalism, he 
also thought that capitalism was the basis for other social 
institutions. Capitalism is the infrastructure of society, 
with other institutions (such as law, education, the family, 
and so forth) refl ecting capitalist interests. Th us, accord-
ing to Marx, the law supports the interests of capitalists; 
the family promotes values that socialize people into ap-
propriate work roles; and education refl ects the interests 
of the capitalist class. Over time, capitalism increasingly 
penetrates society, as we can clearly see with the corpo-
rate mergers that characterize modern life and the pre-
dominance of capitalist values in society’s institutions.

Why do people support such a system? Here is 
where ideology plays a role. Ideology refers to belief 
systems that support the status quo. According to Marx, 
the dominant ideas of a society are promoted by the rul-
ing class. Th rough their control of the communications 
industries in modern society, the ruling class is able to 
produce ideas that buttress their interests.

Much of Marx’s analysis boils down to the conse-
quences of a system based on the pursuit of profi t. If 
goods were exchanged at the cost of producing them, 
no profi t would be produced. Capitalist owners want 
to sell commodities for more than their actual value—
more than the cost of producing them, including mate-
rials and labor. Because workers contribute value to the 
system and capitalists extract value, Marx saw  capitalist 
profi t as the exploitation of labor. Marx believed that as 
profi ts became increasingly concentrated in the hands 
of a few capitalists, the working class would become 
increasingly dissatisfi ed. Th e basically exploitative 
character of capitalism, according to Marx, would ulti-
mately lead to its destruction as workers organized to 
overthrow the rule of the capitalist class. Class confl ict 
between workers and capitalists, he argued, was in-
escapable, with revolution being the inevitable result. 
Perhaps the class revolution that Marx predicted has 
not occurred, but the dynamics of capitalism that he 
analyzed are unfolding before us.

At the time Marx was writing, the middle class was 
small and consisted mostly of small business owners 
and managers. Marx saw the middle class as depen-
dent on the capitalist class, but exploited by it, because 
the middle class did not own the means of production. 
He saw middle-class people as identifying with the in-
terests of the capitalist class because of the similarity in 
their economic interests and their dependence on the 
capitalist system. Marx believed that the middle class 
failed to work in its own best interests because it falsely 
believed that it benefi ted from capitalist arrange-
ments. Marx thought that in the long run the middle 
class would pay for their misplaced faith when profi ts 
became increasingly concentrated in the hands of a 
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In a society where there is excessive consumerism, shopping 
becomes a leisure activity, not just a necessity.
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few and more and more of the middle class dropped 
into the working class. Because he did not foresee the 
emergence of the large and highly diff erentiated mid-
dle class we have today, not every part of Marx’s theory 
has proved true. Still, his analysis provides a powerful 
portrayal of the forces of capitalism and the tendency 
for wealth to belong to a few, whereas the majority 
work only to make ends meet. He has also infl uenced 
the lives of billions of people under self-proclaimed 
Marxist systems that were created in an attempt, how-
ever unrealized, to overcome the pitfalls of capitalist 
society.

Max Weber: Class, Status, and Party
Max Weber (–) agreed with Marx that classes 
were formed around economic interests, and he agreed 
that material forces (that is, economic forces) have a pow-
erful eff ect on people’s lives. However, he disagreed with 
Marx that economic forces are the primary dimension of 
stratifi cation. Weber saw three dimensions to stratifi cation:

• class (the economic dimension);
• status (or prestige, the cultural and social dimen-

sion); and,
• party (or power, the political dimension).

Weber is thus responsible for a multidimensional 
view of social stratifi cation because he analyzed the 
connections between economic, cultural, and politi-
cal systems. Weber pointed out that, although the eco-
nomic, social, and political dimensions of stratifi cation 
are usually related, they are not always consistent. A per-
son could be high on one or two dimensions, but low on 
another. A major drug dealer is an example: high wealth 
(economic dimension) and power (political dimension) 
but low prestige (social dimension), at least in the eyes 
of the mainstream society, even if not in other circles.

Weber defi ned class as the economic dimension of 
stratifi cation—how much access to the material goods 
of society a group or individual has, as measured by in-
come, property, and other fi nancial assets. A family with 
an income of $, per year clearly has more access 
to the resources of a society than a family living on an 
income of $, per year. Weber understood that a 
class has common economic interests and that eco-
nomic well-being was the basis for one’s life chances. 
But, in addition, he thought that people were also strati-
fi ed based on their status and power diff erences.

Status, to Weber, is the prestige dimension of 
stratifi cation—the social judgment or recognition given 
to a person or group. Weber understood that class dis-
tinctions are linked to status distinctions—that is, those 
with the most economic resources tend to have the 
highest status in society, but not always. In a local com-
munity, for example, those with the most status may be 
those who have lived there the longest, even if newcom-
ers arrive with more money. Although having power is 
typically related to also having high economic standing 

and high social status, this is not always the case, as you 
saw with the example of the drug dealer.

Finally, party (or what we would now call power) 
is the political dimension of stratifi cation. It is the ca-
pacity to infl uence groups and individuals even in the 
face of opposition. Power is also refl ected in the ability 
of a person or group to negotiate their way through so-
cial institutions. An unemployed Latino man wrongly 
accused of a crime, for instance, does not have much 
power to negotiate his way through the criminal jus-
tice system. By comparison, business executives ac-
cused of corporate crime can aff ord expensive lawyers 
and thus frequently go unpunished or, if they are found 
guilty, serve relatively light sentences in comparatively 
pleasant facilities. Again, Weber saw power as linked 
to economic standing, but he did not think that eco-
nomic standing was always the determining cause of 
people’s power.

Marx and Weber explain diff erent features of 
stratifi cation. Both understood the importance of the 
economic basis of stratifi cation, and they knew the sig-
nifi cance of class for determining the course of one’s 
life. Marx saw people as acting primarily out of eco-
nomic interests. Weber refi ned the sociological analyses 
of stratifi cation to account for the subtleties that can be 
observed when you look beyond the sheer economic di-
mension to stratifi cation, stratifi cation being the result 
of economic, social, and political forces. Together, Marx 
and Weber provide compelling theoretical grounds for 
understanding the contemporary class structure.

Functionalism and Conflict Theory: 
The Continuing Debate
Marx and Weber were trying to understand why diff er-
ences existed in the resources and power that diff erent 
groups in society hold. Th e question persists of why 
there is inequality. Two major frameworks in socio-
logical theory—functionalist and confl ict theory—take 
quite diff erent approaches to understanding inequality 
(see Table ., p. ).

The Functionalist Perspective on Inequality. Func-
tionalist theory views society as a system of institutions 
organized to meet society’s needs (see Chapter ). Th e 
functionalist perspective emphasizes that the parts of 
society are in basic harmony with each other; society 
is characterized by cohesion, consensus, cooperation, 
stability, and persistence (Eitzen and Baca Zinn ; 
Merton ; Parsons a). Diff erent parts of the social 
system complement one another and are held together 
through social consensus and cooperation. To explain 
stratifi cation, functionalists propose that the roles fi lled 
by the upper classes—such as governance, economic 
innovation, investment, and management—are essen-
tial for a cohesive and smoothly running society and 
hence are rewarded in proportion to their contribution 
to the social order (Davis and Moore ).
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According to the functionalist perspective, social 
inequality serves an important purpose in society: It 
motivates people to fi ll the diff erent positions in soci-
ety that are needed for the survival of the whole. Func-
tionalists think that some positions in society are more 
important than others and require the most talent and 
training. Rewards attached to those positions (such as 
higher income and prestige) ensure that people will 
make the sacrifi ces needed to acquire the training for 
functionally important positions (Davis and Moore 
). Higher class status thus comes to those who ac-
quire what is needed for success (such as education and 
job training). In other words, functionalist theorists see 
inequality as based on a reward system that motivates 
people to succeed.

The Conflict Perspective on Inequality. Confl ict 
theory also sees society as a social system, but un-
like functionalism, confl ict theory interprets society 
as being held together through confl ict and coercion. 
From a confl ict-based perspective, society comprises 
competing interest groups, some with more power than 
others. Diff erent groups struggle over societal resources 
and compete for social advantage. Confl ict theorists 
argue that those who control society’s resources also 
hold power over others. Th e powerful are also likely to 
act to reproduce their advantage and try to shape soci-
etal beliefs to make their privileges appear to be legiti-
mate and fair. In sum, confl ict theory emphasizes the 
friction in society rather than the coherence and sees 
society as dominated by elites.

table 8.2 Functionalist and Conflict Theories of Stratification

Interprets Functionalism Conflict Theory

Inequality Inequality serves an important purpose in society 
by motivating people to fi ll the diff erent positions in 
society that are needed for the survival of the whole.

Inequality results from a system of domination 
and subordination where those with the most 
resources exploit and control others.

Class structure Diff erentiation is essential for a cohesive society. Diff erent groups struggle over societal 
resources and compete for social advantage.

Reward system Rewards are attached to certain positions (such as 
higher income and prestige) as a way to ensure that 
people will make the sacrifi ces needed to acquire the 
training for functionally important positions in society.

The more stratifi ed a society, the less likely that 
society will benefi t from the talents of all its 
citizens, because inequality prevents the talents 
of those at the bottom from being discovered 
and used.

Classes Some positions in society are more functionally 
important than others and are rewarded because they 
require the greatest degree of talent and training.

Classes exist in confl ict with each other as 
they vie for power and economic, social, 
and political resources.

Life chances Those who work hardest and succeed have greater 
life chances.

The most vital jobs in society—those that 
sustain life and the quality of life—are usually 
the least rewarded.

Elites The most talented are rewarded in proportion to 
their contribution to the social order.

The most powerful reproduce their 
advantage by distributing resources and 
controlling the dominant value system.

Class consciousness/
ideology

Beliefs about success and failure confi rm the status 
of those who succeed.

Elites shape societal beliefs to make their 
unequal privilege appear to be legitimate 
and fair.

Social mobility Upward mobility is possible for those who acquire 
the necessary talents and tools for success (such as 
education and job training).

There is blocked mobility in the system 
because the working class and poor are 
denied the same opportunities as others.

Poverty Poverty serves economic and social functions in 
society.

Poverty is inevitable because of the 
exploitation built into the system.

Social policy Because the system is basically fair, social policies 
should only reward merit.

Because the system is basically unfair, social 
policies should support disadvantaged groups 
by redirecting society’s resources for a more 
equitable distribution of income and wealth.
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From the perspective of confl ict theory, derived 
largely from the work of Karl Marx, social stratifi ca-
tion is based on class confl ict and blocked opportu-
nity. Confl ict theorists see stratifi cation as a system of 
domination and subordination in which those with the 
most resources exploit and control others. Th ey also see 
the diff erent classes as in confl ict with each other, with 
the unequal distribution of rewards refl ecting the class 
interests of the powerful, not the survival needs of the 
whole society (Eitzen and Baca Zinn ). According to 
the confl ict perspective, inequality provides elites with 
the power to distribute resources, make and enforce 
laws, and control value systems; elites use these powers 
in ways that reproduce inequality. Others in the class 
structure, especially the working class and the poor, ex-
perience blocked mobility.

Confl ict theorists argue that the consequences of 
inequality are negative. From a confl ict point of view, 
the more stratifi ed a society, the less likely that society 
will benefi t from the talents of its citizens; inequality 
limits the life chances of those at the bottom, prevent-
ing their talents from being discovered and used. To the 
waste of talent is added the restriction of human cre-
ativity and productivity.

The Debate Between Functionalist and Conflict 
Theories. Implicit in the argument of each perspective 
is criticism of the other perspective. Functionalism as-
sumes that the most highly rewarded jobs are the most 
important for society, whereas confl ict theorists argue 
that some of the most vital jobs in society—those that sus-
tain life and the quality of life, such as farmers, mothers, 
trash collectors, and a wide range of other laborers—are 
usually the least rewarded. Confl ict theorists also criticize 
functionalist theory for assuming that the most talented 
get the greatest rewards. Th ey point out that systems of 
stratifi cation tend to devalue the contributions of those 
left at the bottom and to underutilize the diverse talents 
of all people (Tumin ). In contrast, functionalist theo-
rists contend that the confl ict view of how economic in-
terests shape social organization is too simplistic. Confl ict 
theorists respond by arguing that functionalists hold too 
conservative a view of society and overstate the degree of 
consensus and stability that exists.

Th e debate between functionalist and confl ict 
theorists raises fundamental questions about how peo-
ple view inequality. Is it inevitable? How is inequality 
maintained? Do people basically accept it? Th is debate 
is not just academic. Th e assumptions made from each 
perspective frame public policy debates. Whether the 
topic is taxation, poverty, or homelessness, if people 
believe that anyone can get ahead by ability alone, they 
will tend to see the system of inequality as fair and ac-
cept the idea that there should be a diff erential reward 
system. Th ose who tend toward the confl ict view of 
the stratifi cation system are more likely to advocate 
programs that emphasize public responsibility for the 
well-being of all groups and to support programs and 

policies that result in more of the income and wealth of 
society going toward the needy.

POVERTY
Many people in the United States were shocked when, 
following the devastation of Hurricane Katrina in New 
Orleans and the Gulf Coast, thousands of poor, mostly 
African American people were seen on national TV in 
horrifi c circumstances, struggling to stay alive and vis-
ibly poor. Katrina uncovered one of the faces of poverty 
in the United States. For many people it was surprising 
to see conditions that are normally associated with 
poor, underdeveloped nations right here in the United 
States in one of our major and beloved cities.

Th e truth is that, despite the relatively high aver-
age standard of living in the United States, poverty af-
fl icts millions of people. And the particulars of poverty 
are deeply related to the social structures of class, race, 
and gender. In New Orleans, for example, when Katrina 
hit,  percent of the population was poor—twice the 
national rate. Two-thirds of families headed by women 
in New Orleans were poor, twice the national rate (U.S. 
Census Bureau ). Although a disaster like Katrina 
can hurt anyone—and did harm people of diff ering 
social and economic statuses—natural disasters tend 
to have a particularly hard impact on the most vulner-
able social groups, such as the poor. Th is shows that di-
sasters are not just natural phenomena; they also have 
sociological dimensions (Bobo and Dawson ; Hart-
man and Squires ).

Th e poverty that Katrina unmasked was not, of 
course, news to social scientists who have long ana-
lyzed the extent of poverty in the United States and how 

Although most people associate poverty with urban 
areas, poverty rates outside of metropolitan areas are 
actually higher than the rates inside metropolitan areas.
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it aff ects society’s problems. Poor health care, failures in 
the education system, and crime are all related to pov-
erty. Who is poor, and why is there so much poverty in 
an otherwise relatively affl  uent society?

Th e federal government has established an offi  cial 
defi nition of poverty used to determine eligibility for 
government assistance and to measure the extent of 
poverty in the United States. Th e poverty line is the 
amount of money needed to support the basic needs 
of a household, as determined by government; below 
this line, one is considered offi  cially poor. To deter-
mine the poverty line, the Social Security Administra-
tion takes a low-cost food budget (based on dietary 
information provided by the U.S. Department of Ag-
riculture) and multiplies by a factor of three, assum-
ing that a family spends approximately one-third of 
its budget on food. Th e resulting fi gure is the offi  cial 

what WOULD THEY say now?
Suppose some of the classical theorists 
of sociology observed an American 
sports event? What might they say about 
social class and sports?

Emile Durkheim: Truthfully, my theo-
ries do not address social class that 
much because I am more interested in 
the cultural symbols and events that 
bind people together. So I notice that 
people wear a lot of sports symbols, like 
jerseys and hats, and they put a lot of 
these symbols on their cars! It certainly 
projects an identity to others that must 
make them feel part of some collective 
group. I can’t help but wonder if some of 
these symbolic identities are connected 
to people’s social class location. I mean, 
I don’t see really rich people wearing 
NASCAR caps, but I do see them with 
various yacht club logos on their polo 
shirts and ties.

Max Weber: I think there is more than 
one dimension to this question of the con-
nection between social class and sports. 
Everywhere I look I see class, power, and 
prestige all tangled up in sports. First, look 
at the class diff erences associated with 
diff erent sports: Some seem to have much 
more prestige than others. But there is 
also a big connection to politics. Wow—
during elections, there are politicians all 
over the place—at tailgate parties and 
hanging out in the expensive box seats. It 

Classical Theorists Reflect on Social Class and Sports it seems that sports are one place where 
the color line is at least blurred. But 
there are yet too many instances where 
racial prejudice rears its head. Black peo-
ple will not be free in any context until 
the color line in sports, and elsewhere, 
is gone.

just seems like sports are really embedded 
in the culture and politics of this society, 
something especially suggested by the 
phrase an “All-American.”

Karl Marx: I just see corporate profi ts 
and exploitation everywhere I look. 
My goodness, not only are the stadi-
ums named for corporate sponsors, 
but I’ve even heard various plays 
labeled by a sponsor, like the “AT&T 
All-American Play of the Week!” 
And the money that is spent on 
the commercials! It makes me faint 
to think of how much is spent just 
to get the fans to buy a particular 
brand of beer! Social class is every-
where in sports, although the work-
ers are often invisible. Sure, some 
of the athletes are very highly paid, 
but it’s the working-class people 
holding this all together. Who do 
you think cleans up these stadiums 
after the fans leave, or cooks the 
food, and takes out all the trash? It’s 
an amazing example of a capitalist 
social system.

W.E.B. Du Bois: There has been a 
strong tendency throughout U.S. 
history to use Black people as ma-
terial resources that yield dividends 
for others. I am as thrilled as anyone 
else to see the incredible athletic 
accomplishments of my people, and 
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Sports is big business with profi ts coming not only from the 
sports themselves, but also from all the ancillary businesses as-
sociated with it.

poverty line, adjusted slightly each year for increases 
in the cost of living. In , the offi  cial poverty line for 
a family of four was $,. Although a cutoff  point 
is necessary to administer antipoverty programs, this 
defi nition of poverty can be misleading. A person or 
family earning $ above the cutoff  point would not be 
offi  cially categorized as poor.

see FOR YOURSELF
Using the current federal poverty line ($21,756 for a fam-
ily of four) as a guide, develop a monthly budget that does 
not exceed this income level and that accounts for all of 
your family’s needs. For purposes of this exercise, as-
sume that you head a family of four, the fi gure on which 
this poverty threshold is based. Base your budget on 
the actual costs of such things in your locale (rent, food, 
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transportation, utilities, clothing, and so forth). Don’t for-
get to account for taxes (state, federal, and local), health 
care expenses, your children’s education, car repairs, and 
so on. What does this exercise teach you about those who 
live below the poverty line? •

Who Are the Poor?
Th ere are now more than . million poor people in the 
United States, representing . percent of the popula-
tion. After the s, poverty declined in the United States. 
Although the poverty rate has generally been increasing 
since , it rose even more during the economic reces-
sion, with . million people falling into poverty simply 
in the two-year time period between  and . Al-
though the majority of the poor are White, disproportion-
ately high rates of poverty are also found among Asian 
Americans, Native Americans, Black Americans, and 
Hispanics. One-third of Native Americans,  percent of 
African Americans,  percent of Hispanics, . percent 
of Asians, and  percent of non-Hispanic Whites are poor 
(DeNavas-Walt et al. ). Among Hispanics, there are 
further diff erences among groups. Puerto Ricans—the 
Hispanic group with the lowest median income—have 
been most likely to suff er increased poverty, probably 
because of their concentration in the poorest segments 
of the labor market and their high unemployment rates 
(Hauan et al. ; Tienda and Stier ). Asian Ameri-
can poverty has also increased substantially in recent 
years, particularly among the most recent immigrant 
groups, including Laotians, Cambodians, Vietnamese, 
Chinese, and Korean immigrants; Filipino, Japanese, and 
Asian Indian families have lower rates of poverty (U.S. 
Census Bureau ; Lee ).

Th e vast majority of the poor have always been 
women and children, but the percentage of women and 
children considered to be poor has increased in recent 
years. Th e term feminization of poverty refers to the 
large proportion of the poor who are women and chil-
dren. Th is trend results from several factors, including 
the dramatic growth of female-headed households, a 
decline in the proportion of the poor who are elderly (not 
matched by a decline in the poverty of women and chil-
dren), and continuing wage inequality between women 
and men. Th e large number of poor women is associated 
with a commensurate large number of poor children. By 
,  percent of all children (those under age ) in 
the United States were poor, including  percent of non-
Hispanic White children,  percent of Black children, 
 percent of Hispanic children, and  percent of Asian 
American children (DeNavas-Walt ).

One-third of all families headed by women are poor 
(see Figure .). In recent years, wages for young work-
ers have declined; since most unmarried mothers are 
quite young, there is a strong likelihood that their chil-
dren will be poor. Because of the divorce rate and gen-
erally little child support provided by men, women are 
also increasingly likely to be without the contributing 

income of a spouse and for longer periods of their lives. 
Women are more likely than men to live with children 
and to be fi nancially responsible for them. However, 
women without children also suff er a high poverty rate, 
compounded in recent times by the fact that women 
now live longer than before and are less likely to be 
married than in previous periods.

debunking SOCIETY’S MYTHS
myth: Marriage is a good way to reduce women’s 
dependence on welfare.

reality: Although it is true that married-couple 
households are less likely to be poor than single-headed 
households, forcing women to marry encourages women’s 
dependence on men and punishes women for being inde-
pendent. Research indicates that poor women place a high 
value on marriage and want to be married, but also under-
stand that men’s unemployment and instability makes their 
ideal of marriage unattainable. In addition, large numbers 
of women receiving welfare have been victims of domestic 
violence (Edin and Kefalas 2005; Scott et al. 2002). •

Th e poor are not a one-dimensional group. Th ey 
are racially diverse, including Whites, Blacks, Hispan-
ics, Asian Americans, and Native Americans. Th ey are 
diverse in age, including not just children and young 
mothers, but men and women of all ages, and especially 
a substantial number of the elderly, many of whom 
live alone. Th ey are also geographically diverse, to be 
found in areas east and west, south and north, urban 
and rural, although, as Map . shows, poverty rates 
are generally higher in the South and Southwest. One 
marked change in poverty is the growth of poverty in 

FIGURE 8.8 Poverty Status by Family Type and Race 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau. 2010. Historical Income Tables, Table 
POV-02, People in Families, by Family Structure, Age, and Sex, Iterated 
by Income-to-Poverty Ratio and Race: 2009. www.census.gov
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suburban areas to over  percent of all poverty. At the 
same time, half of the poor live inside central cities. But 
the focus on urban poverty should not cause you to lose 
sight of the extent of rural poverty as well.

Despite the idea that the poor “milk” the system, 
government supports for the poor are limited. Half 
of the poor receive no food stamps;  percent get no 
housing assistance (National Priorities Project ). 
Budget reductions at the state and federal level also have 
an impact on poverty, especially among women who are 
more reliant than men on public sector jobs. All told, 
government support for poor women and their children 
is negligible, despite the fact that the system is reviled as 
overly generous and producing sloth and dependence.

Among the poor are the thousands of homeless. It 
is diffi  cult to estimate the number of homeless people. 
Depending on how one defi nes and measures home-
lessness, the estimates vary widely. If you count the 
number of homeless on any given night, there may be 
about , to , homeless people (depending 
on the month measured), but measuring those expe-
riencing homelessness over a period of one year, the 

estimates are about . million people (National Coali-
tion for the Homeless ).

Whatever the actual numbers of homeless people, 
there has been an increase in homelessness over the 
past two decades. Families are the fastest-growing seg-
ment of the homeless— percent; children are  per-
cent of the homeless. Moreover, half of the women with 
children who are homeless have fl ed from domestic vi-
olence (National Coalition Against Domestic Violence 
; Zorza ). Among homeless people, about 
 percent are African American; another  percent 
are White;  percent, Hispanic;  percent, Native 
American; and  percent, Asian. A shocking number 
of the homeless are veterans (about  percent of the 
homeless), including those returning from Iraq and 
Afghanistan (National Coalition for the Homeless ).

Th ere are many reasons for homelessness. Th e 
great majority of the homeless are on the streets be-
cause of the lack of aff ordable housing and an increase 
in poverty, leaving many people with no choice but to 
live on the street. Add to that problems of inadequate 
health care, domestic violence, and addiction, and you 

MAP 8.2

Mapping America’s Diversity
This map shows regional diff erences 
in poverty rates (that is, the percent-
age of poor in diff erent counties). As 
you can see, poverty is higher in the 
South (15.7 percent) than in the West 

(14.9 percent), Northeast (12.2 percent), 
and Midwest (13.3 percent). Various so-
cial factors explain diff erent rates of pov-
erty, including regional labor markets, 
the degree of urbanization, immigration 

patterns, and population composition, 
among other factors. What do you think 
are the major causes of poverty in your 
region? Data: U.S. Census Bureau. 2010. 
American Fact Finder. www.census.gov 
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begin to understand the factors that create homeless-
ness. Some of the homeless (about  percent of single, 
homeless adults) are mentally ill; the movement to get 
mental patients out of institutional settings has left 
many without mental health resources that might help 
them (National Coalition for the Homeless ).

Causes of Poverty
Most agree that poverty is a serious social problem. 
Th ere is far less agreement on what to do about it. 
Public debate about poverty hinges on disagreements 
about its underlying causes. Two points of view pre-
vail: Some blame the poor for their own condition, and 
some look to social structural causes to explain pov-
erty. Th e fi rst view, popular with the public and many 
policymakers, is that poverty is caused by the cultural 
habits of the poor. According to this point of view, be-
haviors such as crime, family breakdown, lack of am-
bition, and educational failure generate and sustain 
poverty, a syndrome to be treated by forcing the poor 
to fend for themselves. Th e second view is more socio-
logical, one that understands poverty as rooted in the 
structure of society, not in the morals and behaviors of 
individuals.

Blaming the Victim: The Culture of Poverty. Blam-
ing the poor for being poor stems from the myth that 
success requires only individual motivation and ability. 
Many in the United States adhere to this view and hence 
have a harsh opinion of the poor. Th is attitude is also re-
fl ected in U.S. public policy concerning poverty, which 
is rather ungenerous compared with other industrial-
ized nations. Th ose who blame the poor for their own 
plight typically argue that poverty is the result of early 
childbearing, drug and alcohol abuse, refusal to enter 
the labor market, and crime. Such thinking puts the 
blame for poverty on individual choices, not on societal 
problems. In other words, it blames the victim, not the 
society, for social problems (Ryan ).

Th e culture of poverty argument attributes the 
major causes of poverty to the absence of work values 
and the irresponsibility of the poor. In this light, poverty 
is seen as a dependent way of life that is transferred, like 
other cultural values, from generation to generation. 
Th e culture of poverty argument has now been adapted 
by many policymakers to argue that the actual causes 
of poverty are found in the breakdown of major institu-
tions, including the family, schools, and churches.

Is the culture of poverty argument true? To answer 
this question, we might ask: Is poverty transmitted 
across generations? Researchers have found only mixed 
support for this assumption. Many of those who are 
poor remain poor for only one or two years; only a small 
percentage of the poor are chronically poor. More often, 
poverty results from a household crisis, such as divorce, 
illness, unemployment, or parental death. People tend 
to cycle in and out of poverty. Th e public stereotype that 

poverty is passed through generations is thus not well 
supported by the facts.

A second question is, Do the poor want to work? 
Th e persistent public stereotype that they do not is cen-
tral to the culture of poverty thesis. Th is attitude pre-
sumes that poverty is the fault of the poor, that if they 
would only change their values and adopt the American 
work ethic, then poverty would go away. What is the evi-
dence for these claims?

Most of the able-bodied poor do work, even if only 
part-time. Moreover, as we saw above, the number of 
workers who constitute the working poor has increased. 
You can see why this is true when you calculate the 
income of someone working full-time for minimum 
wage. Someone working forty hours per week, fi fty-two 
weeks per year, at minimum wage will have an income 
far below the poverty line. Th is is the major reason that 
many have organized a living wage campaign, intended 
to raise the federal minimum wage to provide workers 
with a decent standard of living.

Current policies that force those on welfare to work 
also tend to overlook how diffi  cult it is for poor people 
to retain the jobs they get. Prior to welfare reform in the 
mid-s, poor women who went off  welfare to take 
jobs often found they soon had to return to welfare be-
cause the wages they earned were not enough to support 
their families. Leaving welfare often means losing health 
benefi ts, yet incurring increased living expenses. Th e 
jobs that poor people fi nd often do not lift them out of 
poverty. In sum, attributing poverty to the values of the 
poor is both unproven and a poor basis for public policy 
(Albelda and Tilly ; Catanzarite and Ortiz ).

Structural Causes of Poverty. From a sociological 
point of view, the underlying causes of poverty lie in 
the economic and social transformations taking place 
in the United States. Careful scholars do not attribute 
poverty to a single cause. Th ere are many causes. Two 
of the most important are the restructuring of the econ-
omy, which has resulted in diminished earning power 
and increased unemployment, and the status of women 
in the family and the labor market, which has contrib-
uted to women being overrepresented among the poor. 
Add to these underlying conditions the federal policies 
in recent years that have diminished social support for 
the poor in the form of welfare, public housing, and job 
training. Given these reductions in federal support, it is 
little wonder that poverty is so widespread.

debunking SOCIETY’S MYTHS
myth: Mothers on welfare have more children to 
increase the size of their welfare checks.

sociological perspective: No causal relation-
ship exists between the size of welfare benefi ts and the 
number of births by welfare recipients. The presence of 
“family cap” policies (those that prohibit welfare benefi ts 
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Th is federal policy eliminated the longstanding wel-
fare program titled Aid to Families with Dependent 
Children (AFDC), which was created in  as part of 
the Social Security Act. Implemented during the Great 
 Depression, AFDC was meant to assist poor mothers 
and their children. It acknowledged that some people 
are victimized by economic circumstances beyond 
their control and deserve assistance. For much of its 
lifetime, this law supported mostly White mothers and 
their children; not until the s did welfare come to 
be identifi ed with Black families.

The new welfare policy gives block grants to 
states to administer their own welfare programs 
through the program called Temporary Assistance 
for Needy Families (TANF). TANF stipulates a life-
time limit of five years for people to receive aid and 
requires all welfare recipients to find work within two 
years—a policy known as workfare. Those who have 
not found work within two years of receiving welfare 
can be required to perform community service jobs 
for free.

In addition, welfare policy denies payments to un-
married teen parents under eighteen years of age un-
less they stay in school and live with an adult. It also 
requires unmarried mothers to identify the fathers of 
their children or risk losing their benefi ts (Edin and 
 Kefalas ; Hays ). Th ese broad guidelines are 
established at the federal level, but individual states 
can be more restrictive, as many have been. At the 
heart of welfare reform is the idea that public assis-
tance creates dependence, discouraging people from 
seeking jobs. Th e very title of the new law, emphasizing 
personal responsibility and work, suggests that pov-
erty is the fault of the poor. Low-income women, for 
example, are stereotyped as just wanting to have ba-
bies to increase the size of their welfare checks—even 
though research fi nds no support for this idea (Edin 
and Kefalas ).

Is welfare reform working? Many claim that welfare 
reform is working because, since passage of the new 
law, the welfare rolls have shrunk. But having fewer 
people on welfare does not mean poverty is reduced; 
in fact, as we have seen, poverty has actually increased 
since passage of welfare reform. Having fewer people 
on the rolls can simply mean that people are without a 
safety net.

Many studies also fi nd that low-wage work does not 
lift former welfare recipients out of poverty (Hays ). 
Critics of the current policy also argue that forcing wel-
fare recipients to work provides a cheap labor force for 
employers and potentially takes jobs from those already 
employed. In the fi rst few years of welfare reform, the 
nation was also in the midst of an economic boom; jobs 
were thus more plentiful. But in an economic downturn, 
those who are on aid or in marginal jobs are vulnerable 
to economic distress, particularly given the time limits 
now placed on receiving public assistance (Albelda and 
Withorn ).

with the birth of an additional child) are not associated 
with women’s childbearing (Ryan et al. 2006). •

Th e restructuring of the economy has caused 
the disappearance of manufacturing jobs, tradition-
ally an avenue of job security and social mobility for 
many workers, especially African American and Latino 
workers (Baca Zinn and Eitzen ; Wilson ). Th e 
working class has been especially vulnerable to these 
changes. Economic decline in those sectors of the 
economy where men have historically received good 
pay and good benefi ts has meant that fewer men are the 
sole support for their families. Most families now need 
two incomes to achieve a middle-class way of life. Th e 
new jobs that are being created fall primarily in occu-
pations that off er low wages and few benefi ts; they also 
tend to be fi lled by women, especially women of color, 
leaving women poor and men out of work (McCall ; 
Browne ; Andreasse ). Such jobs off er little 
chance to get out of poverty. New jobs are also typically 
located in neighborhoods far away from the poor, cre-
ating a mismatch between the employment opportuni-
ties and the residential base of the poor.

Declining wage rates caused by transformations 
taking place within the economy fall particularly hard 
on young people, women, and African Americans and 
Latinos, who are the groups most likely to be among the 
working poor. Th e high rate of poverty among women is 
also strongly related to women’s status in the family and 
the labor market. Divorce is one cause of poverty, because 
without a male wage in the household, women are more 
likely to be poor. Women’s child-care responsibilities 
make working outside the home on marginal incomes 
diffi  cult. Many women with children cannot manage to 
work outside the home, because it leaves them with no 
one to watch their children. More women now depend 
on their own earnings to support themselves, their chil-
dren, and other dependents. Whereas unemployment 
has always been considered a major cause of poverty 
among men, for women low wages have a major role. 

Th e persistence of poverty also increases tensions 
between diff erent classes and racial groups. William 
 Julius Wilson, one of the most noted analysts of poverty 
and racial inequality, has written, “Th e ultimate basis 
for current racial tension is the deleterious eff ect of 
basic structural changes in the modern American econ-
omy on Black and White lower-income groups, changes 
that include uneven economic growth, increasing tech-
nology and automation, industry relocation, and labor 
market segmentation” (: ). Wilson’s comments 
demonstrate the power of sociological thinking by con-
vincingly placing the causes of both poverty and racism 
in their societal context, instead of the individualistic 
thinking that tends to blame the poor for their plight.

Welfare and Social Policy
Current welfare policy is covered by the  Personal 
Responsibility and Work Reconciliation Act (PRWRA). 
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Is It True?*

 
True False

1. Income growth has been greatest for those in the middle class in recent years.

2. The average American household has most of its wealth in the stock market. 

3. Social mobility is greater in the United States than in any other Western nation.

4. The majority of welfare recipients are African American.

5. Poor teen mothers do not have the same values about marriage as middle-class people.

6. Old people are the most likely to be poor.

7. Poverty in U.S. suburbs is increasing.

*The answers can be found on page 196.

Research done to assess the impact of a changed 
welfare policy is relatively recent. Politicians brag that 
welfare rolls have shrunk, but reduction in the welfare 
rolls is a poor measure of the true impact of welfare 
reform because this would be true simply because 
people are denied benefi ts. And because welfare has 
been decentralized to the state level, studies of the im-
pact of current law must be done on a state-by-state 
basis. Such studies are showing that those who have 
gone into workfare programs most often earn wages 
that keep them below the poverty line. Although some 
states report that family income has increased fol-
lowing welfare reform, the increases are slight. More 
people have been evicted because of falling behind on 
rent. Families also report an increase in other mate-
rial hardships, such as phones and utilities being cut 
off . Marriage rates among former recipients have not 
changed, although more now live with nonmarital 
partners, most likely as a way of sharing expenses. Th e 
number of children living in families without either 
parent has also increased, probably because parents 
had to relocate to fi nd work. In some states, the num-
bers of people neither working nor receiving aid also 
increased (Acker et al. ;  Bernstein ; Lewis et 
al. ).

Th e public debate about welfare rages on, often 
in the absence of informed knowledge from sociologi-
cal research and almost always without input from the 
subjects of the debate, the welfare recipients them-
selves. Although stigmatized as lazy and not wanting to 
work, those who have received welfare actually believe 
that it  has negative consequences for them, but they 
say they have no other viable means of support. Th ey 
typically have needed welfare when they could not fi nd 
work or had small children and were without child care. 
Most were forced to leave their last job because of lay-
off s or fi rings or because the work was only temporary. 
Few left their jobs voluntarily.

Welfare recipients also say that the welfare system 
makes it hard to become self-supporting because the 
wages one earns while on welfare are deducted from 
an already minimal subsistence. Furthermore, there 
is not enough aff ordable day care for mothers to leave 
home and get jobs. Th e biggest problem they face in 
their minds is lack of money. Contrary to the popular 
image of the conniving “welfare queen,” welfare recipi-
ents want to be self-suffi  cient and provide for their fam-
ilies, but they face circumstances that make this very 
diffi  cult to do. Indeed, studies of young, poor mothers 
fi nd that they place a high value on marriage, but they 
do not think they or their boyfriends have the means 
to achieve the marriage ideals they cherish (Edin and 
Kefalas ; Hays ).

Another popular myth about welfare is that people 
use their welfare checks to buy things they do not need. 
But research fi nds that when former welfare recipients 
fi nd work, their expenses actually go up. Although they 
may have increased income, their expenses (in the form 
of child care, clothing, transportation, lunch money, and 
so forth) increase, leaving them even less disposable in-
come. Moreover, studies fi nd that low-income mothers 
who buy “treats” for their children (name-brand shoes, 
a movie, candy, and so forth) do so because they want 
to be good mothers (Edin and Lein ).

Other benefi ciaries of government programs have 
not experienced the same kind of stigma. Social Secu-
rity supports virtually all retired people, yet they are 
not stereotyped as dependent on federal aid, unable to 
maintain stable family relationships, or insuffi  ciently 
self-motivated. Spending on welfare programs is also a 
pittance compared with the spending on other federal 
programs. Sociologists conclude that the so-called wel-
fare trap is not a matter of learned dependency, but a 
pattern of behavior forced on the poor by the require-
ments of sheer economic survival (Edin and Kefalas 
; Hays ).

31561_ch08.indd   19531561_ch08.indd   195 8/29/11   5:35 PM8/29/11   5:35 PM



What different kinds of stratification systems exist?
Social stratifi cation is a relatively fi xed hierarchical ar-
rangement in society by which groups have diff erent ac-
cess to resources, power, and perceived social worth. All 
societies have systems of stratifi cation, although they 
vary in composition and complexity. Estate systems are 
those in which power and property are held by a single 
elite class; in caste systems, placement in the stratifi ca-
tion is by birth, and in class systems, placement is deter-
mined by achievement.

How do sociologists define class?
Class is the social structural position groups hold rela-
tive to the economic, social, political, and cultural re-
sources of society. It is highly signifi cant in determining 
one’s life chances.

How is the class system structured in the United 
States?
Social class can be seen as a hierarchy, like a ladder, 
where income, occupation, and education are indica-
tors of class. Status attainment is the process by which 
people end up in a given position in this hierarchy. 
Prestige is the value assigned to people and groups by 
others within this hierarchy. Classes are also organized 
around common interests and exist in confl ict with one 
another.

Is there social mobility in the United States?
Social mobility is the movement between class posi-
tions. Education gives some boost to social mobility, but 
social mobility is more limited than people believe; most 
people end up in a class position very close to their class 
of origin. Class consciousness is both the perception that 
a class structure exists and the feeling of shared identi-
fi cation with others in one’s class. Th e United States has 

not been a particularly class-conscious society because 
of the belief in upward mobility.

What analyses of social stratification do sociological 
theorists provide?
Karl Marx saw class as primarily stemming from eco-
nomic forces; Max Weber had a multidimensional 
view of stratification, involving economic, social, 
and political dimensions. Functionalists argue that 
social inequality motivates people to fill the differ-
ent positions in society that are needed for the sur-
vival of the whole, claiming that the positions most 
important for society require the greatest degree of 
talent or training and are thus most rewarded. Con-
flict theorists see social stratification as based on 
class conflict and blocked opportunity, pointing out 
that those at the bottom of the stratification system 
are least rewarded because they are subordinated by 
dominant groups.

How do sociologists explain why there is poverty 
in the United States?
Th e culture of poverty thesis is the idea that poverty 
is the result of the cultural habits of the poor that are 
transmitted from generation to generation, but sociolo-
gists see poverty as caused by social structural condi-
tions, including unemployment, gender inequality in 
the workplace, and the absence of support for child care 
for working parents.

What current policies address the problem 
of poverty?
Current welfare policy, adopted in , provides sup-
port through individual states, but recipients are re-
quired to work after two years of support and have a 
lifetime limit of fi ve years’ support.

chapter summary
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Is It True? (Answers)

1. FALSE. Income growth has been highest in the top 5 percent of income groups (DeNavas-Walt et al. 2010).

2. FALSE. Eighty percent of all stock is owned by a small percentage of people. For most people, home ownership is the most 
common fi nancial asset (Oliver and Shapiro 2006).

3. FALSE. The United States has lower rates of social mobility than Canada, Sweden, and Norway and ranks near the middle in 
comparison to other Western nations (Beller and Hout 2006).

4. FALSE. While, given their proportion in the population, African Americans are more likely to receive TANF benefi ts, almost 
one-third of recipients (32 percent) are White; 34 percent are African American, and 28 percent Hispanic (U.S. Department 
of Health and Human Services Administration for Children and Families 2010). 

5. FALSE. Research fi nds that poor teen mothers value marriage and want to be married, but associate marriage with 
economic security, which they do not think they can achieve (Edin and Kefalas 2005).

6. FALSE. Although those over 65 years of age used to be the most likely to be poor, poverty among the elderly has declined; 
the most likely to be poor are children (DeNavas-Walt et al. 2020).

7. TRUE. Although most of the poor live inside metropolitan areas, poverty in the suburbs has been increasing (De Navas-Walt 
et al. 2010).
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“it takes a village to raise a child,”  the 
saying goes. But it also seems to take a world to make a 
shirt—or so it seems from looking at the global dimensions 
of the production and distribution of goods. Try this simple 
experiment: Look at the labels on your clothing. (If you do 
this in class, try to do so without embarrassing yourself 
and others!) What do you see? “Made in Indonesia,” “Made 
in Vietnam,” “Made in Malawi,” all indicating the linkage 
of the United States to systems of production around 
the world. The popular brand Nike, as just one example, 
has not a single factory in the United States, although its 
founder and chief executive offi  cer is one of the wealthi-
est people in America. Nike products are manufactured 
mostly in Southeast Asia.

Taking your experiment further, ask yourself: Who 
made your clothing? A young person trying to lift his or 
her family out of poverty? Might it have been a child? In 
many areas of the world, one in fi ve children under age 
15 works (International Labour Organization 2002). What 
countries benefi t most from this system of production? 
Answering these questions reveals much about the inter-
connection among countries in the global stratifi cation 
system, a system in which the status of the people in one 
country is intricately linked to the status of the people in 
others. Recall from Chapter 1 that C. Wright Mills identi-
fi ed the task of sociology as seeing the social forces that 
exist beyond the individual. This is particularly important 
when studying global stratifi cation. The person in the 
United States (or western Europe or Japan) who thinks 
he or she is expressing individualism by wearing the latest 
style is actually part of a global system of inequality. The 
adornments available to that person result from a whole 
network of forces that produce affl  uence in some nations 
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Consequences of Global Stratification 

World Poverty 

Globalization and Social Change 

Chapter Summary 
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and poverty in others. Dominant in the system of global 
stratifi cation are the United States and other wealthy na-
tions. Those at the top of the global stratifi cation system 
have enormous power over the fate of other nations. Al-
though world confl ict stems from many sources, including 
religious diff erences, cultural confl icts, and struggles over 
political philosophy, the inequality between rich and poor 
nations causes much hatred and resentment. One cannot 
help but wonder what would happen if the diff erences be-
tween the wealth of some nations and the poverty of oth-
ers were smaller. In this chapter we examine the dynamics 
and eff ects of global stratifi cation.

Th e relative affl  uence of the United States means 
that U.S. consumers have access to goods produced 
around the world. A simple thing, such as a child’s toy, 
can represent this global system. For many young girls 
in the United States, BarbieTM is the ideal of fashion and 
romance. Young girls may have not just one Barbie, but 
several, each with a specifi c role and costume. Cheaply 
bought in the United States, but produced overseas, 
Barbie is manufactured by those probably not much 
older than the young girls who play with her and who 
would need all of their monthly pay to buy just one 
of the dolls that many U.S. girls collect by the dozens 
(Press : ).

Th e manufacturing of toys and clothing are ex-
amples of the global stratifi cation that links the United 
States and other parts of the world. Global outsourcing 
is the process by which jobs are located overseas even 
while supporting U.S.-based businesses. Many of the 
jobs that have been outsourced in this way are semi-
skilled jobs, such as data entry, medical transcription, 
and so forth. But increasingly outsourced jobs are also 
found in high tech industries, software design, market 
research, and research activities. Although it is diffi  cult 
to measure the extent of global outsourcing, it has be-
come a common phenomena—something you experi-
ence when, for example, you engage in a telephone or 
Internet transaction, such as getting help for your com-
puter or arranging a trip. India, China, and Russia have 
been major players in the economy of global outsourc-
ing, but increasingly other nations, such as Ireland, 
South Africa, Poland, and Hungary, among others, are 
playing an important role. Th e consequences can be 
very positive for the economies of the host nations, and 
the practice lowers personnel costs for U.S.-based com-
panies, given the lower wages in nations where jobs 
fl ow. But, this can be at the expense of jobs for work-
ers in the United States (Rajan and Srivastava ). 
Either way, the practice of global outsourcing increas-
ingly links the economies and social systems of nations 
around the world. 

Rich and Poor
One dimension of stratifi cation between countries is 
wealth. Enormous diff erences exist between the wealth 
of the countries at the top of the global stratifi cation sys-
tem and the wealth of the countries at the bottom. Al-
though there are diff erent ways to measure the wealth of 
nations, one of the most common is to use the per capita 
gross national income (GNI). Th e GNI measures the 
total output of goods and services produced by residents 
of a country each year plus the income from nonresident 
sources, divided by the size of the population. Th is does 
not truly refl ect what individuals or families receive in 
wages or pay; it is simply each person’s annual share of 
their country’s income, should, in theory, the proceeds 
be shared equally. But you can use this measure to get a 
picture of global stratifi cation (see Map .).

GLOBAL STRATIFICATION
In the world today, there are not only rich and poor peo-
ple but also rich and poor countries. Some countries are 
well-off , some countries are doing so-so, and a growing 
number of countries are poor and getting poorer. Th ere 
is, in other words, a system of global stratifi cation in 
which the units we are considering are countries, much 
like a system of stratifi cation within countries in which 
the units are individuals or families. Just as we can talk 
about the upper-class or lower-class individuals within 
a country, we can also talk of the equivalent upper-class 
or lower-class countries in this world system. One man-
ifestation of global stratifi cation is the great inequality 
in life chances that diff erentiates nations around the 
world. Simple measures of well-being, including life 
expectancy, infant mortality, and access to health ser-
vices, reveal the consequences of a global system of 
inequality. And, the gap between the rich and poor is 
sometimes greater in nations where the average person 
is least well off . No longer can these nations be under-
stood without considering the global system of stratifi -
cation of which they are a part.

Th e eff ects of the global economy on  inequality 
have become increasingly evident, as witnessed by pub-
lic concerns about jobs being sent overseas. A coalition 
of unions, environmentalists, and other groups has also 
emerged to protest global trade policies that they believe 
threaten jobs and workers’ rights in the United States, as 
well as contribute to environmental degradation. Such 
policies also encourage further McDonaldization (see 
Chapter ). Th us, popular stores such as Th e Gap and 
Niketown often have been targets of political protests 
because they symbolize the expansion of global capital-
ism. Protestors see the growth of such stores as eroding 
local cultural values and spreading the values of unfet-
tered consumerism around the globe. Protests over 
world trade policies also have emerged in a student-
based movement against companies that manufacture 
apparel with college logos.

APLIA GLOBAL STRATIFICATION ENGAGEMENT ACTIVITY

Do you know how wealth and income are distributed around the world? 
This activity will help you discover how stratifi cation works globally.
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Per capita GNI is reliable only in countries that 
are based on a cash economy. It does not measure in-
formal exchanges or bartering in which resources are 
exchanged without money changing hands. Th ese 
noncash transactions are not included in the GNI cal-
culation, but they are more common in developing 
countries. As a result, measures of wealth based on the 
GNI, or other statistics that count cash transactions, are 
less reliable among the poorer countries and may un-
derestimate the wealth of the countries at the lower end 
of the economic scale.

Th e per capita GNI of the United States, which is 
one of the wealthier nations in the world (though not 
the wealthiest on a per capita basis), was $, in 
. Th e per capita GNI in Burundi, one of the poor-
est countries in the world, was $. In Afghanistan, the 
GNI was estimated to be $ or less (World Bank ). 
Th inking of this makes you realize what it means to say 
that the United States is one of the most affl  uent nations 
in the world.

Which are the wealthiest nations? Figure . lists 
the ten richest countries in the world measured by 
the annual per capita GNI in . Monaco is the 

MAP 9.1

Viewing Society in Global Perspective: Rich and Poor
Most nations are linked in a world sys-
tem that produces wealth for some 
and poverty for others. The GNI (gross 

national income), depicted here on a 
per capita basis for most nations in the 
world, is an indicator of the wealth and 

poverty of nations. Source: The World 
Bank. 2010. Reprinted by permission. 
www.worldbank.org
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Global outsourcing is evident when you use your phone 
to get help on any of a variety of transactions. Where is 
the person with whom you are speaking? Here, people are 
working at an outsourcing call center in Mumbai, India.
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richest nation in the world on a per capita basis; the 
United States is not on the list because it ranks about 
eighteenth. Of course, Monaco has a tiny population 
compared with the United States. Note that most of 
the wealthy countries are in western Europe. Th ey are 
mostly industrialized countries (or support such coun-
tries through such businesses as banking), and they are 
mostly urban. Th ese countries represent the equivalent 
of the upper class—even though many people within 
them are poor.

Now consider the ten poorest countries in the 
world, also shown in Figure ., and again using per 
capita GNI as the measure of wealth. Not every coun-
try reports reliable statistics on poverty, so there may be 
other extremely poor nations, but we do know that most 
of the world’s poorest countries are in eastern or cen-
tral Africa. Th ese countries have not become industrial-
ized, are largely rural, have high fertility rates, and still 
depend heavily on subsistence agriculture. Often poor 
nations are rich with natural resources but are exploited 
for such resources by more powerful nations. Still, they 
rank at the bottom of the global stratifi cation system.

Clearly, many countries in the world are very poor, 
whereas other countries are rich. Th is does not mean 
that all people in rich countries are rich or that all peo-
ple in poor countries are poor. But, in very poor coun-
tries, the life of an average citizen is meager. Many of 
these countries also have large populations. 

Although world poverty has been decreasing, it 
still affl  icts a huge proportion of the world’s people. In 

a world with a population approaching seven billion, 
about one billion live in extreme poverty. Th e decline in 
world poverty is largely accounted for by the economic 
growth in East Asia, which historically has been one 
of the poorest areas of the world. Now East Asia leads 
the world in poverty reduction. China alone has seen 
a decline of  million people moving out of poverty 
since the s. On the other hand, in the same time pe-
riod, poverty in sub-Saharan Africa has increased and 
is projected to continue rising (United Nations a; 
World Bank to a). Not only does poverty result in 
human suff ering, but it also produces instability and 
the potential for violence. We have witnessed this in 
events such as mass rape and other forms of violence, 
including genocide, in some of the world’s poorest na-
tions, including the Democratic Republic of the Congo, 
Burundi, and Rwanda, all part of sub-Saharan Africa 
where poverty rates are now the highest. We will look 
more closely at the nature and causes of world poverty 
later in this chapter.

Global Networks of Power 
and Influence
Global stratifi cation involves nations in a large and 
integrated network of both economic and political re-
lationships. Power—meaning the ability of a country 
to exercise control over other countries or groups of 
 countries—is a signifi cant dimension of global stratifi -
cation. Countries can exercise several kinds of power 
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FIGURE 9.1 The Rich and the 
Poor: A World View*
 *Measured by GNI per capita, in U.S. 
dollars, for 2009.
Source: The World Bank. 2010. 
www.worldbank.org
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over other countries, including military, economic, 
and political power. Th e core countries have the most 
power in the world economic system. Th ese countries 
control and profi t the most from the world system, and 
thus they are the “core” of the world system. Th ese in-
clude the powerful nations of Europe, the United States, 
Australia, and, increasingly, East Asia. 

Surrounding the core countries, both structurally 
and geographically, are the semiperipheral countries 
that are semi-industrialized and, to some degree, repre-
sent a kind of middle class (such as Spain, Turkey, and 
Mexico). Th ey play a middleman role, extracting profi ts 
from the poor countries and passing those profi ts on to 
the core countries. At the bottom of the world stratifi -
cation system, in this model, are the peripheral coun-
tries. Th ese are the poor, largely agricultural countries 

of the world. Even though they are poor, they often have 
important natural resources that are exploited by the 
core countries. Th is exploitation, in turn, keeps them 
from developing and perpetuates their poverty. Often 
these nations are politically unstable, and, though they 
exercise little world power, political instability can cause 
a crisis for core nations that depend on their resources. 
Military intervention by the United States or European 
nations is often the result.

Th is categorizing system emphasizes the power of 
each country in the world economic system. Another 
way that these countries are sometimes labeled is as 
fi rst-, second-, and third-world nations. Th is language 
grows out of the politics of the Cold War and refl ects 
the political and economic dimensions of global strat-
ifi cation. First-world countries consist of the indus-
trialized capitalist countries of the world, historically 
including the United States, New Zealand, Australia, 
Japan, and the countries of western Europe. Th ey are 
industrialized and have a market-based economy and 
a democratically elected government. Now the tradi-
tional role of these countries is being challenged by 
the rapidly growing economics of India and China, 
both of which are achieving extraordinary economic 
growth. Th e second-world countries are socialist 
countries, which include the former Soviet Union, 
China, Cuba, North Korea, and, prior to the fall of the 
Berlin Wall, the eastern European nations. During the 
Cold War, these countries had a communist-based 
government and a state-managed economy, as some 
still do. Although less developed than the fi rst-world 
countries, the second-world countries tried to provide 
citizens with services such as free education, health 
care, and low-cost housing, consistent with the prin-
ciples of socialism, but poverty often prevented them 
from doing so. Moreover, their governments were not 
democratically elected. Th ird-world countries in this 
scheme are the countries that are poor, underdevel-
oped, largely rural, and with high levels of poverty. 
Many of the governments of the third-world countries 
are autocratic dictatorships (ruled by one person with 
absolute authority), but not all. Although these coun-
tries are generally poor, wealth is concentrated in the 
hands of only a few elite.

Because this system of categorization was based on 
the logic of the Cold War, it has changed. For instance, 
the oil-rich countries of the Middle East are not part 
of the fi rst or second world, according to this scheme, 
but they also do not belong in the same category as the 
poor countries of Africa and Asia because they have 
considerably more wealth. Th e collapse of the Soviet 
Union and the change in the governments of eastern 
Europe has led to the transformation of almost all the 
second-world countries. Although some countries still 
have a communist-based government, many of them, 
including China, are moving toward a market eco-
nomic system. Still, like the terms core and periphery, 
the terms fi rst-, second-, and third-world are useful in 
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The gap between the rich and poor worldwide can be 
staggering. At the same time that many struggle for mere 
survival, others enjoy the pleasantries of a gentrifi ed lifestyle.
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denoting the power diff erences of nations within global 
stratifi cation.

see FOR YOURSELF
The Global Economy of Clothing
Look at the labels in your clothes and note where your 
clothing was made. Where are the products bearing your 

college logos manufactured and sold? Who profi ts from 
the distribution of these goods? What does this tell you 
about the relationship of core, semiperipheral, and periph-
eral countries within world systems theory? What further 
information would reveal the connections between the 
country where you live and the countries where your 
clothing is made and distributed? •

Race and Global Inequality
Along with class inequality, there is a racial component 
to world inequality, which can be seen in several ways. 
In the richest nations, the population is largely White; 
in the poorest countries of the world, mostly in Africa, 
the populations are people of color. Exploitation of the 
human and natural resources of regions populated by 
people of color has characterized the history of West-
ern capitalism, with people of color being dominated by 
Western imperialism and colonialism. Th e inequities 
that have resulted are enormous. Patterns of malnutri-
tion and hunger show these inequities. 

How did this racial inequality come about? On the 
surface, global capitalism is not explicitly racist, as were 
earlier forms of industrial capitalism. Yet, in fact, it is 
the rapid expansion of the global capital system that 
has led to the increase in racial inequality between na-
tions. In the new capitalist system, a new international 
division of labor has emerged that is not tied to place 
but can employ cheap labor anywhere. Cheap labor is 
usually found in non-Western countries. Th e exploita-
tion of cheap labor has created a poor and dependent 

DOING sociological research

Research Question: International migra-
tion is becoming an increasingly common 
phenomenon. Women are one of the 
largest groups to experience migration, 
often leaving poor nations to become 
domestic workers in wealthier nations. 
What are these women’s experiences in 
the context of global stratifi cation? This 
is what Rhacel Salazar Parreñas wanted 
to know.

Research Method: Parreñas studied two 
communities of Filipina women, one in 
Los Angeles and one in Rome, Italy, con-
ducting her research through extensive 
interviewing with Filipina domestic work-
ers in these two locations. She supple-
mented the interviews with participant 
observation in church settings, after-
work social gatherings, and in employers’ 
homes. The interviews were conducted 

Servants of Globalization: Who Does the Domestic Work?

in English and Tagalog—sometimes a 
mixture of both.

Research Results: Parreñas found that 
Filipina domestics experienced many sta-
tus inconsistencies. They were upwardly 
mobile in terms of their home country 
but were excluded from the middle-class 
Filipino communities in the communities 
where they lived. Thus, they experienced 
feelings of social exclusion in addition to 
being separated from their own families.

Conclusions and Implications: The 
women Parreñas studied are part of a 
new social form: transnational  families—
that is, families whose members live 
across the borders of nations. These 
Filipinas provide the labor for more affl  u-
ent households while their own lives are 
disrupted by these new global forces. As 

global economic restructuring evolves, it 
may be that more and more families will 
take this form as they adapt to changing 
economic and social conditions.

Questions to Consider
 1. Are there domestic workers in 

your community who provide child 
care and other household work for 
middle- and upper-class households? 
What is the race, ethnicity, nationality, 
and gender of these workers? What 
does this tell you about the division 
of labor in domestic work and its 
 relationship to global stratifi cation?

 2. Why do you think domestic labor is so 
underpaid and undervalued? Are there 
social changes that might result in a 
reevaluation of the value of this work?

Source: Parreñas, Rhacel Salazar. 2001. 
 Servants of Globalization: Women. Migration 
and Domestic Work. Stanford, CA: Stanford 
University Press. 
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Many common products marketed in the United States are 
produced in a global economy.
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workforce that is mostly people of color. Th e profi ts ac-
crue to the wealthy owners, who are mostly White, re-
sulting in a racially divided world. Some have argued 
further that multinational corporations’ exploitation 
of the poor peripheral nations has forced an exodus of 
unskilled workers from the impoverished nations to the 
rich nations. Th e fl ood of third-world refugees into the 
industrialized nations is thereby increasing racial ten-
sions, fostering violence, and destroying worker soli-
darity (Sirvananadan ).

South Africa, the United States, and Brazil each 
developed diff erent sets of racial categories. Although 
all three countries have many people of mixed descent, 
race is defi ned diff erently in each place. In South Af-
rica, the particular history of Dutch and English co-
lonialism led to strongly drawn racial categories that 
defi ned people in four separate categories: “White,” 
“coloured” (including indigenous Khoi and San peo-
ple, as well as people of mixed descent), “Black,” and 
“Indian.” Except for Black South Africans, who had no 
political representation under apartheid, there were 
three separate parliaments—one for each of the other 
groups. In the United States, given its history of slavery, 
the “one drop” rule was used, which defi ned anyone 
with any African heritage as Black, thus ruling out any 
category of mixed race.

Brazil is yet a diff erent case. Th e Brazilian elite de-
clared Brazil a racial democracy at the early stages of 
 national development. Racial diff erences were thought 
not to matter. Yet, instead of creating an egalitarian soci-
ety free of racism, Afro-Brazilians were still of lower social 
status and Euro-Brazilians remain at the highest social 
status, suggesting that color itself stratifi es people—a so-
ciological phenomenon sometimes referred to as “color-
ism” (Marx ; Frederickson ; Telles ).

THEORIES OF GLOBAL 
STRATIFICATION
How did world inequality occur? Sociological expla-
nations of world stratifi cation generally fall into three 
camps: modernization theory, dependency theory, and 
world systems theory, each explained here (see Table .).

Modernization Theory
Modernization theory views the economic develop-
ment of countries as stemming from technological 
change. According to this theory, a country becomes 
more “modernized” by increased technological devel-
opment, and this technological development is also de-
pendent on other countries. Modernization theory was 
initially developed in the s to explain why some 
countries had achieved economic development and 
why some had not (Rostow ).

Modernization theory sees economic development 
as a process by which traditional societies become more 
complex and diff erentiated. For economic development 
to occur, modernization theory predicts, countries must 
change their traditional attitudes, values, and institu-
tions. Economic achievement is thought to derive from 
attitudes and values that emphasize hard work, saving, 
effi  ciency, and enterprise. Th ese values are said by the 
theory to be found in modern (developed) countries but 
are lacking in traditional societies. Modernization theory 
suggests that nations remain underdeveloped when 
traditional customs and culture discourage individual 
achievement and kin relations dominate.

As an outgrowth of functionalist theory, modern-
ization theory derives some of its thinking from the 
work of Max Weber. In Th e Protestant Ethic and the 

table 9.1 Theories of Global Stratification

Modernization Theory Dependency Theory World Systems Theory

Economic Development Arises from relinquishing 
traditional cultural values and 
embracing new technologies 
and market-driven attitudes 
and values

Exploits the least powerful 
nations to the benefi t of 
wealthier nations that then 
control the political and 
economic systems of the 
exploited countries

Has resulted in a single economic 
system stemming from the 
development of a world market 
that links core, semiperipheral, 
and peripheral nations

Poverty Results from adherence to 
traditional values and customs 
that prevent societies from 
competing in a modern global 
economy

Results from the dependence 
of low-income countries on 
wealthy nations

Is the result of core nations 
extracting labor and natural 
resources from peripheral 
nations

Social Change Involves increasing complexity, 
diff erentiation, and effi  ciency

Is the result of neocolonialism 
and the expansion of 
international capitalism

Leads to an international division 
of labor that increasingly puts 
profi t in the hands of a few while 
exploiting those in the poorest 
and least powerful nations
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Spirit of Capitalism (/), Weber saw the eco-
nomic development that occurred in Europe during the 
Industrial Revolution as a result of the values and atti-
tudes of Protestantism. Th e Industrial Revolution took 
place in England and northern Europe, Weber argued, 
because the people of this area were hardworking Prot-
estants who valued achievement and believed that God 
helped those who helped themselves.

Modernization theory is similar to the argument 
of the culture of poverty, which sees people as poor be-
cause they have poor work habits, engage in poor time 
management, are not willing to defer gratifi cation, and 
do not save or take advantage of educational opportuni-
ties (see Chapter ). Countries are poor, in other words, 
because they have poor attitudes and poor institutions.

Modernization theory can partially explain why 
some countries have become successful. Japan is an 
example of a country that has made huge strides in 
economic development, in part because of a national 
work ethic (McCord and McCord ). But the work 
ethic alone does not explain Japan’s success. In sum, 
modernization theory may partially explain the value 
context in which some countries become successful 
and others do not, but it is not a substitute for expla-
nations that also look at the economic and political 
context of national development. It also rests on an 
arrogant perspective that the United States and other 
more economically developed nations have superior 
values compared to other nations. Critics point out that 
this perspective blames countries for being poor when 
other causes of their status in the world may be outside 
their control. Whether a country develops or remains 
poor may be the result of other countries exploiting 
the less powerful. Modernization theory does not suffi  -
ciently take into account the interplay and relationships 
between countries that can aff ect a country’s economic 
or social condition.

Developing countries, modernization theory says, 
are better off  if they let the natural forces of competi-
tion guide world development. Free markets, accord-
ing to this perspective, will result in the best economic 
order. But, as critics argue, markets do not develop in-
dependently of government’s infl uence. Governments 
can spur or hinder economic development, especially 
as they work with private companies to enact export 
strategies, restrict imports, or place embargoes on the 
products of nonfavored nations.

Dependency Theory
Although market-oriented theories may explain why 
some countries are successful, they do not explain why 
some countries remain in poverty or why some coun-
tries have not developed. It is necessary to look at is-
sues outside the individual countries and to examine 
the connections between them. Drawing on the fact 
that many of the poorest nations are former colonies of 
European powers, another theory of world stratifi cation 

focuses on the processes and results of European colo-
nization and imperialism. Th is theory, called depen-
dency theory, focuses on explaining the persistence 
of poverty in the world. It holds that the poverty of the 
low-income countries is a direct result of their political 
and economic dependence on the wealthy countries. 
Specifi cally, dependency theory argues that the poverty 
of many countries is a result of exploitation by power-
ful countries. Th is theory is derived from the work of 
Karl Marx, who foresaw that a capitalist world economy 
would create an exploited class of dependent countries, 
just as capitalism within countries had created an ex-
ploited class of workers.

Dependency theory begins by examining the his-
torical development of this system of inequality. As the 
European countries began to industrialize in the s, 
they needed raw materials for their factories, and they 
needed places to sell their products. To accomplish this, 
the European nations colonized much of the world, in-
cluding most of Africa, Asia, and the Americas. Colo-
nialism is a system by which Western nations became 
wealthy by taking raw materials from colonized societ-
ies and reaping profi ts from products fi nished in the 
homeland. Colonialism worked best for the industrial 
countries when the colonies were kept undeveloped to 
avoid competition with the home country. For example, 
India was a British colony from  to . During that 
time, Britain bought cheap cotton from India, made it 
into cloth in British mills, and then sold the cloth back 
to India, making large profi ts. Although India was able 
to make cotton into cloth at a much cheaper cost than 
Britain, and very fi ne cloth at that, Britain nonetheless 
did not allow India to develop its cotton industry. As 
long as India was dependent on Britain, Britain became 
wealthy and India remained poor.

Under colonialism, dependency was created by the 
direct political and military control of the poor countries 
by powerful developed countries. Most colonial powers 
were European countries, but other countries, particu-
larly Japan and China, had colonies as well. Coloniza-
tion came to an end soon after the Second World War, 
largely because of protests by colonized people and the 
resulting movement for independence. As a result, ac-
cording to dependency theory, the powerful countries 
turned to other ways to control the poor countries and 
keep them dependent. Th e powerful countries still in-
tervene directly in the aff airs of the dependent nations 
by sending troops or, more often, by imposing economic 
or political restrictions and sanctions. But other meth-
ods, largely economic, have been developed to control 
the dependent poor countries, such as price controls, 
tariff s, and, especially, the control of credit. Indeed, the 
level of debt that some nations accrue is a major source 
of global inequality.

Th e rich industrialized nations, according to depen-
dency theory, are able to set prices for raw materials pro-
duced by the poor countries at very low levels so that the 
poor countries are unable to accumulate enough profi t 
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to industrialize. As a result, the poor, dependent coun-
tries must borrow from the rich countries. However, debt 
creates only more dependence. Many poor countries 
are so deeply indebted to the major industrial countries 
that they must follow the economic edicts of the rich 
countries that loaned them the money, thus increasing 
their dependency. Th is form of international control has 
sometimes been called neocolonialism, a form of con-
trol of the poor countries by the rich countries but with-
out direct political or military involvement.

Multinational corporations are companies that 
draw a large share of their profi ts from overseas invest-
ments and that conduct business across national bor-
ders. Th ey play a role in keeping the dependent nations 
poor, dependency theory suggests. Although their ex-
ecutives and stockholders are from the industrialized 
countries, multinational corporations recognize no na-
tional boundaries and pursue business where they can 
best make a profi t. Multinationals buy resources where 
they can get them cheapest, manufacture their products 
where production and labor costs are lowest, and sell 
their products where they can make the largest profi ts.

Many critics fault companies for perpetuating 
global inequality by taking advantage of cheap overseas 
labor to make large profi ts for U.S. stockholders. Com-
panies are, in fact, doing what they should be doing in 
a market system: trying to make a profi t. Nonetheless, 
dependency theory views the practices of multination-
als as responsible for maintaining poverty in the poor 
parts of the world.

One criticism of dependency theory is that many 
poor countries were never colonies, for example, 
 Ethiopia. Some former colonies have also done well. 
Two of the greatest postwar success stories of economic 
development are Singapore and Hong Kong. Both of 
these countries were British colonies—Hong Kong until 
—and clearly dependent on Britain, yet they have 
had successful economic development precisely be-
cause of their dependence on Britain. Other former col-
onies are also improving economically, such as India.

World Systems Theory
Modernization theory examines the factors internal to 
an individual country, and dependency theory looks to 
the relationship between countries or groups of coun-
tries. Another approach to global stratifi cation is called 
world systems theory. Like the dependency theory, 
this theory begins with the premise that no nation in 
the world can be considered in isolation. Each  country, 
no matter how remote, is tied in many ways to the 
other countries in the world. However, unlike depen-
dency theory, world systems theory argues that there 
is a world economic system that must be understood 
as a single unit, not in terms of individual countries 
or groups of countries. Th is theoretical approach de-
rives to some degree from the work of the dependency 
theorists and is most closely associated with the work 

of Immanuel Wallerstein in Th e Modern World System 
() and Th e Modern World System II (). Accord-
ing to this theory, the level of economic development is 
explained by understanding each country’s place and 
role in the world economic system.

Th is world system has been developing since the 
sixteenth century. Th e countries of the world are tied to-
gether in many ways, but of primary importance are the 
economic connections in the world markets of goods, 
capital, and labor. All countries sell their products and 
services on the world market and buy products and ser-
vices from other countries. However, this is not a mar-
ket of equal partners. Because of historical and strategic 
imbalances in this economic system, some countries 
are able to use their advantage to create and maintain 
wealth, whereas other countries that are at a disadvan-
tage remain poor. Th is process has led to a global sys-
tem of stratifi cation in which the units are not people 
but countries.

World systems theory sees the world divided into 
three groups of interrelated nations: core or fi rst-world 
countries, semiperiperial or second-world countries, 
and peripheral or third-world countries. Th is world 
economic system has resulted in a modern world in 
which some countries have obtained great wealth and 
other countries have remained poor. Th e core countries 
control and limit the economic development in the pe-
ripheral countries so as to keep the peripheral coun-
tries from developing and competing with them on the 
world market; thus the core countries can continue to 
purchase raw materials at a low price.

Although world systems theory was originally de-
veloped to explain the historical evolution of the world 
system, modern scholars now focus on the international 
division of labor and its consequences. Th is approach 
is an attempt to overcome some of the shortcomings in 
world systems theory by focusing on the specifi c mecha-
nism by which diff erential profi ts are attached to the 
production of goods and services in the world market. 
A tennis shoe made by Nike is designed in the United 
States; uses synthetic rubber made from petroleum from 
Saudi Arabia; is sewn in Indonesia; is transported on a 
ship registered in Singapore, which is run by a Korean 
management fi rm using Filipino sailors; and is fi nally 
marketed in Japan and the United States. At each of these 
stages, profi ts are taken, but at very diff erent rates.

thinking SOCIOLOGICALLY
What are the major industries in your community? In what 
parts of the world they do business, including where their 
product is produced. How does the international division 
of labor aff ect jobs in your region? •

World systems theorists call this global production 
process a commodity chain, the network of production 
and labor processes by which a product becomes a fi n-
ished commodity. By following a commodity through 
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its production cycle and seeing where the profi ts go at 
each link of the chain, one can identify which country is 
getting rich and which country is being exploited.

World systems theory helps explain the growing 
phenomenon of international migration. An interna-
tional division of labor means that the need for cheap 
labor in some of the industrial and developing nations 
draws workers from poorer parts of the globe. Inter-
national migration is also the result of refugees seek-
ing asylum from war-torn parts of the world or from 
countries where political oppression, often against 
particular ethnic groups, forces some to leave. Th e 
development of a world economy, however, is result-
ing in large changes in the composition of popula-
tions around the globe. World cities, that is, cities that 
are closely linked through the system of international 
commerce, have emerged. Within these cities, families 
and their surrounding communities often form trans-
national communities, communities that may be geo-
graphically distant but socially and politically close. 
Linked through various communication and transpor-
tation networks, transnational communities share in-
formation, resources, and strategies for coping with the 
problems of international migration.

International migration, sometimes legal, some-
times not, has radically changed the racial and ethnic 
composition of populations not only in the United 
States but also in many European and Asian nations 
(Rodriquez ; Light et al. ). Some of those who 
migrate internationally are professional workers, but 
many others remain in the lowest segments of the labor 
force where, although their work is critical to the world 
economy, they are treated with hostility and suspicion, 

discriminated against, and stereotyped as undeserving 
and threatening. In many nations, including the United 
States, this has led to numerous political tensions over 
immigration, even while the emergence of migrant 
groups in world cities is now a major feature of the 
urban landscape (White ).

Th ere are a number of criticisms of world systems 
theory. Certainly, it is useful to see the world as an inter-
connected set of economic ties between countries and to 
understand that these ties often result in the exploitation 
of poor countries. For one, countries that were once at the 
center of this world system no longer occupy such a lofty 
position—England, for example. Peripheral countries 
can also improve their standard of living with investment 
by core countries, although the benefi ts do not accrue 
equally to groups within such nations. Low-wage fac-
tories may benefi t managers, but not the working class. 
Even core countries can be hurt by the world system, 
such as when jobs move overseas. Who benefi ts from this 
world system is diff erentiated—in all countries—by one’s 
placement, not just in the world class system but in the 
class system internal to each country within this global 
system. Also, low-wage sweatshops are found in all na-
tions, not just the peripheral countries. Despite these 
criticisms, world systems theory has provided a powerful 
tool for understanding global inequality.

CONSEQUENCES OF GLOBAL 
STRATIFICATION
It is clear that some nations are wealthy and powerful 
and some are poor and powerless. What are the con-
sequences of this world stratifi cation system? Table . 
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Global stratifi cation often means that consumption in the more 
affl  uent nations is dependent on cheap labor in other less-
affl  uent nations.
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shows some of the basic indicators of national well-
being for selected nations. You can see that there are 
considerable diff erences in the quality of life in these 
diff erent places in the world.

Population
One of the biggest diff erences in rich and poor nations 
is population. Th e poorest countries have the highest 
birthrates and the highest death rates. Th e total fertil-
ity rate, how many live births a woman will have over 
her lifetime at current fertility rates, shows that in the 
poorest countries women on average have almost fi ve 
children. Because of this high fertility rate, the popula-
tions of poor countries are growing faster than the pop-
ulations of wealthy countries; these countries therefore 
also have a high proportion of young children.

In contrast, the richest countries have a total 
population of approximately one billion people—only 
  percent of the world’s population. Th e populations 
of the richest countries are not growing nearly as fast 
as the populations of the poorest countries. In the rich-
est countries, women have about two children over 
their lifetime, and the populations of these countries 
are growing by only . percent. Many of the richest 
countries, including most of the countries of Europe, 
are actually experiencing population declines. With a 
low fertility rate, the rich countries have proportion-
ately fewer children, but they also have proportionately 
more elderly, which can also be a burden on societal re-
sources. Diff erent from the poorest nations, the richest 
ones are largely urban.

Rapid population growth as a result of high fertility 
rates can make a large diff erence in the quality of life 
of the country. Countries with high birthrates are faced 
with the challenge of having too many children and 
not enough adults to provide for the younger genera-
tion. Public services, such as schools and hospitals, are 
strained in high-birthrate countries, especially because 
these countries are poor to begin with. However, very 
low birthrates, as many rich countries are now experi-
encing, can also lead to problems. In countries with low 
birthrates, there often are not enough young people to 

meet labor force needs, and workers must be imported 
from other countries.

Although the data clearly show that poor countries 
have large populations and high birthrates and rich 
countries have smaller populations and low birthrates, 
does this mean that the large population results in the 
low level of wealth of the country or that high fertility 
rates keep countries poor?

Scholars are divided on the relationship between 
the rate of population growth and economic develop-
ment (Cassen ; Demeny ). Some theorize that 
rapid population growth and high birthrates lead to 
economic stagnation and that too many people keep 
a country from developing, thus miring the country 
in poverty (Ehrlich ). However, other researchers 
point out that some countries with very large popu-
lations have become developed (Coale ). After 
all, the United States has the third largest popula-
tion in the world at  million people, yet it is one of 
the richest and most developed nations in the world. 
China and India, the two nations in the world with 
the largest populations, are also showing signifi cant 
economic development. Scholars now believe that 
even though in some situations large population and 
high birthrates can impede economic development, 
in general fertility levels are aff ected by levels of in-
dustrialization, not the other way around. Th at is, as 
countries develop, their fertility levels decrease and 
their population growth levels off  (Hirschman ; 
Watkins ).

Health and Environment
Signifi cant diff erences are also evident in the basic 
health standards of countries, depending on where they 
are in the global stratifi cation system. Th e high-income 
countries have lower childhood death rates, higher life 
expectancies, and fewer children born underweight. 
People born today in wealthy countries can expect to 
live about seventy-seven years, and women outlive men 
by several years. Except for some isolated or poor areas 
of the rich countries, almost all people have access to 
clean water and acceptable sewer systems.

table 9.2 Quality of Life: A Comparative Perspective

Life Expectancy 
(years)

Infant Mortality 
(per 1000 births)

Adult Literacy (percent 
of population over 15)

Child Malnutrition 
(percent underweight)

Access to Safe Water 
(percent of population)

Afghanistan 44 yrs 165 29% 33% 22%

Iran 71 27 82 n/a 94

Iraq 68 44.7 60 7 77

Mexico 76.1 18 93 3 95

United States 78.1 6.2 99 1 100

n/a not available
Source: World Bank. 2010. www.worldbank.org; U.S. Census Bureau. 2010a. The 2010 Statistical Abstract. Washington, DC: U.S. Department of 
Commerce. www.census.gov
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Education and Illiteracy
In the high-income nations of the world, education is 
almost universal, and the vast majority of people have 
attended school, at least at some level. Literacy and 
school enrollment are now taken for granted in the 
high-income nations, although people in these wealthy 
nations who do not have a good education stand little 
chance of success. In the middle- and lower-income na-
tions, the picture is quite diff erent. Elementary school 
enrollment, virtually universal in wealthy nations, is 
less common in the middle-income nations and even 
less common in the poorest nations.

How do people survive who are not literate or edu-
cated? In much of the world, education takes place out-
side formal schooling. Just because many people in the 
poorer countries never go to school does not mean that 
they are ignorant or that they are uneducated. Most of the 
education in the world takes place in family settings, in 
religious congregations, or in other settings where  elders 
teach the next generation the skills and knowledge they 
need to survive. Th is type of informal education often in-
cludes basic literacy and math skills that people in these 
poorer countries need for their daily lives.

Th e disadvantage of this informal and traditional 
education is that although it prepares people for their 
traditional lives, it often does not give them the skills 
and knowledge needed to operate in the modern world. 
In an increasingly technological world, this can perpet-
uate the underdeveloped status of some nations.

Gender Inequality
Th e position of a country in the world stratifi cation 
system also aff ects gender relations within diff erent 
countries. Poverty is usually felt more by women than 
by men. Although gender inequality has not been 
achieved in the industrialized countries, compared 
with women in other parts of the world women in the 
wealthier countries are much better off .

Th e United Nations (UN) is one of the organizations 
that carefully monitors the status of women globally. 
Th e UN has developed an index to assess the progress 
of women in nations around the world. Called the gen-
der inequality index, the measure is a composite of 
three key components of women’s lives: reproductive 
health, empowerment, and labor market status. Each 
of these three major components is then measured by 
particular facts about women’s status, such as maternal 
mortality, educational attainment, and labor force par-
ticipation (see Figure .). Given how this index is com-
puted, nations with the lowest gender inequality index 
have the greatest equality between women and men 
(see Table .). Based on this index, the United  Nations 
has concluded that, around the world, reproductive 
health—or lack thereof—is the greatest contributor to 
gender inequality (United Nations b). 

Reports indicate mixed news with regard to wom-
en’s status around the world. On the one hand, women’s 

In the poorest countries, the situation is completely 
diff erent. Many children die within the fi rst fi ve years of 
life, people live considerably shorter lives, and fewer peo-
ple have access to clean water and adequate sanitation. 
In the low-income countries, the problems of sanitation, 
clean water, childhood death rates, and life expectan-
cies are all closely related. In many of the poor countries, 
drinking water is contaminated from poor or nonexis-
tent sewage treatment. Th is contaminated water is then 
used to drink, to clean eating utensils, and to make baby 
formula. For adults, waterborne illnesses such as chol-
era and dysentery sometimes cause severe sickness but 
seldom result in death. However, children under age , 
and especially those under the age of , are highly sus-
ceptible to the illnesses carried in contaminated water. 
A common cause of childhood death in countries with 
low incomes is dehydration brought on by the diarrhea 
contracted by drinking contaminated water.

Degradation of the environment is a problem that 
aff ects all nations, which are linked in one vast environ-
mental system. But global stratifi cation also means that 
some nations suff er at the hands of others. Overdevel-
opment is resulting in deforestation. Th e depletion of 
this natural resource is most severe in South America, 
Africa, Mexico, and Southeast Asia (World Bank ). 
On the other hand, the overproduction of “greenhouse 
gas,” emission of carbon dioxide from the burning of 
fossil fuels, is most severe in the United States, Canada, 
Australia, parts of western Europe and Russia, and, in-
creasingly, China—places that use the most energy.

Although high-income countries have only  per-
cent of the world population, together they use more 
than half of the world’s energy. Th e United States alone 
uses one-quarter of the world’s energy, though it holds 
only  percent of the world’s population (see Figure .). 
Safe water is also crucial; more than a billion people do 
not have access to safe water. Moreover, water supplies 
are declining, a problem that will only be exacerbated 
by population growth and economic development. Th e 
World Bank has, in fact, warned that one-half of the 
world’s population will face severe water shortage by 
the year  (World Bank b). Clearly, global strati-
fi cation has some irreversible environmental eff ects 
that are felt around the globe.

United States 23%

Global energy use

Japan 5%

Other high-income
countries 29%

China 11%

Russian
Federation 6%

India 5%

Rest of the world 21%

FIGURE 9.2 Who Uses the World’s Energy?
Source: From World Development Indicators 2004, p. 114. Copyright © 
2004 by World Bank. Reprinted by permission.
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table 9.3 Gender Inequality Index in Selected 
Countries (2008)

Gender 
Inequality Index*

Rank (out of 138 
ranked countries)

Netherlands 0.174 1

Denmark 0.209 2

Norway 0.234 5

Singapore 0.255 10

Spain 0.280 14

Korea 0.310 20

United States 0.400 37

United Arab Emirates 0.464 45

Brazil 0.631 80

South Africa 0.635 82

Haiti 0.739 119

Congo 0.744 121

India 0.748 122

Saudi Arabia 0.760 128

Yemen 0.853 138

*higher numbers mean more inequality
Source: United Nations. 2010b. The Gender Inequality Index, Table 4. 
www.undp.org

FIGURE 9.3 The Gender Inequality Index 
Source: United Nations Development Program. 2010. “Components of the Gender Inequality Index.” http://hdr.undp.org. Reprinted with permission.
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poverty has declined in some of the nations where it has 
been extreme, particularly in India, China, and some 
parts of Latin America. But in sub-Saharan Africa, wom-
en’s poverty has increased. And though women’s share 
of representation in governments has increased, they 

still hold only  percent of parliamentary seats world-
wide. Also, although women have achieved near equal-
ity in levels of primary education, there are large gaps in 
the status of women and men in secondary and higher 
education—a fact that has huge implications for the 
work women do in a global economy that  increasingly 
demands educational attainment (Inter-parliamentary 
Union ; United Nations b).

Perhaps most distressing is the global extent of 
violence against women. Violence takes many forms, 
including violence within the family, rape, sexual ha-
rassment, sex traffi  cking and prostitution, and state-
based violence, among other things. Th e United Nations 
has concluded that “violence against women persists 
in every country in the world as a pervasive violation 
of human rights and a major impediment to achieving 
gender equality” (United Nations a: ). Several fac-
tors put women at risk of violence, ranging from indi-
vidual level risk factors (such as a history of abuse as 
a child and substance abuse) to societal level factors, 
such as gender roles that entrench male dominance 
and societal norms that tolerate violence as a means of 
confl ict resolution (see Table .). Clearly, the inequali-
ties that mark global stratifi cation have particularly del-
eterious eff ects for the world’s women.

War and Terrorism
Th e consequences of global stratifi cation are also found 
in the international confl icts that bring war and an in-
creased risk of terrorism. Although global inequality is 
certainly not the only cause of such problems, it contrib-
utes to the instability of world peace and the threat of ter-
rorism. Global stratifi cation generates inequities in the 
distribution of power between nations. Moreover, glo-
balization has created a world-based capitalist class with 
unprecedented wealth and power. Th is is a class that 
now crosses national borders; thus, some have defi ned it 
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as a “transnational capitalist class” (Langman and Morris 
). Coupled with the enormous poverty that exists, 
the visibility of this class and its association with Western 
values leads to resentment and confl ict. Furthermore, 
attempts by wealthier nations to control access to the 
world’s natural resources, such as oil, generate much po-
litical confl ict. Th us, the same power and affl  uence that 
makes the United States a leader throughout the world 
makes it a target by those who resent its dominance.

In the Middle East, for example, oil production has 
created prosperity for some and exposed people in these 
nations to the values of Western culture. When people 
from diff erent nations, such as those in the  Middle East, 
study at U.S. universities and travel on business or vaca-
tions, they are exposed to Western values and patterns 
of consumption. As one commentator has noted, “Even 
those who have remained at home have not escaped ex-
posure to Western culture. In most of the countries of the 
modern Middle East western cultural infl uences are per-
vasive. Th ey see western television programs, they watch 
western movies, they listen to western music, frequently 
wear western clothes and visit western web sites. Even 
western foods are locally available. McDonald’s are now 
found in many of the major cities” (Bailey : ). 
Moreover, the sexual liberalism of Western nations and 
the relative equality of women also add to the volatile 
mix of nations clashing (Norris and  Inglehart ).

As a result, some traditional leaders, including re-
ligious clerics, defi ne Western culture as a source of 
degeneracy. Countries such as the United States, where 
consumerism is rampant, then become the target of 
those who see this as a threat to their traditional way of 
life (Ehrlich and Liu ). In this sense, global stratifi -
cation and the dominance of Western culture are insep-
arable (Bailey ). Understood in this way, terrorism 

table 9.4 Risk Factors for Violence Against Women: A Global Analysis

The United Nations has studied the frequent use of violence against women in the world and identifi ed the factors that put 
women at risk. These factors are found at various levels.

Individual Level: Community Level:

• Frequent use of alcohol and drugs • Women’s isolation and lack of social support

• Membership in marginalized communities • Community attitudes that tolerate and legitimate male violence

• History of abuse as a child • High levels of social and economic inequality, including poverty

• Witnessing marital violence in the home

Family/Relationship Level: Societal Level:

• Male control of wealth • Gender roles that entrench male dominance and women’s subordination

• Male control of decision making • Tolerance of violence as a means of confl ict resolution

• History of marital violence • Inadequate laws and policies to prevent and punish violence

•  Signifi cant disparities in economic, 
educational, or employment status

•  Limited awareness and sensitivity on the part of offi  cials and social service 
providers

Source: United Nations. 2006a. In-Depth Study on All Forms of Violence Against Women. New York: United Nations.

is not just a question of clashing religious values (al-
though that is a contributing factor) but also stems from 
the global dominance of some nations over others. Th is 
is why those who commit atrocious acts, like fl ying jets 
into the World Trade Center towers, can believe them-
selves as fi ghting for a righteous cause.

Terrorism can be defi ned as premeditated, politi-
cally motivated violence perpetrated against noncom-
batant targets by persons or groups who use their action 
to try to achieve their political ends (White ). Ter-
rorism can be executed through violence or threats of 
violence and can be executed through various means—
suicide bombs, biochemical terror, cyberterror, or other 
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Public debates over immigration policy have mobilized many who point 
out that immigration has long been a part of our national heritage.
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means. Because terrorists operate outside the bounds 
of normative behavior, it is very diffi  cult to prevent. 
Although rigid safeguards can be put in place, such 
safeguards also threaten the freedoms that are charac-
teristics of open, democratic societies. Th e fact that ter-
rorism is so diffi  cult to stop contributes to the fear that 
it is intended to generate.

Inequality is also connected to the context in which 
terrorism emerges. A study of al Qaeda terrorists fi nds 
that the leaders tend to come from middle-class back-
grounds, though they often use those who are young, 
poorly educated, and economically disadvantaged to 
carry out suicide missions. Families of suicide bombers 
often receive large cash payments; at the same time they 
can feel they have served a sacred cause (Stern ). 
Th e fact that one-third of Iraqis now live in poverty—
a change from having a thriving, largely middle-class 
economy in the s and s—helps explain the 
high rates of violence within Iraq now (United Nations 
News Center ). Th is also suggests that improving 
the lives of those who now feel collectively humiliated 
could provide some protection against terrorism.

WORLD POVERTY
One fact of global inequality is the growing presence 
and persistence of poverty in many parts of the world. 
Th ere is poverty in the United States, but very few 

MAP 9.2

Viewing Society in Global Perspective: World Poverty
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people in the United States live in the extreme levels of 
deprivation found in some of the poor countries of the 
world, as seen in Map .. We have seen in Chapter  
how the poverty line in the United States is calculated. 
Th e defi nition of poverty in the United States identifi es 
relative poverty, that is, a measure of poverty relative 
to the rest of society. Households living in poverty in 
the United States are poor compared with other Amer-
icans, but this would be an inaccurate measure in a 
worldwide context because of such huge diff erences in 
the standard of living.

Th e World Bank and United Nations measure world 
poverty in two ways. Absolute poverty is the situation 
in which people live on less than $ per day. Extreme 
poverty is defi ned as living on less than the equivalent 
of $. per day. Any way you measure it, it is diffi  cult 
for most Americans to imagine this standard of living. 
But there are . billion people living in extreme poverty 
(World Bank ).

However, money does not tell the whole story be-
cause many people in the poor countries do not always 
deal in cash. In many countries, people survive by rais-
ing crops for personal consumption and by bartering 
or trading services for food or shelter. Th ese activities 
do not show up in calculations of poverty levels that 
use amounts of money as the measure. As a result, the 
United Nations also defi nes what it calls the multidi-
mensional poverty index.

Source: Central Intelligence Agency. 2009. World Factbook. 

31561_ch09.indd   21331561_ch09.indd   213 8/29/11   12:49 PM8/29/11   12:49 PM



214 > C H A P T E R  

Th e multidimensional poverty index measures 
the degree of deprivation in three basic dimensions of 
human life: health, education, and standard of living 
(Figure .). Like the gender inequality index, diff erent 
components are used to create this measure of poverty, 
including such measures as nutrition, child mortality, 
educational attainment, and the availability of water, 
electricity, plumbing, cooking fuel, and even whether 
one has a fl oor in one’s living quarters. 

Measured by the multidimensional poverty index, 
the UN concludes that poverty is even higher than 
when measured by income alone, as the measures of 

absolute and extreme poverty do (Figure .). Th e mul-
tidimensional poverty index also points more directly 
to the kinds of interventions, such as the availability of 
health clinics and running water, that can signifi cantly 
improve the lives of millions.

Who Are the World’s Poor?
As we have seen, about one-fi fth of the world’s popu-
lation live in poverty, forming what the United Nations 
calls a global underclass. 

Th e character of poverty diff ers around the globe. 
In Asia, the pressures of large population growth leave 

FIGURE 9.4 The Multidimensional Poverty Index 
Source: United Nations Development Program. 2010. “Components of the  Multidimensional Poverty Index.” http://hdr.undp.org. Reprinted with 
permission.
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many without sustainable employment. And, as manu-
facturing has become less labor intensive with more 
mechanized production, the need for labor in certain 
industries has declined. Even though new technologies 
provide new job opportunities, they also create new 
forms of illiteracy because many people have neither 
the access nor the skills to use information technology. 
In sub-Saharan Africa, the poor live in marginal areas 
where poor soil, erosion, and continuous warfare have 
created extremely harsh conditions. Political instabil-
ity and low levels of economic productivity contribute 
to the high rates of poverty. Solutions to world poverty 
in these diff erent regions require sustainable economic 
development, as well as an understanding of the di-
verse regional factors that contribute to high levels of 
poverty.

Women and Children in Poverty
Th ere is no country in the world in which women are 
treated as well as men. As with poverty in the United 
States, women bear a larger share of the burden of world 
poverty. Some have called this double deprivation—in 

many of the poor countries women suff er because of 
their gender and because they disproportionately carry 
the burden of poverty. For instance, in situations of ex-
treme poverty, women have the burden of taking on 
much of the manual labor because in many cases the 
men have left to fi nd work or food. Th e United Nations 
concludes that strengthening women’s economic secu-
rity through better work is essential for reducing world 
poverty. 

Because of their poverty, women tend to suff er 
greater health risks than men. Although women outlive 
men in most countries, the diff erence in life expectancy 
is less in the countries in poverty. Th is is explained by 
several factors. For one, fertility rates are higher in 
poor countries. Giving birth is a time of high risk for 
women, and women in poor countries with poor nutri-
tion, poor maternal care, and the lack of trained birth 
attendants are at higher risk of dying during and after 
the birth.

High fertility rates are also related to the degree of 
women’s empowerment in society—an often neglected 
aspect of the discussion between fertility and poverty. 
Societies where women’s voices do not count for much 
tend to have high fertility rates as well as other social 
and economic hardships for women, including lack of 
education, job opportunities, and information about 
birth control. Empowering women through providing 
them with employment, education, property, and vot-
ing rights can have a strong impact on reducing the fer-
tility rate (Sen ).

Women also suff er in some poor countries be-
cause of traditions and cultural norms. Most (though 
not all) of the poor countries are patriarchal, meaning 
that men control the household. As a result, in some 
situations of poverty the women eat after the men, 
and boys are fed before girls. In conditions of extreme 
poverty, baby boys may also be fed before baby girls 
because boys have higher status than girls. As a result, 
female infants have a lower rate of survival than male 
infants.

A distressing number of children in the world are 
also poor (Figure .). Children in poverty do not have 
the luxury of an education. Schools are usually few or 
nonexistent in poor areas of the world, and families are 
so poor that they cannot aff ord to send their children 
to school. Children from a very early age are required 
to help the family survive by working or performing 
domestic tasks such as fetching water. In extreme situ-
ations, children at a young age work as beggars, young 
boys and girls are sold to work in sweatshops, and 
young girls are sold into prostitution by their families. 
Th is may seem unusually cruel and harsh by Western 
standards, but it is diffi  cult to imagine the horror of 
starvation and the desperation that many families in 
the world must feel that would force them to take such 
measures to survive. In poor countries, families feel they 
must have more children for their survival, yet having 
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There can be innovative solutions to reduce world poverty, such 
as this solar panel delivering energy in southern Mozambique.

31561_ch09.indd   21531561_ch09.indd   215 8/29/11   12:49 PM8/29/11   12:49 PM



216 > C H A P T E R  

food. It is estimated that about nine hundred million 
people in the world are malnourished, leading to dis-
ease and early death, especially among children (World 
Health Organization ).

Hunger results when there is not enough to eat 
to feed a designated area (such as a region or coun-
try). It may be that there is an inadequate supply of 
food or that households simply cannot aff ord to pur-
chase enough food to feed themselves. Hunger stifl es 
the mental and physical development of children and 
leads to disease and death. Th e trend in the world 
has been a reduction in the number of malnourished 
people, with the number of malnourished people ex-
pected to drop to under six hundred million by the 
year . Th is is encouraging, but it is also short of 
the goal for reducing hunger that the World Health 
 Organization has hoped for. Although the food supply is 
plentiful in the world, and is actually increasing faster 
than the population, the rate of malnutrition is still 
dangerously high.

Why are people hungry? Is there not enough food 
to feed all the people in the world? In fact, plenty of 
food is grown in the world. Th e world’s production of 
wheat, rice, corn, and other grains is suffi  cient to ad-
equately feed all the people in the world. Much grain 
grown in the United States is stored and not used. Th e 
problem is that the surplus food does not get to the 
truly needy. Th e people who are starving lack what 
they need for obtaining adequate food, such as arable 
land or a job that would pay a living wage. In many 
cases, in the past people grew food crops and were 
able to feed themselves, but today much of the best 
land has been taken over by agribusinesses that grow 
cash crops, such as tobacco or cotton, and subsistence 
farmers have been forced onto marginal lands on the 

more children perpetuates the poverty. Estimates are 
that there are  million children between age  and 
 in the paid labor force throughout the world. Most 
of the children,  million, are in Asia, and  million 
are in sub-Saharan Africa (International Labour Orga-
nization ). Many of these children work long hours 
in diffi  cult conditions and enjoy few freedoms, making 
products (soccer balls, clothing, and toys, for example) 
for those who are much better off .

Another problem in the very poor areas of the 
world is homeless children (Mickelson ). In 
many situations, families are so poor that they can no 
longer care for their children, and the children must 
go without education or be out on their own, even 
at young ages. Many of these homeless children end 
up in the streets of the major cities of Asia and Latin 
America. In Latin America, it is estimated that there 
are thirteen million street children, some as young as 
six years old. Alone, they survive through a combi-
nation of begging, prostitution, drugs, and stealing. 
They sleep in alleys or in makeshift shelters. Their 
lives are harsh, brutal, and short.

debunking SOCIETY’S MYTHS
myth: There are too many people in the world, and 
there is simply not enough food to go around.

sociological perspective: Growing more food 
will not end hunger. If systems of distributing the world’s 
food were more just, hunger could be reduced. •

Poverty and Hunger
Poverty is also directly linked to malnutrition and hun-
ger because people in poverty cannot fi nd or aff ord 
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population growth, although high fertility rates and 
poverty are related. In fact, many of the world’s most 
populous countries, India and China, for instance, 
have large segments of their population that are poor, 
but even with very large populations these countries 
have begun to reduce poverty levels. Poverty is not 
caused by people being lazy or uninterested in work-
ing. People in extreme poverty work tremendously 
hard just to survive, and they would work hard at a 
job if they had one. It is not that they are lazy; it is that 
there are no jobs for them.

Poverty is a result of a mix of causes. For one, the 
areas where poverty is increasing have a history of 
unstable governments or, in some cases, virtually no 
eff ective government to coordinate national develop-
ment or plans that might alleviate extreme poverty and 
starvation. World relief agencies are reluctant to work 
in or send food to countries where the national govern-
ments cannot guarantee the safety of relief workers or 
the delivery of food and aid to where it should go. Food 
convoys may be hijacked or roads blocked by bandits 
or warlords.

“In 2003, surgeons were forced to amputate both of Ali 
 Ismaeel Abbas’s arms after an errant U.S. bomb slammed into 
his Baghdad home during the opening phase of the Iraq war. 
 Pictures of the twelve-year-old, who lost his parents in the at-
tack, soon appeared on TV screens and in newspapers around 
the world. Since then, Abbas, who was treated in Kuwait, has 
come to represent a grim reality: All too often the victims of 
war are innocent children” (McClelland 2003: 20).

In the past ten years alone, UNICEF estimates that 
over two million children have died in war, with even more 
injured, disabled, orphaned, or forced into refugee camps 
(Machel 1996). One estimate is that of all the victims 
of war, 90 percent are civilian—half of those, children 
(McClelland 2003).

In the aftermath of war children are also highly vulner-
able to outbreaks of disease. In Iraq, following the war in 
2003, many children died of diseases such as anemia and 
 diarrhea—diseases that can be prevented. Children in Iraq 
were already living under extreme hardship under the regime 
of Saddam Hussein. Economic sanctions against Iraq during 
his regime also produced high infant mortality because of 
food shortages.

The United Nations has passed resolutions prohibiting the 
use of children under age 18 in combat. It has linked the threats 
to children from violence with high rates of poverty around 
the world. Although reducing poverty would not eliminate 
the threat of war, it would go a long way toward improving 
 children’s lives in war-torn regions.

UNDERSTANDING diversity
War, Childhood, and Poverty
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War, though it may seem remote to some, aff ects millions both 
in the United States and in war-torn countries. Many of those 
most aff ected are children. Here relatives mourn the death of 
children killed during a U.S. raid in Tikrit, Iraq in 2006.

fl anks of the desert where conditions are diffi  cult and 
crops often do not grow.

Clearly, poverty is a cause of malnutrition, but 
there are other causes as well. Violence and war within 
a nation can displace people, leading to large num-
bers of refugees crowding places where food may not 
be available to all. Disasters, such as the earthquake 
that shook Haiti in , can leave people without food 
and water—a situation complicated when a nation, 
such as Haiti, is already poor. Even climate change can 
threaten to create hunger, especially if farming prac-
tices cannot adjust to drought, fl oods, and extreme 
changes in weather patterns (World Hunger Education 
Service ). 

Causes of World Poverty
What causes world poverty, and why are so many 
people so desperately poor and starving? More to the 
point, why is poverty decreasing in some areas but in-
creasing in others? We do know what does not cause 
poverty. Poverty is not necessarily caused by too rapid 
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In many countries with high proportions of poverty, 
the economies have collapsed and the governments 
have borrowed heavily to remain afl oat. As a condi-
tion of these international loans, lenders, including the 
World Bank and the International Monetary Fund, have 
demanded harsh economic restructuring to increase 
capital markets and industrial effi  ciency. Th ese eco-
nomic reforms may make good sense for some and may 
lead these countries out of economic ruin over time, but 
in the short run, these imposed reforms have placed the 
poor in a precarious position because the reforms also 
called for drastically reduced government spending on 
human services.

Poverty is also caused by changes in the world eco-
nomic system. Although poverty has been a long-term 
problem and has many causes, increases in poverty 
and starvation in Africa and Latin America can be at-
tributed in part to the changes in world markets that 
favored Asia economically but put sub-Saharan Africa 
and Latin America at a disadvantage. As the price of 
products declined with more industrialization in places 
such as India, China, Indonesia, South Korea, Malaysia, 
and Th ailand, commodity-producing nations in Africa 
and Latin America suff ered. In Latin America, the poor 
have fl ooded to the cities, hoping to fi nd work, whereas 
in Africa they did the opposite, fl eeing to the country-
side hoping to be able to grow subsistence crops. Gov-
ernments often had to borrow to provide help to their 
citizens. Many governments collapsed or found them-
selves in such great debt that they were unable to help 
their own people. Th is has created massive amounts of 
poverty and starvation.

An often unrecognized cause of poverty is war. War 
disrupts the infrastructure of a society—its roads, utility 
systems, water, sanitation, even schools. For countries 
already struggling economically, this can be devastat-
ing. Food production may be disrupted and commerce 
can be threatened as it may be diffi  cult, even impossi-
ble, to move goods in and out of a country. And the loss 
of life and major injury can mean that there are fewer 
productive citizens who can work, thus threatening 
family and community well-being (Pathways to Peace 
). Moreover, the billions of dollars spent each year 
on military struggle rob societies of the resources that 
could be used to address humanitarian needs. Add to 
this the fact that wars are more likely to occur in nations 
that are already poor and you see the impact that war 
has on world poverty.

In sum, poverty has many causes. It is a major 
global problem that aff ects the billions who are liv-
ing in poverty, but also aff ects all people in one way or 
another. In some areas, poverty rates are declining as 
some countries begin to improve their economic situ-
ation; however, in other areas of the world, poverty is 
increasing, and countries are sinking into fi nancial, 
 political, and social chaos.

GLOBALIZATION AND 
SOCIAL CHANGE
Globalization is, in some ways, not a new thing. 
 Nations have long been engaged through a global 
system of trade, travel, and tourism. But what is new 
about globalization is the extent to which it permeates 
daily life for people all over the world and the pace 
with which globalization is developing. New technol-
ogies now allow for extraordinarily fast transactions 
across tremendous distances, both linking people to-
gether in new ways and transferring goods, cultural 
symbols, and communication systems in ways that 
were  unimaginable not that long ago (Eitzen and Baca 
Zinn ).

Globalization is thus ushering in social changes—
some good, some not—that will continue to evolve in 
the years ahead. As we have seen, globalization has 
meant that many countries in the world are becoming 
better off , but many countries remain persistently poor, 
some very poor. Is the world getting better or worse? 
What will happen in the future?

Th ere is some good news. In some areas of the world, 
particularly east Asia, but also in Latin America, many 
countries have shown rapid growth and are emerging as 
stronger nations. Th ese countries are sometimes called 
the newly industrializing countries (NICs), and they 
include South Korea, Malaysia,  Th ailand, Taiwan, and 
Singapore. In these countries, the governments have 
invested in social and economic development, often 
with outside help from other nations and corporations. 
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The devastation following the earthquake in Haiti in 
January 2010 was exacerbated by the fact that the nation had 
such high rates of poverty even before the disaster struck.
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has opened new markets, increased global trade, but 
also expanded the reach of multinational corpora-
tions. Th e development of such world fi nancial mar-
kets may bring prosperity and wealth to many nations 
and individuals, and it can allow some formerly poor 
countries to share in the world’s wealth. But economic 
prosperity does not usually fi lter down to the people 
at the lower levels of society, and it can force nations 
into huge amounts of debt, thus allowing poverty and 
hunger to continue—or even worsen. Th us, while 
market economies create opportunities for some to 
become wealthy, both individuals and nations, many 
nations and individuals do not benefi t from this global 
transformation.

Globalization is a strong force that will continue to 
shape the future of most nations. Some see globaliza-
tion simply as the expansion of Western markets and 
culture into all parts of the world. Western civilization 
brings positive new values (including democracy and 
more equality for women), but it can also bring val-
ues that may not be seen as positive changes—such 
as increased consumerism or a change in the nation’s 
sexual mores. Globalization certainly brings new 
products to remote parts of the world (movies, cloth-
ing styles, and other commercial goods), but some see 
this as a form of imperialism—that is, the domination 
of Western nations. Resistance to Western globaliza-
tion and imperialism produces some of the interna-
tional problems now dominating United States and 
world history, as evidenced in the hostility felt by mili-
tant fundamentalist Islamic groups toward the United 
States.

Globalization has created great progress in the 
world—including trade, migration, the spread of 
diverse cultures, the dissemination and sharing of 
new knowledge, greater freedom for women, travel, 
and so forth. Moreover, globalization has not simply 
extended the values and knowledge of Western cul-
ture. Many of the things we now take for granted in 
our culture originated in non-Western cultures. For 
example, the decimal system—fundamental to mod-
ern math and science—originated in India between 
the second and sixth centuries and was soon further 
developed by Arab mathematicians. Western societ-
ies certainly get credit for the development of science 
and technology, but the credit is not theirs alone 
(Sen ).

It is no doubt true that globalization is contributing 
to the inequality between nations and to the exploita-
tion of some nations and groups by others. Perhaps the 
solution is not in resisting globalization, but in working 
so that the benefi ts of the global economy, global tech-
nology, and knowledge reach parts of the world in less 
exploitative ways. As long as great disparities in stan-
dards of living, human rights and basic freedoms, envi-
ronmental quality, and so forth persist, world confl ict is 
likely to be the result.

Because some of the NICs have large populations, their 
success demonstrates that economic development can 
occur in heavily populated countries. China, for exam-
ple, has embarked on an aggressive policy of industrial 
growth, and India is also improving economically.

Yet for all the success stories that globalization 
has generated, many nations are not making it. Th ese 
include nations on all continents. In many cases, gov-
ernments have collapsed or are corrupt, the economy 
is bankrupt, the standard of living is poor, and people 
are starving. In many areas of the world, ethnic hatred 
has led to mass genocide and forced millions from their 
homes, creating huge numbers of refugees. In Darfur in 
the western region of Sudan, over , civilians have 
been murdered and millions have lost their homes, cre-
ating an international outcry demanding that Western 
governments intervene to stop the violence and provide 
massive humanitarian aid.

Globalization has also brought the expansion of 
the system of capitalism, including to nations once 
hostile to capitalist economics, such as China. Th is 
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Population overcrowding, such as on this street in Shanghai, 
China, strains various natural resources.
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chapter summary
What is global stratification?
Global stratifi cation is a system of unequal distribu-
tion of resources and opportunities between coun-
tries. A particular country’s position is determined by 
its relationship to other countries in the world. Th e 
countries in the global stratifi cation system can be cat-
egorized according to their per capita gross national 
income or wealth. Th e world’s countries can also be 
categorized as fi rst-, second-, or third-world countries, 
which describe their political affi  liation and their level 
of development. Th e global stratifi cation system can 
also be described according to the economic power 
countries have.

How do systems of power affect different countries 
in the world?
Th e countries of the world can be divided into three lev-
els based on their power in the world economic system. 
Th e core countries are the countries that control and 
profi t the most from the world system. Semiperipheral 
countries are semi-industrialized and play a middle-
man role, extracting profi ts from the poor countries and 
passing those profi ts on to the core countries. At the 
bottom of the world stratifi cation system are the periph-
eral countries, which are poor and largely agricultural, 
but with important resources that are exploited by the 
core countries. Most of these nations are populated by 
people of color, perpetuating racism as part of the world 
system.

What are the theories of global stratification?
Modernization theory interprets the economic de-
velopment of a country in terms of the internal atti-
tudes and values. Modernization theory ignores that 
the development of a country may be due to its eco-
nomic relationships with other more powerful coun-
tries. Dependency theory draws on the fact that many 
of the poorest nations are former colonies of Euro-
pean colonial powers that keep colonies poor and do 
not allow their industries to develop, thus creating 
dependency. World systems theory argues that no na-
tion can be seen in isolation and that there is a world 

economic system that must be understood as a single 
unit.

What are some of the consequences of global 
stratification?
Th e poorest countries have more than half the world’s 
population and have high birthrates, high mortality 
rates, poor health and sanitation, low rates of literacy 
and school attendance, and are largely rural. Th e rich-
est countries have low birthrates, low mortality rates, 
better health and sanitation, high literacy rates, high 
school attendance, and largely urban populations. Al-
though women in the wealthy countries are not com-
pletely equal to men, they suff er less inequality than do 
women in the poor countries.

How do we measure and understand world poverty?
Relative poverty means being poor in comparison to 
others. Absolute poverty describes the situation where 
people do not have enough to survive, measured as 
having the equivalent of $ per day. Extreme poverty 
is defi ned as the situation in which people live on less 
than $. cents a day. Th e United Nations has devel-
oped a multidimensional poverty index—a measure 
that accounts for health, education, and standard of 
living. Poverty particularly aff ects women and children. 
Children in the very poor countries are forced to work 
at very early ages and do not have the opportunity for 
schooling. Street children are a growing problem in 
many cities of the world. Starvation is also a conse-
quence of the global stratifi cation system.

What is the future of global stratification?
Th e future of global stratifi cation is varied and depends 
on the country’s position within the world economic 
system. Some countries, particularly those in east 
Asia—commonly referred to as newly industrializing 
countries—have shown rapid growth and emerged as 
developed countries. Many nations, though, are not 
making it. Governments collapse, countries suff er eco-
nomic bankruptcy, the standard of living plummets, 
and people starve.
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you might expect a society based on the values 
of freedom and equality, such as ours, not to be deeply 
affl  icted by racial confl ict, but think of the following 
situations:

• When Hurricane Katrina struck New Orleans and the Gulf 
Coast in 2006, hundreds of thousands of people were 
displaced and billions of dollars of property destroyed. 
Although the hurricane aff ected the lives (and deaths) 
of many, African Americans—many of them poor—were 
disproportionately killed or left homeless. Millions of 
Americans were shocked by the images of poor people 
desperate to survive but left without federal or state gov-
ernmental help for a long time. Both federal and state 
governments were painfully slow in sending help. 

• In 2009, James von Brunn, an eighty-eight year-old 
self-proclaimed white supremacist, gunned down and 
killed a security guard at the U.S. Holocaust Memorial 
Museum in Washington, DC. James von Brunn was 
known by federal authorities to be affi  liated with vari-
ous hate groups. The shooter left an anti-Semitic let-
ter in his car parked outside the Museum, charging that 
“Obama was created by Jews.” The guard who was shot 
and killed, Stephen T. Johns, was a thirty-nine year old 
African American guard who worked at the museum. 
Von Brunn, shot and wounded by other security guards, 
was charged with murder.

• Race is still used to exclude jurors in court trials. Re-
cently, Black, Latino, and Vietnamese prospective jurors 
have been systematically excluded from some California 
juries in murder and rape trials relative to nonexcluded 
Whites who are of the same status, education, age, and 
area of residence. Such instances represent clear occur-
rences of what is called institutional racism.

Race and Ethnicity 

Racial Stereotypes 

Prejudice, Discrimination, and Racism 

Theories of Prejudice and Racism 

Diverse Groups, Diverse Histories 

Attaining Racial and Ethnic Equality: 
The Challenge 

Chapter Summary 
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• Derogatory labels, which reinforce prejudice and rac-
ism, have been applied throughout American history to 
persons of color, and despite minimal improvements in 
race relations, they persist only slightly diminished right 
up to the present: Blacks (niggers, coons, jigaboos, 
spades, sambos, pickaninnies, jungle bunnies), Hispan-
ics (spics, greasers, wetbacks, beaners), and Asians, 
including Japanese Americans, Chinese Americans, and 
Vietnamese Americans (all lumped together as slants, 
slopes, chinks, japs, and fl ips). 

Not even White ethnic groups have been spared in re-
cent history, as illustrated by derogatory labels applied 
to the Irish (micks, paddies), Germans (krauts), French 
(frogs), Italians (wops, ginnies, dagos), Poles (polacks), 
Hungarians (bohunks), and Jews (kikes, hebes, hymies, 
yids).

These incidents and labels are not pretty. They all 
have one thing in common—race–ethnicity. Along with 
gender and social class, race and ethnicity have funda-
mental importance in human social interaction and are an 
utterly integral part of America’s social institutions. Such 
derogatory terms are as American as apple pie. 

Of course, the racial and ethnic groups do not always 
interact as enemies. Nor is interracial tension always ob-
vious. It can be as subtle as a White person who simply 
does not initiate interactions with African Americans and 
Latinos or an elderly White man who almost imperceptibly 
leans backward at a cocktail party as a Japanese American 
man approaches him.

In everyday human interaction, race still matters and 
matters a lot. What is race, and what is ethnicity? Why 
does society treat racial and ethnic groups diff erently, and 
why is there social inequality—stratifi cation—between 
these groups? How are these divisions and inequalities 
able to persist so stubbornly, and how extensive are they? 
These inequalities are so strong and persistent in American 
society that sociologists are not convinced by uninformed 
recent speculation in the popular press that the landslide 
election of President Barack Obama, the fi rst African 
American U.S. president, will lead to the virtual disappear-
ance of prejudice and racism and the achievement of a 
“postracial” society. Such questions and issues fascinate 
sociologists who do research on racial and ethnic relations 
and stratifi cation in our society.

Ethnicity
An ethnic group is a social category of people who 
share a common culture, for example, a common lan-
guage or dialect; a common nationality; a common 
religion; and common norms, practices, customs, and 
history. Ethnic groups have a consciousness of their 
common cultural bond. Italian Americans, Japanese 
Americans, Arab Americans, Polish Americans, Greek 
Americans, Mexican Americans, and Irish Americans 
are all examples of ethnic groups in the United States. 
Ethnic groups are also found in other societies, such as 
the Pashtuns in Afghanistan or the Shiites and Sunnis in 
Iraq, whose ethnicity is based on religious diff erences.

An ethnic group does not exist only because of the 
common national or cultural origins of a group, how-
ever. Ethnic groups develop because of their unique 
historical and social experiences. Th ese experiences be-
come the basis for the group’s ethnic identity, meaning 
the defi nition the group has of itself as sharing a com-
mon cultural bond. Prior to immigration to the United 
States, Italians, for example, did not necessarily think of 
themselves as a distinct group with common interests 
and experiences. Originating from diff erent villages, 
cities, and regions of Italy, Italian immigrants identifi ed 
themselves by their family background and community 
of origin. However, the process of immigration and the 
experiences Italian Americans faced as a group in the 
United States, including discrimination, created a new 
identity for the group (Waters and Levitt ; Waters 
; Alba ).

Th e social and cultural basis of ethnicity allows eth-
nic groups to develop more or less intense ethnic iden-
tifi cation at diff erent points in time. Ethnic identifi cation 
may grow stronger when groups face prejudice or hos-
tility from other groups. Perceived or real threats and 
perceived competition from other groups may unite an 
ethnic group around common political and economic 
interests, which as you may recall was an hypothesis 

This band, playing for St. Patrick’s Day, an Irish holiday, contains 
people of varied racial–ethnic backgrounds.
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APLIA RACE AND ETHNICITY ENGAGEMENT ACTIVITY 

How do sociologists view stereotypes based on race and ethnicity? 
This activity will help you fi nd out.

RACE AND ETHNICITY
Within sociology, the terms ethnic, race, minority, and 
dominant group have very specifi c meanings, diff erent 
from the meanings these terms have in common usage. 
Th ese concepts are important in developing a sociolog-
ical perspective on race and ethnicity.

31561_ch10.indd   22431561_ch10.indd   224 8/29/11   12:51 PM8/29/11   12:51 PM



RACE AND ETHNICITY < 225

advanced by early sociological theorist Emile Durkheim 
(Chapter ). Ethnic unity can develop voluntarily, or it 
may be involuntarily imposed when ethnic groups are 
excluded by more powerful groups from certain residen-
tial areas, occupations, or social clubs. Th ese exclusion-
ary practices strengthen ethnic identity.

Defining Race
Like ethnicity, race is primarily, though not exclusively, 
a socially constructed category. A race is a group treated 
as distinct in society based on certain characteristics, 
some of which are biological, that have been assigned or 
attributed social importance. Because of presumed bio-
logically or culturally inferior characteristics (as defi ned 
by powerful groups in society), a race is often singled out 
for diff erential and unfair treatment. It is not the biologi-
cal characteristics per se that defi ne racial groups but 
how groups have been treated historically and socially.

Society assigns people to racial categories, such as 
Black, White, and so on, not because of science, logic, 
or fact, but because of opinion and social experience. In 
other words, how racial groups are defi ned is a social pro-
cess. Th is is what is meant when one says that race is “so-
cially constructed” (Higginbotham and Andersen ). 
Although the meaning of race begins with perceived bio-
logical diff erences between groups (such as diff erences 
in physical characteristics like skin color, lip form, and 
hair texture), on closer examination, the assumption that 
racial diff erences are purely biological breaks down. In 
fact biologists have recently argued that there is little cor-
respondence between races as defi ned genetically and 
the actual naming of the races (Ledger ). 

debunking SOCIETY’S MYTHS

myth: Racial diff erences are fi xed, biological categories.

sociological perspective: Race is a social 
concept, one in which certain physical or cultural charac-
teristics take on social meanings that become the basis 
for racism and discrimination. The defi nition of race varies 
across cultures within a society, across diff erent societies, 
and at diff erent times in the history of a given society. •

Th e social categories used to presumably divide 
groups into races are not fi xed, and they vary from society 
to society and at diff erent times in the history of a given 
society (Morning , , ; Washington ). 
Within the United States, laws defi ning who is Black have 
historically varied from state to state. North Carolina and 
Tennessee law historically defi ned a person as Black if he 
or she had even one great-grandparent who was Black 
(thus being one-eighth Black). In other southern states, 
having any Black ancestry at all defi ned one as a Black 
person—the so-called one drop (that is, of Black blood) 
rule (Broyard ; Taylor ; Malcomson ). Th is 
“one drop” rule still applies to a great extent today in the 
United States, although its use as a criterion for defi ning 
one’s race has noticeably eroded. 

Th is is even more complex when we consider the 
meaning of race in other countries. In Brazil, a light-
skinned Black person could well be considered White, 
especially if the person is of high socioeconomic sta-
tus; this demonstrates that one’s race in Brazil is in part 
actually defi ned by one’s social class. Th us, in parts of 
Brazil, it is often said that “money lightens” (o dinheiro 
embranquence). In this sense, a category such as social 
class can become racialized. In fact, in Brazil people are 
considered Black only if they are of African descent and 
have no discernible White ancestry at all. Th e vast ma-
jority of U.S. Blacks would not be considered Black in 
Brazil (Surratt and Inciardi ; Telles ). Although 
Brazil is often touted as being a utopia of race “mixing” 
and racial social equality, nonetheless, as sociologist 
Edward Telles notes, light-skinned Brazilians continue 
to be privileged and continue to hold a disproportion-
ate share of the wealth and power (Telles , ).

Racialization is a process whereby some social 
category, such as a social class or nationality, takes 
on what society perceives to be racial characteristics 
( Malcomson ; Harrison ; Omi and Winant 
). Th e experiences of Jewish people provide a good 
example of what it means to say that race is a socially 
constructed category. Jews are more accurately called 
an ethnic group because of common religious and cul-
tural heritage, but in Nazi Germany Hitler defi ned Jews 
as a “race.” An ethnic group had thus become racialized. 
Jews were presumed to be biologically inferior to 
the group Hitler labeled the Aryans—white-skinned, 
blonde, tall, blue-eyed people. On the basis of this defi -
nition—which was supported through Nazi law, taught 
in Nazi schools, and enforced by the Nazi military— 
Jewish people were grossly mistreated. Th ey were 
segregated, persecuted, and systematically murdered 
in what has come to be called the Holocaust during the 
Second World War.

Mixed-race people defy the biological categories 
that are typically used to defi ne race. Is someone who 
is the child of an Asian mother and an African Ameri-
can father Asian or Black? Refl ecting this issue, the 
U.S. Census’s current practice is for a person to check 
several racial categories rather than just one (U. S. Bureau 
of the Census a; Wright ; Waters ), al-
though considerable controversy has arisen over this 
procedure (Harrison ). As Table . shows, the de-
cennial U.S. census (taken every ten years) has dramati-
cally changed its racial and ethnic classifi cations since 
, refl ecting the fact that society’s thinking about 
racial and ethnic categorization has not remained 
constant through time (Saulny ; Rodriguez ; 
Harrison ; Lee ).

Recently, on some college campuses, an organiza-
tion has been formed called the Multiracial and Biracial 
Student Association (MBSA). Th eir goal is to encourage 
students to defi ne themselves multiracially rather than 
by only one racial label and to follow through by using 
multiple racial categories on offi  cial forms, as the U. S. 
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census now allows. Very few people did so in the  
census; a goal of MBSA has been to encourage multi-
racial responses on the current census forms. Th us, 
a large variety of multiracial responses are possible: 
for example, Black-Asian-Greek, Black-White-Ger-
man,  Ghanian-Scottish-Norwegian,  American Indian-
Irish-Swedish, and many others (Sauny ). 

Opposition to multiple categorization of the races 
of a single person arises because doing so would heavily 
complicate the matter of counting the number and per-
centage of a given racial–ethnic group in a census area 
(census tract); such tabulations are routinely used by 
federal and state governments to determine the health, 
educational, occupational, and housing needs of a par-
ticular racial–ethnic group. Hence, it can be argued, 
minority groups can and will be short-changed when it 
comes to federal and state allocation of funds for one of 
these areas of need. 

Th e biological characteristics that have been used 
to defi ne diff erent racial groups vary considerably both 
within and between groups. Many Asians, for example, 
are actually lighter skinned than many Europeans and 
White Americans and, regardless of their skin color, 
have been defi ned in racial terms as yellow. Some 
light-skinned African Americans are also lighter in skin 
color than some White Americans. Developing racial 

categories overlooks the fact that human groups de-
fi ned as races are—biologically speaking—much more 
alike than they are diff erent.

Th e biological diff erences that are presumed to 
 defi ne diff erent racial groups are somewhat arbitrary. 
Why, for example, do we diff erentiate people based 
on skin color and not some other characteristic such 
as height or hair color? You might ask yourself how 
a society based on the presumed racial inferiority of 
red-haired people would compare to other racial in-
equalities in the United States. Th e likelihood is that 
if a powerful group defi ned another group as inferior 
because of some biological characteristics, and they 
used their power to create social institutions that 
treated this group unfairly, a system of racial inequal-
ity would result. In fact, very few biological diff erences 
exist between racial groups. Most of the variability in 
almost all biological characteristics, even blood type 
and various bodily chemicals, is within and not be-
tween racial groups (Rodriguez ;  Malcomson 
; Lewontin ).

Diff erent groups use diff erent criteria to defi ne ra-
cial groups. To American Indians, being classifi ed as an 
American Indian depends upon proving one’s ancestry, 
but this proof varies considerably from tribe to tribe. 
Among some American Indians, one must be able to 

table 10.1 Comparison of U.S. Census Classifications, 1890–2000

Census Date White African American Native American Asian American Other Categories

1890 White Black, Mulatto, Quadroon, 
Octoroon

Indian Chinese
Japanese

1900 White Black Indian Chinese
Japanese

1910 White Black
Mulatto

Indian Chinese
Japanese

Otherb

1990 White Black or Negro Indian (American)
Eskimo
Aleut

Chinese
Japanese
Filipino
Korean
Asian Indian
Vietnamese

Hawaiian
Guamanian
Samoan Asian or 
Pacifi c Islander
Other

2000a, b White Black or African
American

American Indian
Alaskan Native

Chinese
Japanese
Filipino
Korean
Asian Indian
Vietnamese

Native Hawaiian
Other Pacifi c 
Islander
Other

aIn 2000, for the fi rst time ever, and again in 2010 individuals could select more than one racial category. In 2010, only 3 percent actually did so.
bHispanics were included under “Other” in 1910 and 1920. In 1930 and subsequent years, the category “Mexican” has been listed in addition to the 
category “Other.” 

Source: Lee, Sharon. 1993. “Racial Classifi cation in the U.S. Census: 1890–1990.” Ethnic and Racial Studies 16(1): 75–94; U.S. Census Bureau. 2003. “Racial 
and Ethnic Classifi cation Used in Census 2000 and Beyond.” Taylor & Francis Ltd; Rodriquez, Clara E. “Changing Race.” Pp. 22–25 in Race and Ethnicity in 
Society: The Changing Landscape. Belmont, CA: Wadsworth; Silver, Alexandra. 2010. “Brief History of the U.S. Census.” Time Magazine (Feb 8): 16.
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demonstrate  percent American Indian ancestry to be 
recognized as such; for other American Indians, demon-
strating  percent American Indian ancestry is suffi  cient.

It also matters who defi nes racial group member-
ship. Th e government makes tribes prove themselves 
as tribes through a complex set of federal regulations 
(called the “federal acknowledgment process”); very few 
are actually given this offi  cial status, and the criteria for 
tribal membership as well as defi nition as “Indian” or 
“Native American” have varied considerably through-
out American history. Th us, as with African Americans, 
it has been the state or federal government, and not so 
much the racial or ethnic group itself, that has defi ned 
who is a member of the group and who is not!

Offi  cial recognition by the government matters. For 
example, only those groups offi  cially defi ned as Indian 
tribes qualify for health, housing, and educational as-
sistance from the Bureau of Indian Aff airs (the BIA) or 
are allowed to manage the natural resources on Indian 
lands and maintain their own system of governance 
(Locklear ; Brown ; Snipp ).

Th is defi nition of race emphasizes that in addition 
to physical and cultural diff erences, race is created and 
maintained by the most powerful group (or groups) in 

society. Th is defi nition of race also incorporates pre-
sumed group diff erences in the context of social and his-
torical experience. As a result, who is defi ned as a race is 
as much a political question as a biological one ( Brodkin 
). For example, although they probably did not think 
of themselves as a race, Irish Americans in the early 
twentieth century were defi ned by more powerful White 
groups as a “race” that was inferior to White people. 
Th is was an example of the racialization of an ethnic or 
nationality group. At that time, Irish people were not con-
sidered by many even to be White (Ignatiev )! In fact, 
a century ago the Irish were called “Negroes/Coloreds/
Blacks turned inside out,” and Negroes (Black people) 
were called “smoked Irish” (Malcomson ). 

Th e social construction of race has been elabo-
rated in an insightful perspective in sociology known 
as racial formation theory (Omi and Winant ; 
Brodkin ). Racial formation is the process by 
which a group comes to be defi ned as a race. Th is defi -
nition is supported through offi  cial social institutions 
such as the law and the schools. Th is concept empha-
sizes the importance of social institutions in producing 
and maintaining the meaning of race; it also connects 
the process of racial formation to the exploitation of 
so-called racial groups. A good example comes from 
African American history. During slavery, an African 
American was defi ned as being three-fi fths of a person 
(equivalently, as “divested two-fi fths the man”) for the 
purposes of deciding how slaves would be counted for 
state representation in the new federal government 
and how they would be defi ned as property in order to 
be taxed as property. Th e process of defi ning slaves in 
this way served the purposes of White Americans, not 
slaves themselves, and it linked the defi nition of slaves 
as a race to the political and economic needs of the 
most powerful group in society (Higginbotham ).

It may surprise the reader to know that “Whiteness” 
is itself a social construction! Th is only underscores the 
importance of social constructionism in the defi ni-
tion of race in addition to biological criteria. Historian 
Nell Painter () contributed to the development of 
the new fi eld of “Whiteness Studies” in demonstrating 
the racial formation and social construction aspect of 
defi ning who is “White.” A linchpin in Painter’s argu-
ment is her elaboration of how the writer Ralph Waldo 
Emerson argued that Anglo-Saxons were the “true 
Whites” and thus superior to other White groups (Irish, 
Germans, Polish, Italians, and on and on) in culture and 
intelligence. (He even cited IQ test results to back up his 
argument; see Chapter .)

Th e process of racial formation also explains how 
groups such as Asian Americans, American Indians, 
and Latinos have been defi ned as races, despite the 
diff erent experiences and nationalities of the groups 
composing these three categories. Race, like ethnic-
ity, lumps groups together that may have very diff erent 
historical and cultural backgrounds, but once they are 
so labeled, the groups are perceived as a single entity. 
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This is Barack Obama, the fi rst African American ever to be 
elected U.S. president. His father is Black African (Kenyan) 
and his mother is White American. Why is his race African 
American?
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Th is refl ects a more general principle in the social sci-
ences called out-group homogeneity eff ect, where all 
members of any out-group are perceived to be similar 
or even identical to each other and diff erences among 
them are perceived to be minor or nonexistent. Th is has 
recently been the case in the United States with Middle 
Easterners: Egyptians, Lebanese, Syrians, Saudi Ara-
bians, Iranians, Iraqis, Jordanians, Afghans, and many 
others are classifi ed as one group and called Middle 
Easterners, or simply “Arabs.”

Minority and Dominant Groups
Minorities are racial or ethnic groups, but not all ra-
cial or ethnic groups are always considered minorities. 
Irish Americans, for instance, are not now thought of 
as minorities, although they certainly were in the early 
part of the twentieth century. A minority group is any 
distinct group in society that shares common group 
characteristics and is forced to occupy low status in 
society because of prejudice and discrimination. Th e 
group that assigns a racial or ethnic group to subor-
dinate status in society is called the dominant group.

A group may be classifi ed as a minority on the basis 
of ethnicity, race, sexual preference, age, or class status, 
for example. A minority group is not necessarily a nu-
merical minority but is a group that holds low status in 
relation to other groups in society, regardless of the size 
of the group. In South Africa, Blacks outnumber Whites 
ten to one, but until Nelson Mandela’s election as presi-
dent and the dramatic change of the country’s govern-
ment in , Blacks were an offi  cially oppressed and 
politically excluded social minority under the infamous 
apartheid (pronounced “aparthate” or “apart-hite”) 
system of government. In general, a racial or ethnic mi-
nority group has the following characteristics (Simpson 
and Yinger ):

 . Th e minority group possesses characteristics (such 
as race, ethnicity, sexual preference, age, or reli-
gion, and even gender) that are popularly regarded 
as diff erent from those of the dominant group.

 . Th e minority group suff ers prejudice and discrimi-
nation by the dominant group.

 . Membership in the group is frequently ascribed 
rather than achieved, although either form of 
status can be the basis for being identifi ed as a 
minority.

 . Members of a minority group feel a strong sense 
of group solidarity. Th ere is a “consciousness of 
kind” or “we” feeling. Th is bond grows from com-
mon cultural heritage and the shared experience of 
being a recipient of prejudice and discrimination.

debunking SOCIETY’S MYTHS
myth: Minority groups are those with the least numeri-
cal representation in society.

sociological perspective: A minority group is 
any group, regardless of size, that is singled out in society 
for unfair treatment and that generally occupies lower 
status in the society. •

RACIAL STEREOTYPES
Racial and ethnic inequality is peculiarly resistant to 
change. Racial and ethnic inequality in society pro-
duces racial stereotypes, and these stereotypes become 
the lens through which members of diff erent groups 
perceive one another.

Stereotypes and Salience
In everyday social interaction, people tend to categorize 
other people. Fortunately or unfortunately, we all do 
this. Th e most common bases for such categorizations 
are race, gender, and age. A person immediately identi-
fi es a stranger as Black, Asian, Hispanic, White, and so 
on; as a man or woman; and as a child, teenager, adult, 
or elderly person. Quick and ready categorizations help 
people process the huge amounts of information they 
receive about people with whom they have come into 
contact. People quickly assign others to a few categories, 
saving themselves the task of evaluating and remember-
ing every little discernible detail about a person. People 
are taught from childhood to treat each person as a 
unique individual, but research over the years clearly 
shows that they do not. Instead, people routinely catego-
rize others in some way or another. Th is allows thinking 
about people and processing information about them.

A stereotype is an oversimplifi ed set of beliefs 
about members of a social group or social stratum. It is 
based on the tendency of humans to categorize a per-
son based on a narrow range of perceived characteris-
tics. Stereotypes are presumed, usually incorrectly, to 
describe the “typical” member of some social group.

Stereotypes based on race or ethnicity are called 
racial–ethnic stereotypes. Here are some common ex-
amples of racial–ethnic stereotypes: Asian Americans 
have been stereotyped as overly ambitious, sneaky, and 
clannish; African Americans often bear the stereotype of 
being loud, lazy, naturally musical, and so on. Hispan-
ics are stereotyped as lazy, oversexed, and for Hispanic 
men, macho; Jews have been perceived as materialistic 
and unethical. Such stereotypes, presumed to describe 
the “typical” member of a group, are factually inaccurate 
for the vast majority of members of a group. No group 
in U.S. history has escaped the process of categorization 
and stereotyping, not even White groups. For example, 
Italians have been stereotyped as overly emotional and 
prone to crime, the Irish as heavy drinkers and prone to 
politics, and so on for virtually any group in U.S. history.

Th e categorization of people into groups and the 
subsequent application of stereotypes is based on the 
salience principle, which states that we categorize 
people on the basis of what appears initially prominent 
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and obvious—that is, salient—about them. Skin color is 
a salient characteristic; it is one of the fi rst things that 
we notice about someone. Because skin color is so ob-
vious, it becomes a basis for stereotyping. Gender and 
age are also salient characteristics of an individual and 
thus serve as notable bases for group stereotyping.

thinking SOCIOLOGICALLY
Observe several people on the street. What are the fi rst 
things you notice about them (that is, what is salient)? Make 
a short list of these things. Do these lead you to stereotype 
these people? On what are your stereotypes based? •

Th e choice of salient characteristics is culturally de-
termined. In the United States, skin color, hair texture, 
nose form and size, and lip form and size have become 
salient characteristics, and these characteristics deter-
mine whether we perceive someone as “intelligent” 
or “stupid,” as “attractive” or “unattractive,” or even 
“trustworthy” or “untrustworthy”—as shown in a clever 
experiment by Hunt, who had people rate on trustwor-
thiness photographs which varied systematically by 
skin color, hair texture, and lip form (Hunt ). We 
use these features to categorize people in our minds on 
the basis of race. In other cultures, religion may be 
far more salient than skin color. In the Middle East, 
whether one is Muslim or Christian is far more impor-
tant than skin color. Religion in the Middle East is a 
salient characteristic and takes considerable priority 
over skin color. 

The Interplay Among Race, Gender, 
and Class Stereotypes
Alongside racial and ethnic stereotypes, gender and so-
cial class in addition to age are among the most promi-
nent features by which people are categorized. In our 
society, there is a complex interplay among racial or 
ethnic, gender, and class stereotypes.

Among gender stereotypes, those based on a per-
son’s gender, the stereotypes about women are more 
likely to be negative than those about men. Th e “typical” 
woman has been traditionally stereotyped as subservi-
ent, overly emotional and talkative, inept at math and 
science, and so on. Many of these are cultural stereo-
types. Th ey are conveyed and supported by the cultural 
media—music, TV, magazines, art, and literature— and 
also by one’s family. Men, too, are painted in crude 
strokes, although usually not as negatively as women. 
Men in the media are stereotyped as macho, insensitive, 
and pigheaded and are portrayed in situation comedies 
as inept. Men are often depicted as wanting to have sex 
with as many women as possible in the shortest time 
available.

Social class stereotypes are based on assump-
tions about social class status. Upper-class people 
are stereotyped (by middle- and lower-class people) 

as snooty, aloof, condescending, and phony. Some of 
the stereotypes held about the middle class (by both 
the upper class and the lower class) are that they are 
overly ambitious, striving, and obsessed with “keeping 
up with the Joneses.” Finally, stereotypes about lower-
class people abound: Th ey are perceived by the upper 
and middle classes as dirty, lazy, unmotivated, violent, 
and so on. Th ese stereotypes are then used (by the 
upper and middle classes) as presumed explanations 
of why those perceived are indeed “lower” in their 
social class.  

Th e principle of stereotype interchangeability 
holds that stereotypes, especially negative ones, are 
often interchangeable from one social class to an-
other, from one racial or ethnic group to another, from 
a racial or ethnic group to a social class, or from a so-
cial class to a gender. Stereotype interchangeability 
is sometimes revealed through humor. Ethnic jokes 
often interchange diff erent groups as the butt of the 
humor, stereotyping them as dumb and inept. Take 
the stereotype of African Americans as inherently lazy. 
Th is stereotype has also been applied in recent history 
to Hispanic, Polish, Irish, Italian, and other groups 
(illustrating interchangeability from one racial–ethnic 
group to another). It has even been applied to those 
people perceived as lower class (showing interchange-
ability from a racial–ethnic group to a social class). 
In fact, “laziness” is often used to explain why some-
one is lower class or poor.

Middle-class people are more likely to attribute 
the low status of a lower-class person to something 
internal, such as “inherent” laziness or lack of will-
power (Morlan ; Krasnodemski ; Worchel et al. 
). Lower-class people are more likely to attribute 
their status to discrimination or poor opportunities—
that is, to an external societal factor (Morlan ; 
Krasnodemski ; Kluegel and Bobo ; Bobo and 
Kluegel ).

Th e same kinds of stereotypes have historically 
been applied to women. Many of the stereotypes ap-
plied to women in literature and the media—they 
are childlike, overly emotional, unreasonable, bad 
at mathematics, and so on—have also been applied 
to African Americans, lower-class people, the poor, 
and earlier in the twentieth century, Chinese Ameri-
cans. Th is shows stereotype interchangeability among 
gender, racial groups, and social classes. A common 
theme is apparent: Whatever group occupies the low-
est social status in society at a given time (whether 
racial or ethnic minorities, women, or lower-class 
people) is negatively stereotyped, and often the same 
negative stereotypes are used between and among 
these groups. Th e stereotype is then used as an 
“explanation” for the observed behavior of a stereo-
typed group’s member to justify his or her lower status 
in society. Th is in turn subjects the stereotyped group 
to prejudice, discrimination, and racism, which will 
now be discussed.
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PREJUDICE, DISCRIMINATION, 
AND RACISM
Many people use the terms prejudice, discrimination, 
and racism loosely, as if they were all the same thing. 
Th ey are not. Typically, in common parlance, people 
also think of these terms as they apply to individuals, 
as if the major problems of race were the result of indi-
vidual people’s bad will or biased ideas, thus ignoring 
the social structural and institutional aspects of race in 
America. Sociologists use more refi ned concepts to un-
derstand race and ethnic relations, distinguishing care-
fully between prejudice, discrimination, and racism.

Prejudice
Prejudice is the evaluation of a social group and the 
individuals within it based on conceptions about 
the social group held despite facts that disprove them; 
the beliefs involve both prejudgment and misjudg-
ment (Jones ; Allport ). Prejudices are usually 
defi ned as negative predispositions or as evaluations 
that are rarely positive. Th inking ill of people only 
because they are members of group X is prejudice.

A negative prejudice against someone not in one’s 
own group is often accompanied by a positive preju-
dice in favor of someone who is in one’s own group. 
Th us, the prejudiced person will have negative attitudes 
about a member of an out-group (any group other than 
one’s own) and positive attitudes about someone sim-
ply because he or she is in one’s in-group (any group a 
person considers to be one’s own).

Most people disavow racial or ethnic prejudice, yet 
the vast majority of us carry around some prejudices, 
whether about racial–ethnic groups, men and women, 
old and young, upper class and lower class, or straight 
and gay. Virtually no one is free of prejudice—of both 
harboring it as well as being the recipient of it. Six de-
cades of research have shown defi nitively that people 
who are more prejudiced are also more likely to ste-
reotype and categorize others by race or ethnicity or by 
gender than those who are less prejudiced (Taylor et al. 
, ; Jones ; Adorno et al. ).

Prejudice based on race or ethnicity is called racial 
or ethnic prejudice. If you are a Latino and dislike an 
Anglo only because he or she is White, then this con-
stitutes prejudice: It is a negative judgment or prejudg-
ment based on race and ethnicity and very little else. If 
the Latino individual attempts to justify these feelings 
by arguing that “all Whites have the same bad charac-
ter,” then the Latino is using a stereotype as justifi cation 
for the prejudice. Note that prejudice can be held by any 
group against another group.

Prejudice is also revealed in the phenomenon of 
ethnocentrism, which was examined in Chapter  on 
culture. Ethnocentrism is the belief that one’s group is 
superior to all other groups. Th e ethnocentric person 
feels that his or her own group is moral, just, and right, 

and that an out-group—and thus any member of that 
out-group—is immoral, unjust, wrong, distrustful, or 
criminal. Th e ethnocentric individual uses his or her 
own in-group as the standard against which all other 
groups are compared.

Prejudice and Socialization. Where does racial–
ethnic prejudice come from? How do moderately or 
highly prejudiced people end up that way? People are not 
born with stereotypes and prejudices. Research shows 
that these attitudes are learned and internalized through 
the socialization process, including both primary so-
cialization (family, peers, teachers) as well as secondary 
socialization (such as the media). Children imitate the 
attitudes of their parents, peers, and teachers. If the par-
ent complains about “Japs taking away jobs from Ameri-
cans,” then the child grows up thinking negatively about 
the Japanese, including Japanese Americans. Attitudes 
about race are formed early in childhood, at about age  
or  (Feagin ; Van Ausdale and Feagin ; Allport 
). Th ere is a very close correlation between the racial 
and ethnic attitudes of parents and those of their chil-
dren. Th e more ethnically or racially prejudiced the par-
ent, the more ethnically or racially prejudiced the child 
will be. Th is is even true for individuals who insist that 
they can think for themselves and who think they are not 
infl uenced by their parents’ prejudice (Taylor et al. ).

Major vehicles for the communication of racial–
ethnic attitudes to both young and old are the media, 
especially television, magazines, newspapers, and 
books. For many decades, African Americans, Hispan-
ics, Native Americans, and Asians were rarely presented 
in the media and then only in negatively stereotyped 
roles. Th e Chinese were shown in movies, magazines, 
and television in the s as bucktoothed buff oons 
who ran shirt laundries. Japanese Americans were de-
picted as sneaky and untrustworthy. Hispanics were 
shown as either ruthless banditos or playful, happy-go-
lucky people who took long siestas. American Indians 
were presented as either villains or subservient charac-
ters like the Lone Ranger’s faithful sidekick, Tonto. Fi-
nally, there is the drearily familiar portrayal of the Black 
person as subservient, lazy, clowning, and bug-eyed, a 
stereotypical image that persisted from the nineteenth 
century all the way through the s and early s.

Discrimination
Discrimination is overt negative and unequal treat-
ment of the members of some social group or stratum 
solely because of their membership in that group or 
stratum. Prejudice is an attitude; discrimination is overt 
behavior. Racial–ethnic discrimination is unequal treat-
ment of a person on the basis of race or ethnicity.

Discrimination in housing has been a particular 
burden on minorities. Many studies have been able to 
reproduce the situation, showing that when two per-
sons identical in nearly all respects (age, education, 
gender, social class, and other characteristics) present 
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themselves as potential tenants for the same housing, 
if one is White and the other is a minority, the minority 
person will often be refused housing by a White land-
lord and the otherwise identical White applicant will 
not. A minority landlord who refuses housing to a White 
person while granting it to a minority person of similar 
social characteristics is also discriminating, but reverse 
discrimination of this sort is far less frequent and far 
less of a problem in society (Masey ; Feagin ; 
Feagin and Vera ; Feagin and Feagin ).

Prejudice is an attitude; discrimination is behav-
ior. Th e discrimination aff ecting the nation’s minori-
ties takes a number of forms—for example, income 
discrimination and discrimination in housing. Dis-
crimination in employment and promotion and dis-
crimination in education (see Chapter ) are two other 
forms of discrimination.

Although the median income of Black and His-
panic families has increased somewhat since , the 
income gap between these two groups and Whites has 
remained virtually unchanged since , as can be 
seen from Figure .. Furthermore, per capita income 
since  has grown at a faster rate for Whites.

Yet even these median income fi gures tell only part 
of the story. In addition to annual income, the net worth 
of White families has consistently grown faster than 
that of Black families (Oliver and Shapiro , , 
). Net worth may well be a better indicator of eco-
nomic inequality and annual income. Poverty among 
Blacks decreased from  to , but the poverty 
level has been somewhat steady since. Th e current 
poverty rate (the percent below the poverty level; see 
Figure  .) is highest for African Americans and His-
panics compared with Whites or Asians. In all these 
racial groups, children have the highest rate of poverty.

Discrimination in housing is illegal under U.S. law. 
Nonetheless, for many years, right on down through 
, banks and mortgage companies often withheld 

mortgages from minorities based on “redlining,” an 
illegal practice in which an entire minority neighbor-
hood is designated as “no loan.” (Th is situation may be 
improving somewhat under the fi scal policies of the 
Obama administration, which is holding banks more 
accountable.) Racial segregation may also be fostered 
by gerrymandering, the calculated redrawing of election 
districts, school districts, and similar political boundar-
ies in order to maintain racial segregation. As a result, 
residential segregation, the spatial separation of racial 
and ethnic groups into diff erent residential areas, called 
“American apartheid” by Massey and Denton (; 
Frankenberg and Lee ; Massey ), continues to 
be a reality in this country (see the box “Doing Socio-
logical Research: American Apartheid” on page ).

A somewhat diff erent and unique phenomenon 
of institutional discrimination is the digital racial di-
vide. Already alluded to in Chapter , the percentage 
of Black households in the United States with Internet 
access is only . percent, whereas the percentage of 
White households with Internet access is . percent 
(U.S. Census Bureau a). Th is is a whopping diff er-
ence. Th us American Blacks (and Hispanics) are thrown 
a major disadvantage in occupational and particularly 
educational realms given this divide. It is not possible to 
exaggerate the importance of the computer and access to 
the Internet to achievement at all levels of education. Th is 
is especially true for college-bound students, who use In-
ternet access for practice SAT and ACT tests and access to 
college and university offi  cials, admissions offi  cers, and 
coaches, to say nothing of access to library facilities and 
sources. 

Racism
Racism includes both attitudes and behaviors. A nega-
tive attitude taken toward someone simply because he 

FIGURE 10.1 The Income Gap
Source: DeNavas-Walt, Carmen, Bernadette D. Proctor and Cherry Hill 
Lee. 2010. Income, Poverty, and Health Insurance Coverage in the 
United States: April 2010. Washington, DC: U.S. Department of 
Commerce. www.census.gov
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or she belongs to a racial or ethnic group is a prejudice, 
as has already been discussed. An attitude or prejudice 
is what you think and feel; a behavior is what you do. 
Racism is the perception and treatment of a racial or 
ethnic group, or member of that group, as intellectually, 
socially, and culturally inferior to one’s own group. It is 
more than an attitude; it is institutionalized in society. 
Racism involves negative attitudes that are sometimes 
linked with negative behavior.

Th ere are diff erent forms of racism. Obvious, overt 
racism, such as physical assaults, from beatings to 
lynchings, has often been called old-fashioned racism, 
or traditional racism (or Jim Crow racism), by research-
ers (for example, Bobo , ; Hunter ). Th is 
form of racism has declined somewhat in our society 
since the s, though it certainly has not disappeared 
(Parmelee ; Schumann et al. ). Instances of 
racially motivated lynchings still occur in the United 
States.

Racism can also be subtle, covert, and nonobvi-
ous; this is known as aversive racism, another form of 
racism (Kristof ; Jones ). Consistently avoid-
ing interaction with someone of another race or eth-
nicity is an example of aversive racism. Th is form of 
racism is quite common and has remained at roughly 
the same level for more than thirty years, with perhaps 
a slight increase (Dovidio in Kristof ; Bobo ; 
Dovidio and Gaertner ; Gaertner and Dovidio 
; Katz et al. ). Even when overt forms of rac-
ism dissipate, aversive racism tends to persist because, 
if it is less visible than overt racism, people can believe 
racism has diminished when it has not (Gaertner and 
Dovidio ).

After the Second World War and during the s, 
a shift to laissez-faire racism occurred. Th is type of 
racism—also called symbolic racism by some (Taylor 
et al. ; Bobo ; Bobo and Smith )—involves 
several elements:

 . Th e subtle but persistent negative stereotyping of 
minorities, particularly Black Americans, espe-
cially in the media.

 . A tendency to blame Blacks themselves for the 
gap between Blacks and Whites in socioeconomic 
standing, occupational achievement, and educa-
tional achievement.

 . Clear resistance to meaningful policy eff orts (such 
as affi  rmative action, discussed later) designed to 
ameliorate America’s racially oppressive social 
conditions and practices.

Th e last element is rooted in perceptions of threat to 
maintaining the status quo (Tarman and Sears ; 
Bobo ; Bobo and Smith ).

A close relative of laissez-faire racism is color-blind 
racism—so named because the individual aff ected by 
this type of racism prefers to ignore legitimate racial–
ethnic, cultural, and other diff erences and insists that 
the race problems in America will go away if only race 

is ignored all together. Accompanying this belief is the 
opinion that race diff erences in America are merely an 
illusion and that race is not real. Simply refusing to per-
ceive any diff erences at all between racial groups (thus, 
being color-blind) is in itself a form of racism (Gallagher 
; Bonilla-Silva ). Th is will come as a surprise to 
many. Th ese types of racism do not necessarily involve 
explicit or purposeful intent on the part of the nonmi-
nority individual to harm the minority person.

Color-blindness thus hides what is called White 
privilege behind a mask: It allows Whites to defi ne 
themselves as politically and racially tolerant as they 
proclaim adherence to a belief system that does not 
see or judge individuals by “the color of their skin.” 
Th ey think of skin color as irrelevant. Th is view tends 
to ignore the structured racial dominance in society—
White privilege—with its falsely assumed meritocracy 
and belief that racial barriers have been dismantled. 
Much of White America now sees a level playing fi eld; 
yet a majority of Blacks continue to perceive it as still 
quite uneven. Persons of any racial background can 
now wear low-slung hip-hop clothing, listen to gang-
sta rap music, and root for their favorite majority-
Black athletic team. Th is gives the false impression 
that racial barriers have fallen, but in fact White sta-
tus (White privilege) remains (Kristof ; Gallagher 
).

Institutional racism as a form of racism is the 
negative treatment and oppression of one racial or eth-
nic group by society’s existing institutions based on the 
presumed inferiority of the oppressed group. It is a form 
of racism that exists at the level of social structure and 
is in Durkheim’s sense external to the individual—thus 
institutional. Key to understanding institutional racism 
is seeing that dominant groups have the economic and 
political power to subjugate the minority group, even if 
they do not have the explicit intent of being prejudiced 
or discriminating against others. Power, or lack thereof, 
accrues to groups because of their position in social 
institutions, not just because of individual attitudes or 
behavior. Th e power that resides in society’s institutions 
can be seen in such patterns as persistent economic 
inequality between racial groups, which is refl ected in 
high unemployment among minorities, lower wages, 
lower net worth, and diff erent patterns of job place-
ment (Feagin ; Oliver and Shapiro ; Bobo 
; Bonilla-Silva ).

Racial profi ling is an example of institutional rac-
ism in the criminal justice system. African American 
and Hispanic persons are arrested—and serve longer 
sentences—considerably more often than are Whites 
and Asians. In fact, an African American or Hispanic 
wrongdoer is more likely to be arrested than a White 
person who commits the exact same crime, even 
when the White person shares the same age, socio-
economic environment, and prior arrest record as the 
Black or Hispanic (Doermer and Demuth ). Fur-
thermore, when it comes to jury selection, Blacks and 
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Hispanics are disproportionately excluded from jury 
duty (Stevenson ). 

Institutional racism is also seen in educational in-
stitutions, such as when schools assign Blacks and La-
tinos to the lower cognitive ability tracks than Whites 
with the same test scores, as will be seen in Chapter . 
In these instances, racism is a characteristic of the in-
stitutions and not necessarily of the individuals within 
the institution. Th is is why institutional racism can exist 
even without prejudice being the cause.

Consider this: Even if every White person in the 
country lost all of his or her personal prejudices, and 
even if he or she stopped engaging in individual acts 
of discrimination, institutional racism would still per-
sist for some time. Over the years, it has become so 
much a part of U.S. institutions (hence, the term in-
stitutional racism) that discrimination can occur even 
when no single person is deliberately causing it. Exist-
ing at the level of social structure instead of at the level 
of individual attitude or behavior, it is external to the 
individual personality and is thus a social fact of the 
sort sociological theorist Emile Durkheim observed 
(Chapter ). It is for these reasons that current spec-
ulation that racism will disappear as the result of the 
election of America’s fi rst Black president, President 
Barack Obama, are decidedly premature (Bobo and 
Charles ).

debunking SOCIETY’S MYTHS 
myth: The primary cause of racial inequality in the 
United States is the persistence of prejudice.

sociological perspective: Prejudice is one 
dimension of racial problems in the United States, but 
institutional racism can fl ourish even while prejudice is 
on the decline. Prejudice is an attribute of the individual, 
whereas institutional racism is an attribute of social 
structure. •

THEORIES OF PREJUDICE 
AND RACISM
Why do prejudice, discrimination, and racism exist? 
Two categories of theories have been advanced. Th e 
fi rst category consists of psychological theories about 
prejudice. Th e second category consists of sociologi-
cal theories of racism, including institutional racism as 
well as prejudice and discrimination.

Psychological Theories of Prejudice
Two traditional psychological theories of prejudice are 
the scapegoat theory and the theory of the authoritar-
ian personality. Scapegoat theory argues that, histori-
cally, members of the dominant group in the United 
States have harbored various frustrations in their de-
sire to achieve social and economic success (Feagin 
and Feagin ). As a result of this frustration, they 
vent their anger in the form of aggression. Th is ag-
gression is directed toward some substitute that takes 
the place of the original perception of the frustration. 
Members of minority groups become these substitutes, 
that is, the scapegoats. Th e psychological principle that 
aggression often follows frustration (originally from 
the frustration–aggression hypothesis of Dollard et al. 
) is central to the scapegoat principle. For exam-
ple, a White person who perceived that he or she was 
denied a job because “too many” Mexican immigrants 
were being permitted to enter the country would be 
using Mexican Americans as a scapegoat if he or she 
felt negatively (thus prejudiced) toward a specifi c Mex-
ican American person, even if that person did not have 
the job in question and had nothing at all to do with the 
White person not getting the job.

Th e second theory, an older one, argues that indi-
viduals who possess an authoritarian personality are 
more likely to be prejudiced against minorities than 
are nonauthoritarian individuals. Th e authoritarian 
personality (after Adorno et al. , who coined the 
term) is characterized by a tendency to rigidly catego-
rize other people, as well as inclinations to submit to 
authority, strictly conform, be very intolerant of ambi-
guity, and be inclined toward superstition. Th e authori-
tarian person is more likely to stereotype or categorize 
another and thus readily places members of minority 
groups into convenient and oversimplifi ed categories 
or stereotypes. Th ere is some research that links strong 
authoritarianism with high religious orthodoxy and 
extreme varieties of political conservatism (Bobo and 
Kluegel ; Altemeyer ).

Sociological Theories of Prejudice 
and Racism
Current sociological theory focuses more on explaining 
the existence of racism, particularly institutional racism 
as well as other forms of racism, although speculation 
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Minorities are more likely to be arrested than Whites for the 
same off ense. Does this refl ect institutional racism rather 
than any individual prejudice of the arresting police offi  cer?
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about the existence of prejudice is also a component. 
Th e three sociological theoretical perspectives consid-
ered throughout this text have bearing on the study of 
racism, discrimination, and prejudice: functionalist 
theory, symbolic interaction theory, and confl ict theory.

Functionalist Theory. In a now outdated theory, 
functionalists argue that for race and ethnic relations 
to be functional and thus contribute to the harmoni-
ous conduct and stability of society, racial and ethnic 
minorities must assimilate into that society. Assimila-
tion is a process by which a minority becomes socially, 
economically, and culturally absorbed within the domi-
nant society. Th e assimilation perspective assumes that 
to become fully fl edged members of society, minority 
groups must adopt as much of the dominant society’s 
culture as possible, particularly its language, manner-
isms, and goals for success, and thus give up much of its 
own culture. Assimilationism stands in contrast to racial 
cultural pluralism—the maintenance and persistence 
of one’s culture, language, mannerisms, practices, art, 
and so on.

Symbolic Interaction Theory. Symbolic interaction 
theory addresses two issues: fi rst, the role of social in-
teraction in reducing racial and ethnic hostility, and 
second, how race and ethnicity are socially constructed. 
Symbolic interactionism asks, What happens when two 
people of diff erent racial or ethnic origins come into 
contact with each other, and how can such interracial 
or interethnic contact reduce hostility and confl ict? 
Contact theory, which originated with the psychologist 
Gordon Allport (Allport ; Cook ), argues that 

interaction between Whites and minorities will reduce 
prejudice within both groups—but only if three condi-
tions are met:

 . Th e contact must be between individuals of equal 
status; the parties must interact on equal ground. A 
Hispanic cleaning woman and the wealthier White 
woman who employs her may interact, but their 
interaction will not reduce prejudice. Instead, their 
interaction is more likely to perpetuate stereotypes 
and prejudices on the part of both.

 . Th e contact between equals must be sustained; 
short-term contact will not decrease prejudice. 
Bringing Whites together with Hispanics, Blacks, 
and Native Americans for short weekly meetings 
will not erase prejudice. Daily contact on the job 
between individuals of equal job status will tend to 
remove prejudice.

 . Social norms favoring equality must be agreed 
upon by the participants. Having African Ameri-
cans and White skinheads interact on a TV talk 
show, such as the Jerry Springer Show, will prob-
ably not decrease prejudice; this interaction might 
well increase it.

Conflict Theory. Th e basic premise of confl ict theory 
is that class-based confl ict is an inherent and funda-
mental part of social interaction. To the extent that ra-
cial and ethnic confl ict is tied to class confl ict, confl ict 
theorists argue that class inequality must be reduced to 
lessen racial and ethnic confl ict in society.

Th e current “class versus race” controversy in soci-
ology (reviewed in more detail later in this chapter and 
also in Chapter ) concerns the question of whether 
class (namely, economic diff erences between races) or 
race is more important in explaining inequality and its 
consequences or whether they are of equal importance. 
Th ose focusing primarily upon class confl ict, such as so-
ciologist William Julius Wilson (, , ), have 
argued that class and changes in the economic struc-
ture are sometimes more important than race in shap-
ing the life chances of diff erent groups. Wilson argues 
that being disadvantaged in the United States is more 
a matter of class, although he sees this clearly linked to 
race. Sociologists focusing primarily on the role of race 
(Bonilla-Silva and Baiocchi ; Feagin ; Bonilla-
Silva ; Feagin and Feagin ; Willie ) argue 
the opposite: Th ey say that race has been and is rela-
tively more important than class—though class is still 
important—in explaining and accounting for inequality 
and confl ict in society and that directly addressing the 
question of race forthrightly is the only way to solve the 
country’s race problems (see Table .). Wilson has con-
sistently argued, however, that group race diff erences are 
clearly causally related to class diff erences, and that, in 
addition, race has an eff ect independent of class.

Th e “class versus race” controversy is presently giv-
ing way to a recent variety of the confl ict perspective, 
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The opening of the National Museum of the American Indian 
(part of the Smithsonian Institution in Washington, DC) 
was cause for celebration among diverse groups of Native 
Americans, as well as others.
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called the intersection perspective. Th is perspective 
refers to the interactive or combined eff ects of racism, 
classism (elitism), and gender in the oppression of peo-
ple. Intersectional theory posits that any person is so-
cially located in a position that involves race, class, and 
gender and, thus, looking at only one of them to explain 
their status (even with another held constant) is incom-
plete. Th is perspective notes that not only are the eff ects 
of gender and race intertwined, but also both are inter-
twined with the eff ects of class. Class, along with race 
and gender, are integral components of social structure, 
according to the intersection perspective (Andersen 
and Collins ; Collins , ).

DIVERSE GROUPS, DIVERSE 
HISTORIES
Th e diff erent racial and ethnic groups in the United 
States have arrived at their current social condition 
through histories that are similar in some ways, yet 
quite diff erent in other respects. Th eir histories are 
related because of a common experience of White 
supremacy, economic exploitation, and political 
disenfranchisement.

An historical perspective on each group follows, 
which will aid in understanding how prejudice, dis-
crimination, and racism have operated throughout the 
history of U.S. society (see Map .).

Native Americans: The First 
of This Land
Th e exact size of the indigenous population in North 
America at the time of the Europeans’ arrival with 
Columbus in  has been estimated at anywhere from 
one million to ten million people. Native Americans 
were here tens of thousands of years before they were 
“discovered” by Europeans. Discovery quickly turned 
to conquest, and in the course of the next three cen-
turies, the Europeans systematically drove the Native 

Americans from their lands, destroying their ways of life 
and crushing various tribal cultures. Native Americans 
were subjected to an onslaught of European diseases. 
Lacking immunity to these diseases, Native Americans 
suff ered a population decline, considered by some to 
have been the steepest and most drastic of any people 
in the history of the world. Native American traditions 
have survived in many isolated places, but what is left is 
only an echo of the original  nations of North Amer-
ica (Nagel ; Th ornton ; Snipp ).

At the time of European contact in the s, there 
was great linguistic, religious, governmental, and eco-
nomic heterogeneity among Native American tribes. 
Most historical accounts have underestimated the de-
gree of cultural and social variety, however. Between 
the arrival of Columbus in the Caribbean in  and 
the establishment of the fi rst thirteen colonies in North 
America in the early s, the ravages of disease and 

table 10.2 Comparing Sociological Theories of Race and Ethnicity

Functionalism Conflict Theory Symbolic Interaction

The Racial Order Has social stability when diverse 
racial and ethnic groups are 
assimilated into society

Is intricately intertwined with 
class stratifi cation of racial 
and ethnic groups

Is based on social construction that 
assigns groups of people to diverse 
racial and ethnic categories

Minority Groups Are assimilated into dominant 
culture as they adopt cultural 
practices and beliefs of the 
dominant group

Have life chances that result 
from the opportunities formed 
by the intersection of class, 
race, and gender

Form identity as the result of 
sociohistorical change

Social Change Is a slow and gradual process 
as groups adapt to the social 
system

Is the result of organized social 
movements and other forms of 
resistance to oppression

Is dependent on the diff erent forms 
of social interaction that characterize 
intergroup relations
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Jewish immigrants were questioned at Ellis Island, the point 
of entry to the United States for many early European 
immigrants.
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the encroachment of Europeans caused a considerable 
degree of social disorganization. Sketchy accounts of 
American Indian cultures by early colonists, fur trad-
ers, missionaries, and explorers underestimated the 
great social heterogeneity among the various American 
Indian tribal groups and the devastating eff ects of the 
European arrival on Indian society.

By , the number of Native Americans had been 
reduced to a mere ,, and wars of extermination 
against the Indians were being conducted in earnest. 
Fifty years later, the population had fallen by another half. 
Indians were killed defending their land, or they died of 
hunger and disease when taking refuge in inhospitable 
country. In ,  Cherokee died on a forced march 
from their homeland in Georgia to reservations in Arkan-
sas and Oklahoma, a trip memorialized as the Trail of 
Tears. Th e Sioux were forced off  their lands by the discov-
ery of gold and the new push of European immigration. 
Th eir reservation was established in  (quite recently 
in history), and they were designated as wards, subject-
ing them to capricious and humiliating governmental 
policies. Th e following year the U.S. Army mistook Sioux 

ceremonial dances for war dances and moved in to ar-
rest the leaders. A standoff  exploded into violence, dur-
ing which federal troops killed  Sioux men, women, 
and children at the infamous Wounded Knee massacre.

Today about  percent of all Native Americans 
live on or near a reservation, which is land set aside by 
the U.S. government for their exclusive use. Th e other 
 percent live in or near urban areas (U.S. Census Bureau 
; Snipp ). Th e reservation system has served 
the Indians poorly. Many Native Americans now live in 
conditions of abject poverty, deprivation, and alcohol-
ism, and they suff er massive unemployment (currently 
more than  percent among males—extraordinarily 
high). Th ey are at the lowest rung of the socioeconomic 
ladder, with the highest poverty rate. Th e fi rst here in this 
land are now last in status, a painful irony of U.S. history.

African Americans
Th e development of slavery in the Americas is related 
to the development of world markets for sugar and to-
bacco. Slaves were imported from Africa to provide the 
labor for sugar and tobacco production and to enhance 

MAP 10.1

Mapping America’s Diversity
This map shows the total number of 
immigrants per state. Some states 
have a high number of immigrants (for 
example, California, Florida, New York), 

and other states have fewer immigrants 
(for example, Wyoming, South Dakota, 
and Vermont). Where does your state 
fall in the number of immigrants to the 

total population? Data: U.S. Census Bureau. 
2010d. 2005–2009 American Community 
Survey. ACS Maps. www.census.gov
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the profi ts of the slaveholders. It is estimated that some-
where between twenty and one hundred million Afri-
cans were transported under appalling conditions to 
the Americas— percent went to Brazil;  percent to 
the Caribbean;  percent to Dutch, Danish, and Swed-
ish colonies; and only  percent to the United States 
(Genovese ; Jordan ).

Slavery evolved as a caste system in which one 
caste, the slaveholders, profi ted from the labor of an-
other caste, the slaves. Central to the operation of slav-
ery was the principle that human beings could be chattel 
(or property). As an economic institution, slavery was 
based on the belief that Whites are superior to other 
races, coupled with a belief in a patriarchal social order. 
Th e social distinctions maintained between Whites and 
Blacks were caste-like, with rigid categorization and 
prohibitions, rather than merely class-like, which sug-
gests more pliant social demarcations. Vestiges of this 
caste system remain in the United States to this day.

Th e slave system also involved the domination of 
men over women—another aspect of the caste sys-
tem. In this combination of patriarchy and White su-
premacy, White males presided over their “property” of 
White women as well as their “property” of Black men 
and women. Th is in turn led to gender stratifi cation 
among the slaves themselves, which refl ected the White 
slaveholder’s assumptions about the relative roles of 
men and women. Black women performed domestic 
labor for their masters and their own families. White 
men further exerted their authority in demanding 
sexual relations with Black women (White ; Davis 
; Raboteau ; Blassingame ). Th e predomi-
nant attitude of Whites toward Blacks was paternalistic. 
Whites saw slaves as childlike and incapable of caring 
for themselves. Th e stereotypes of African Americans as 
“childlike” are directly traceable to the system of slavery.

Th ere exists a widespread belief that slaves pas-
sively accepted slavery. Scholarship shows this to be 
false. Instead, the slaves struggled to preserve both 
their culture and their sense of humanity and to resist, 
often by open confl ict, the dehumanizing eff ects of a 
system that defi ned human beings as mere property 
(Myers ; Blassingame ). Slaves revolted against 
the conditions of enslavement in a variety of ways, from 
passive means such as work slowdowns and feigned ill-
ness to more aggressive means such as destruction of 
property, escapes, and outright rebellion.

After slavery was presumably ended by the Civil 
War (–) and the Emancipation Proclamation 
(), Black Americans continued to be exploited for 
their labor. In the South, the system of sharecropping 
emerged, an exploitative system in which Black families 
tilled the fi elds for White landowners in exchange for a 
share of the crop. With the onset of the First World War 
and the intensifi ed industrialization of society came the 
Great Migration of Blacks from the South to the urban 
North. Th is massive movement, lasting from the late 
s through the s, signifi cantly aff ected the status 

of Blacks in society because there was now a greater 
 potential for collective action (Marks ).

Th e eff ect of the phenomenon of migration in gen-
eral upon the degree of oppression of American Blacks is 
so strong that one recent researcher (Berlin ) identi-
fi es four important massive migrations involving Blacks: 

 . Th e horrifi c trans-Atlantic passage that brought slav-
ery to North America in the seventeenth and eigh-
teenth centuries. With this “middle passage,” where 
Blacks were packed in dreary holds of the slave ships 
like sardines in a can, came shackles, branding irons, 
smells of urine and feces, disease, hopelessness, and 
suicide. Typically, little more than half of the Black 
Africans aboard the slave ships survived and then 
only to have their families torn asunder and be sold 
into a social structure that brought the lifelong op-
pression of slavery in America.

 . Th e forced movement of a million slaves from the 
East Coast to the inland South’s cotton kingdom in 
the early s. 

 . As just noted, the Great Black Migration of six mil-
lion Blacks from the South to the urban North. 

 . Th e current infl ux of migrants from Africa, South 
America, and the Caribbean, a movement so large 
that in the last decade of the twentieth century it 
accounted for a quarter of Black America’s popula-
tion growth. 

In the early part of the century, the formation of Black 
ghettos had a dual eff ect. It victimized Black Americans 
with grim urban conditions and encouraged the devel-
opment of Black resources, including volunteer organi-
zations, settlement houses, social movements, political 
action groups, and artistic and cultural achievements. 
During the s, Harlem in New York City became 
an important intellectual and artistic oasis for Black 
America—as did organizations and settlement houses 
at the time in other northern cities, such as famed 
Karamu House in Cleveland, Ohio.

Th e Harlem Renaissance gave the nation great liter-
ary fi gures, such as Langston Hughes, Jesse Fausett, Alain 
Locke, Arna Bontemps, Zora Neale Hurston, Wallace 
Th urman, and Nella Larsen (Marks and Edkins ; 
Rampersad , ; Bontemps ). At the same 
time, many of America’s greatest musicians, entertain-
ers, and artists came to the fore, such as musicians Duke 
Ellington, Count Basie, Benny Carter, Billie Holiday, Cab 
Calloway, Louis Armstrong, and painter Hale Woodruff . 
Th e end of the s and the stock market crash of  
brought everyone down a peg or two, Whites as well as 
Blacks, although in the words of Harlem Renaissance 
writer Langston Hughes, Black Americans at the time 
“had but a few pegs to fall” (Hughes ).

Latinos
Latino Americans include Chicanos and Chicanas 
(Mexican Americans), Puerto Ricans, Cubans, and 
other recent Latin American immigrants to the United 
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States. Th ey also include Latin Americans who have 
lived for generations in the United States; they are not 
immigrants but very early settlers from Spain and Por-
tugal in the s. Th e population of Latinos has grown 
considerably over the past few decades, with the larg-
est increase among Mexican Americans. Th e terms 
Hispanic and Latino or Latina mask the great struc-
tural and cultural diversity among the various Hispanic 
groups. Diverse Latino groups have been forced by in-
stitutional procedures to cause the public to perceive 
them “as one,” for example, by the media, by political 
leaders, and by the U. S. census system of categorization 
(Mora ). 

Th e use of such inclusive terms also tends to ignore 
important diff erences in their respective entries into 
U.S. society: Mexican Americans through military con-
quest of the Mexican War (–); Puerto Ricans 
through war with Spain in the Spanish–American War 
(); and Cubans as political refugees fl eeing since 
 from the Communist dictatorship of Fidel Cas-
tro, which was opposed by the U.S. government (Glenn 
; Bean and Tienda ).

Mexican Americans. Before the Anglo (White) con-
quest, Mexican colonists had formed settlements and 
missions throughout the West and Southwest. In , 
the U.S. government ordered the dismantling of these 
missions, bringing them under tight governmental con-
trol and creating a period known as the golden age of 
the ranchos. Land then became concentrated into the 
hands of a few wealthy Mexican ranchers, who had 
been given large land grants by the Mexican govern-
ment. Th is economy created a class system within the 
Chicano community, consisting of the elite ranchers, 
mission farmers, and government administrators at the 
top; mestizos, who were small farmers and ranchers, as 
the middle class; a third class of skilled workers; and a 
bottom class of manual laborers, who were mostly Indi-
ans (Maldonado ; Mirandé ).

With the Mexican–American War of –, 
Chicanos lost claims to huge land areas that ultimately 
became Texas; New Mexico; and parts of Colorado, 
Arizona, Nevada, Utah, and California. White cattle 
ranchers and sheep ranchers enclosed giant tracts of 
land, thus cutting off  many small ranchers, both Mexi-
can and Anglo. Th us began a process of wholesale eco-
nomic and social exclusion of Mexicans and Mexican 
Americans from U.S. society, much of which contin-
ues to this day, generation after generation (Telles and 
Ortiz ).

It was at this time that Mexicans, as well as early U.S. 
settlers of Mexican descent, became defi ned as an infe-
rior race that did not deserve social, educational, or po-
litical equality. Th is is an example of the racial formation 
process, as noted earlier in this chapter (Omi and Winant 
). Anglos believed that Mexicans were lazy, corrupt, 
and cowardly, which launched stereotypes that would 

further oppress Mexicans; these stereotypes were used 
to justify the lower status of Mexicans and Anglo control 
of the land that Mexicans were presumed to be incapa-
ble of managing (Telles and Ortiz ; Moore ). As 
has been noted several times in this chapter, stereotyp-
ing has been used in this society as a way of falsely ex-
plaining and justifying the lower social status of society’s 
minorities.

During the twentieth century, advances in agricul-
tural technology changed the organization of labor in 
the Southwest and West. Irrigation allowed year-round 
production of crops and a new need for cheap labor to 
work in the fi elds. Migrant workers from Mexico were 
exploited as a cheap source of labor. Migrant work was 
characterized by low earnings, poor housing condi-
tions, poor health, and extensive use of child labor. Th e 
wide use of Mexican migrant workers as fi eld work-
ers, domestic servants, and other kinds of poorly paid 
work continues, particularly in the Southwest (Amott 
and Matthaei ). Barriers to equal educational op-
portunity for Mexican Americans, such as culturally 
and linguistically biased standardized tests, continue 
the process of exclusion of Mexican Americans (Taylor 
; Telles and Ortiz ). 

Puerto Ricans. Th e island of Puerto Rico was ceded to 
the United States by Spain in . In , the Jones Act 
extended U.S. citizenship to Puerto Ricans, although 
it was not until  that Puerto Ricans were allowed 
to elect their own governor. In , the United States 
established the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico, with 
its own constitution. Following the Second World War, 
the fi rst elected governor launched a program known 
as Operation Bootstrap, which was designed to attract 
large U.S. corporations to the island of Puerto Rico by 
using tax breaks and other concessions. Th is program 
contributed to rapid overall growth in the Puerto Rican 
economy, although unemployment remained high and 
wages remained low. Seeking opportunity, unemployed 
farm workers began migrating to the United States. 
Th ese migrants were interested in seasonal work, and 
thus a pattern of temporary migration characterized the 
Puerto Ricans’ entrance into the United States (Amott 
and Matthaei ; Rodriguez ).

Unemployment in Puerto Rico became so severe 
that the U.S. government even went so far as to attempt 
a reduction in the population by some form of popula-
tion control. Pharmaceutical companies experimented 
with Puerto Rican women in developing contracep-
tive pills, and the U.S. government actually encouraged 
the sterilization of Puerto Rican women. One source 
notes that by  more than  percent of the women 
of reproductive age in Puerto Rico had been sterilized 
(Roberts ). More than one-third of these women 
have since indicated that they regret sterilization be-
cause they were not made aware at the time that the 
procedure was irreversible.
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Cubans. Cuban migration to the United States is re-
cent in comparison with the other Hispanic groups. Th e 
largest migration has occurred since the revolution led 
by Fidel Castro in ; between then and , more 
than , Cubans—one-tenth of the entire island 
population—migrated to the United States. Th e U.S. 
government defi ned this as a political exodus, facili-
tating the early entrance and acceptance of these mi-
grants. Many of the fi rst migrants had been middle- and 
upper-class professionals and landowners under the 
prior dictatorship of Fulgencio Batista, but they had lost 
their land during the Castro revolution. In exile in the 
United States, some worked to overthrow Castro, often 
with the support of the federal government. Yet many 
other Cuban immigrants were of modest means and, 
like other immigrant groups, came seeking freedom 
from political and social persecution and escape from 
poverty.

Th e most recent wave of Cuban immigration came 
in , when the Cuban government, still under Cas-
tro, opened the port of Mariel to anyone who wanted 
to leave Cuba. In the fi ve months following this action, 
, Cubans came to the United States—more than 
the combined total for the preceding eight years. Th e 

arrival of people from Mariel has produced debate and 
tension, particularly in Florida, a major center of Cuban 
migration. Th e Cuban government had previously la-
beled the people fl eeing from Mariel as “undesirable”; 
some had been incarcerated in Cuba before leaving. 
Th ey were actually not much diff erent from previous 
refugees such as the “golden exiles,” who were profes-
sional and high-status refugees (Portes and Rumbaut 
). Because the refugees escaping from Mariel had 
been labeled as undesirables, and because they were 
forced to live in primitive camps for long periods after 
their arrival, they have been unable to achieve much so-
cial and economic mobility in the United States—thus 
ironically reinforcing the initial perception that they 
were “lazy” and “undesirable.” In contrast, the earlier 
Cuban migrants, who were on average more educated 
and much more settled, have enjoyed a fair degree of 
success (Portes and Rumbaut , ; Amott and 
Matthei ; Pedraza a).

Asian Americans
Like Hispanic Americans, Asian Americans are from 
many diff erent countries and diverse cultural back-
grounds; they cannot be classifi ed as the single cultural 
rubric Asians. Asian Americans include migrants from 
China, Japan, the Philippines, Korea, and Vietnam, as 
well as more recent immigrants from Cambodia and 
Laos.

Chinese. Attracted by the U.S. demand for labor, 
 Chinese Americans began migrating to the United 
States during the mid-nineteenth century. In the early 
stages of this migration, the Chinese were tolerated 
because they provided cheap labor. Th ey were initially 
seen as good, quiet citizens, but racial stereotypes 
turned hostile when the Chinese came to be seen as 
competing with White California gold miners for jobs. 
Th ousands of Chinese laborers worked for the Central 
Pacifi c Railroad from  to . Th ey were relegated 
to the most diffi  cult and dangerous work, worked lon-
ger hours than the White laborers, and for a long time 
were paid considerably less than the White workers.

Th e Chinese were virtually expelled from railroad 
work near the turn of the twentieth century (in –
) and settled in rural areas throughout the western 
states. As a consequence, anti-Chinese sentiment and 
prejudice ran high in the West. Th is ethnic antago-
nism was largely the result of competition between the 
White and Chinese laborers for scarce jobs. In , 
the federal government passed the Chinese Exclusion 
Act, which banned further immigration of unskilled 
 Chinese laborers. Like African Americans, the Chinese 
and Chinese Americans were legally excluded from 
 intermarriage with Whites (Takaki ). Th e  passage 
of this openly racist act, which was preceded by exten-
sive violence toward the Chinese, drove the Chinese 

©
 M

ic
he

l F
ri

an
g/

A
la

m
y

Activities such as this Puerto Rican Day Parade in New York 
City refl ect pride in one’s group culture and result in greater 
cohesiveness of the group.
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populations from the rural areas into the urban areas of 
the West. It was during this period that several China-
towns were established by those who had been forcibly 
uprooted and who found strength and comfort within 
enclaves of Chinese people and culture (Nee ).

Japanese. Japanese immigration to the United States 
took place mainly between  and , after which 
passage of the Japanese Immigration Act forbade fur-
ther immigration. Most of these fi rst-generation immi-
grants, called Issei, were employed in agriculture or in 
small Japanese businesses. Many Issei were from farm-
ing families and wished to acquire their own land, but 
in  the Alien Land Law of California stipulated that 
Japanese aliens could lease land for only three years 
and that lands already owned or leased by them could 
not be bequeathed to heirs. Th e second generation of 
Japanese Americans, or Nisei, were born in the United 
States of Japanese-born parents. Th ey became better 
educated than their parents, lost their Japanese accents, 
and in general became more “Americanized,” that is, 
culturally assimilated. Th e third generation, called San-
sei, became even better educated and assimilated, yet 
still met with prejudice and discrimination, particularly 
where Japanese Americans were present in the highest 
concentrations, as on the West Coast from Washington 
to Southern California (Takaki ; Glenn ).

Th e Japanese suff ered the complete indignity 
of having their loyalty questioned when the fed-
eral government, thinking they would side with 
Japan after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in 
December , herded them into concentration 
camps. By executive order of President Franklin D. 
Roosevelt, much of the West Coast Japanese American 
population (many of them loyal second- and third-
generation Americans) had their assets frozen and their 
real estate confi scated by the government. A media cam-
paign immediately followed, labeling Japanese Ameri-
cans “traitors” and “enemy aliens.” Virtually all Japanese 
Americans in the United States had been removed from 
their homes by August of , and some were forced to 
stay in relocation camps until as late as . Relocation 
destroyed numerous Japanese families and ruined them 
fi nancially (Takaki ; Glenn ; Kitano ).

In , the U.S. Supreme Court allowed Japanese 
Americans the right to fi le suit for monetary repara-
tions. In , legislation was passed, awarding $, 
to each person who had been relocated and off ering an 
offi  cial apology from the U.S. government. One is mo-
tivated to contemplate how far this paltry sum and late 
apology could go in righting what many have argued 
was the “greatest mistake” the United States has ever 
made as a government.

Filipinos. Th e Philippine Islands in the Pacifi c Ocean 
fell under U.S. rule in  as a result of the Spanish–
American War, and for a while Filipinos could enter 
the United States freely. By , the islands became a 

commonwealth of the United States, and immigration 
quotas were imposed on Filipinos. More than , 
Filipinos immigrated to the United States between  
and , settling in major urban centers on the West 
and East Coasts. More than two-thirds of those arriv-
ing were professional workers; their high average lev-
els of education and skill have eased their assimilation. 
By , there were more than one million Filipinos in 
the United States. Within the next thirty years, demog-
raphers project that this population will become one 
of the largest group of Asian Americans in the United 
States. (Winnick ).

Koreans. Many Koreans entered the United States 
in the late s after amendments to the immigra-
tion laws in  raised the limit on immigration from 
the Eastern Hemisphere. Th e largest concentration of 
Koreans is in Los Angeles. As much as half of the 
adult Korean American population is college edu-
cated, an exceptionally high proportion. Many of the 
immigrants were successful professionals in Korea; 
upon arrival in the United States, though, they have 
been forced to take on menial jobs, thus experiencing 
downward social mobility and status inconsistency. 
Th is is especially true of those Koreans who migrated 
to the East Coast. However, nearly one in eight Koreans 
in the United States today owns a business; many own 
small greengrocer businesses. Many of these stores are 
located in predominantly African American commu-
nities and have become one among several sources of 
ongoing confl ict between some African Americans and 
Koreans. Th is has fanned negative feeling and preju-
dice on both sides—among Koreans against  African 
Americans and among African Americans against 
 Koreans (Chen ).

Vietnamese. Among the more recent groups of 
Asians to enter the United States have been the South 
Vietnamese, who began arriving following the fall of 
South Vietnam to the Communist North Vietnamese at 
the end of the Vietnam War in . Th ese immigrants, 
many of them refugees who fl ed for their lives, num-
bered about , in the United States in . About 
one-third of the refugees settled in California. Many 
faced prejudice and hostility, resulting in part from 
the same perception that has dogged many immigrant 
groups before them—that they were in competition 
for scarce jobs. A second wave of Vietnamese immi-
grants arrived after China attacked Vietnam in . 
As many as , arrived in America, only to face 
discrimination in a variety of locations. Tensions be-
came especially heated when the Vietnamese became 
a substantial competitive presence in the fi shing and 
shrimping industries in the Gulf of Mexico on the Texas 
shore. Since that time, however, many communities 
have welcomed them, and many Vietnamese heads of 
households have become employed full time ( Winnick 
; Kim ).
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Middle Easterners
Since the mid-s, immigrants from the Middle East 
have been arriving in the United States. Th ey have come 
from countries such as Syria, Lebanon, Egypt, and Iran, 
and more recently, especially Iraq. Contrary to popular 
belief, the immigrants speak no single language and fol-
low no singular religion and thus are ethnically diverse. 
Some are Catholic, some are Coptic Christian, and many 
are Muslim. Many are from working-class backgrounds, 
but many were professionals— teachers, engineers, sci-
entists, and other such positions—in their homelands. 
About  percent of those residing in this country were 
born outside the United States; about half are college-
educated (Kohut ). Like immigrant populations 
before them, Middle Easterners have formed their own 
ethnic enclaves in the cities and suburbs of this coun-
try as they pursue the often elusive American Dream 
(Abrahamson ).

Since the terrorist attacks on the World Trade 
Center and the Pentagon on September , , many 
male Middle Easterners of several nationalities have be-
come unjustly suspect in this country and are subjected 
to severe harassment; racially motivated physical at-
tacks; and as already noted, out-and-out racial profi ling, 
if only because they had dark skin and—as with some—
wore a turban of some sort on their heads. Most of these 
individuals, of course, probably have no discernible 
connection at all with the terrorists. A recent survey 
shows that most Muslims in this country believe that 
the September , , terrorist attacks were indeed the 
cause of the increased racial harassment and violence 
against them (Kohut ). Finally, the U.S. wars with 
Iraq and Afghanistan have, not helped in easing ten-
sions between White Americans and Middle Easterners 
generally because, as already noted, a majority of White 
Americans tend to lump Iraqis and Afghanis together 
with other  Middle Easterners.

White Ethnic Groups
Th e story of White ethnic groups in the United States 
begins during the colonial period. White Anglo-Saxon 
Protestants (WASPs), who were originally immigrants 
from England and to some extent Scotland and Wales, 
settled in the New World (what is now North America). 
Th ey were the fi rst ethnic group to come into contact on 
a large scale with those people already here—namely, 
Native American Indians. WASPs came to dominate the 
newly emerging society earlier than any other White 
ethnic group.

In the late s, the WASPs regarded the later im-
migrants from Germany and France as foreigners with 
odd languages, accents, and customs, and derogatory 
labels (“krauts,” “frogs”) were applied to them. Tension 
between the “old stock” and the “foreigners” continued 
through the Civil War era until around , when the 
national origins of U.S. immigrants began to change 
(Handlin ). Of all racial and ethnic groups in the 

United States during that time and since, only WASPs 
do not think of themselves as a nationality. Th e WASPs 
came to think of themselves as the “original” Americans 
despite the prior presence of Native American Indians, 
who in turn the WASPs described and stereotyped 
as savages. As immigrants from northern, western, 
eastern, and southern Europe began to arrive, par-
ticularly during the mid- to late-nineteenth century, 
WASPs began to direct prejudice and discrimination 
against many of these newer groups. Long discrimi-
nated against by the male WASP establishment, women 
began to assert social and political power, challenging 
the power of male WASPs in the United States. Much of 
that WASP dominance remains, however, as is  evident 
in their popular use of the terms “race” and “ethnic-
ity” to describe virtually everyone but themselves 
(Andersen and Collins ).

Th ere were two waves of migration of White eth-
nic groups in the mid and late-nineteenth century. Th e 
fi rst stretched from about  through  and in-
cluded northern and western Europeans: English, Irish, 
Germans, French, and Scandinavians. Th e second wave 
of immigration occurred from  to  and included 
eastern and southern European populations: Italians, 
Greeks, Poles, Russians, and other eastern Europeans. 
Th e immigration of Jews to the United States extended 
for well over a century, but the majority of Jewish im-
migrants came to the United States during the period 
from  to .

Th e Irish arrived in large numbers in the mid-
nineteenth century as a consequence of food shortages 
and massive starvation in Ireland. During the latter 
half of the nineteenth century and in the early twenti-
eth century, the Irish in the United States were abused, 
attacked, and viciously stereotyped. It is instructive to 
remember that the Irish, particularly on the East Coast 
and especially in Boston, underwent a period of ethnic 
oppression of extraordinary magnitude. A frequently 
seen sign posted in Boston saloons of the day pro-
claimed “No dogs or Irish allowed.” Th e sign was not 
intended as a joke. German immigrants were similarly 
stereotyped, as were the French and the Scandinavians. 
It is easy to forget that virtually all immigrant groups 
have gone through times of oppression and prejudice, 
although these periods were considerably longer for 
some groups than for others. As a rule, where the popu-
lation density of an ethnic group in a town, city, or re-
gion was greatest, so too was the amount of prejudice, 
negative stereotyping, and discrimination to which that 
group was subjected.

More than  percent of the world’s Jewish popu-
lation lives in the United States, making it the largest 
community of Jews in the world. Most of the Jews in the 
United States arrived between  and the First World 
War, originating from the eastern European countries 
of Russia, Poland, Lithuania, Hungary, and Romania. 
Jews from Germany arrived in two phases; the fi rst 
wave came just prior to the arrival of those from eastern 
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Europe, and the second came as a result of Hitler’s as-
cension to power in Germany during the late s. 
Because many German Jews were professionals who 
also spoke English, they assimilated more rapidly than 
those from the eastern European countries. Jews from 
both parts of Europe underwent lengthy periods of anti-
Jewish prejudice, anti-Semitism (defi ned as the hatred 
of Jewish people), and discrimination, particularly on 
Manhattan’s Lower East Side. Signifi cant anti-Semitism 
still exists in the United States (Ferber ; Simpson 
and Yinger ; Essed ).

In , the National Origins Quota Act was passed, 
one of the most discriminatory legal actions ever taken 
by the United States in the area of immigration. By this 
act, the fi rst real establishment of ethnic quotas in the 
United States, immigrants were permitted to enter the 
country only in proportion to their numbers already 
existing in the United States. Th us, ethnic groups who 
were already here in relatively high proportions (Eng-
lish, Germans, French, Scandinavians, and others, 
mostly western and northern Europeans) were allowed 
to immigrate in greater numbers than were those from 
southern and eastern Europe, such as Italians, Poles, 
Greeks, and other eastern Europeans. Hence, the act 
discriminated against southern and eastern Europeans 
in favor of western and northern Europeans. It has been 
noted that the European groups who were discrimi-
nated against by the National Origins Quota Act tended 

to be those with on average darker skins, even though 
they were White and European.

Immigrants during this period were subject to lit-
eracy tests and even IQ tests given in English (Kamin 
). Th e act barred anyone who was classifi ed as a 
convict, lunatic, “idiot,” or “imbecile” from immigration. 
On New York City’s Ellis Island, non-English-speaking 
immigrants, many of them Jews, were given the  
version of the Stanford-Binet IQ test in English. Obvi-
ously, non-English-speaking persons taking this test 
were unlikely to score high. On the basis of this grossly 
biased test, governmental psychologist H. H. Goddard 
classifi ed fully  percent of Jews,  percent of Hun-
garians, and  percent of Italians as “feebleminded.” It 
did not dawn on Goddard or the U.S. government that 
the IQ test, in English, probably did not measure some-
thing called intelligence, as intended, but instead sim-
ply measured the immigrant’s mastery of the English 
language (Taylor , ; Kamin ; Gould ). 

ATTAINING RACIAL AND 
ETHNIC EQUALITY: 
THE CHALLENGE
Race and ethnic relations in the United States have 
posed a major challenge for the nation, one that is 
becoming even more complex as the racial–ethnic 
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As illustrated in this photograph, neighborhoods often exemplify both residential segregation as well as community.
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population becomes more diverse. Even as the nation 
elected its fi rst African American president, racial in-
equalities persist. Intergroup contact has been both 
negative and positive, obvious and subtle, tragic and 
helpful. How can the nation respond to its new diver-
sity as well as to the issues faced by racial and ethnic 
minorities who have been present since the nation’s 
founding? Th is question engages signifi cant sociologi-
cal thought and attention to the nation’s record of social 
change with regard to race and ethnic groups.

The White Immigrants Made It: 
Why Can’t They?
Many Americans believe that with enough hard work 
and loyalty to the dominant White culture of the coun-
try, any minority can make it and thus “assimilate” into 
American society. Quite a few older members of racial 
and ethnic minority groups still adhere to this belief. It is 
the often-heard argument that African Americans, His-
panics, and Native Americans need only to pull them-
selves up “by their own bootstraps” to become a success.

thinking SOCIOLOGICALLY
Write down your own racial–ethnic background and list 
one thing that people from this background have posi-
tively contributed to U.S. society or culture. Also list one 
experience (current or historical) in which people from 
your group have been victimized by society. Discuss how 
these two things illustrate the fact that racial–ethnic 
groups have both been victimized and have made positive 
contributions to this society. Share your comments with 
others: What does this reveal to you about the connec-
tions between diff erent groups of people and their experi-
ences as racial–ethnic groups in the United States? •

Th is assimilation perspective dominated sociologi-
cal thinking a generation ago and is still prominent in 
U.S. thought (Telles and Ortiz ; Alba and Nee ; 
Portes and Rumbaut ; Rumbaut b; Glazer 
). Th e assimilationist believes that to overcome ad-
versity and oppression, the minority person need only 
imitate the dominant White culture as much as possible. 
In this sense, minorities must assimilate “into” White 
culture and White society. Th e general assumption is 
that with each new generation, assimilation becomes 
more and more likely. But one of the questions asked in 
this perspective is to what extent groups can maintain 
some of their distinct cultural values and still be incor-
porated into the society to which they have moved. One 
could argue, for example, that the Irish have been able 
to assimilate quite fully into American culture while still 
maintaining an ethnic identity—one that is particularly 
salient around St. Patrick’s Day!

Many Asian American groups have followed this 
pattern and have thus been called by some the “model 
minority,” but this label ignores the fact that Asians are 

still subject to considerable prejudice, discrimination, 
racism, and poverty (Woo ; Lee ; Takaki ).

Th ere are problems with the assimilation model. 
First, it fails to consider the time that it takes certain 
groups to assimilate. Th ose from rural backgrounds 
(Native Americans, Hispanics, African Americans, 
White Appalachians, and some White ethnic immi-
grants) typically take much longer to assimilate than 
those from urban backgrounds.

Second, the histories of Black and White arrivals 
are very diff erent, with lasting consequences. Whites 
came voluntarily; Blacks arrived in chains. Whites 
sought relatives in the New World; Blacks were sold and 
separated from close relatives. For these and other rea-
sons, the experiences of African Americans and Whites 
as newcomers can hardly be compared, and their as-
similation is unlikely to follow the same course.

Th ird, although White ethnic groups did indeed 
face prejudice and discrimination when they arrived 
in America, many entered at a time when the economy 
was growing rapidly and their labor was in high de-
mand. Th us they were able to attain education and job 
skills. In contrast, by the time Blacks during the Great 
Migration migrated to northern industrial areas from 
the rural South, Whites had already established fi rm 
control over labor and used this control to exclude 
Blacks from better-paying jobs and higher education.

Fourth, assimilation is more diffi  cult for people of 
color because skin color is an especially salient char-
acteristic, ascribed and relatively unchangeable. White 
ethnic group members can change their names, which 
many did (for example, from Levine to Lane; from Bell-
ini to Bell; many other examples are possible), but peo-
ple of color cannot easily change their skin color.

©
 J

ef
f 

G
re

en
be

rg
/P

ho
to

 E
di

t

Neighborhoods such as this one in Manhattan, New York, 
are indicative of residential segregation.
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Th e assimilation model raises the question of 
whether it is possible for a society to maintain cultural 
pluralism, which is defi ned as diff erent groups in so-
ciety maintaining their distinctive cultures, while also 
coexisting peacefully with the dominant group. Some 
groups have explicitly practiced cultural pluralism: Th e 
Amish people of Lancaster County in Pennsylvania and 
of north central Ohio—who travel by horse and buggy; 
use no electricity; and run their own schools, banks, 
and stores—constitute a good example of a relatively 
complete degree of cultural pluralism. A somewhat 
lesser degree of cultural pluralism, but still present, is 
maintained by “Little Italy” neighborhoods in some 
U.S. cities and also by certain Black Muslim groups in 
the United States.

Segregation and the Urban 
Underclass
Segregation is the spatial and social separation of racial 
and ethnic groups. Minorities, who are often believed 
by the dominant group to be inferior, are compelled to 
live separately under inferior conditions and are given 
lower-class educations, jobs, and protections under the 
law. Although desegregation has been mandated by law 
(thus eliminating de jure segregation, or legal segrega-
tion), de facto segregation—segregation in fact—still ex-
ists, particularly in housing and education.

Segregation has contributed to the creation of 
an urban underclass, a grouping of people, largely 

minorities and the poor, who live at the absolute bot-
tom of the socioeconomic ladder in urban areas (Wil-
son , ; Massey and Denton ). Indeed, the 
level of housing segregation is so high for some groups, 
especially poor African Americans and Latinos, that it 
has been termed hypersegregation, referring to a pat-
tern of extreme segregation (Massey and Denton ; 
Massey ). Currently, the rate of segregation of 
Blacks and Hispanics in U.S. cities is actually increas-
ing, thus allowing for less and less interaction between 
White and Black children and White and Hispanic chil-
dren (Schmitt ; Massey and Denton ; see the 
box “Doing Sociological Research: American Apart-
heid”). In education, the extraordinary realization 
is that schools are also becoming more segregated, 
a phenomenon called resegregation since American 
schools are now more segregated than they were even 
in the s (Frankenberg and Lee ).

In a seminal study, W. J. Wilson () attributes 
the causes of the urban underclass to economic and so-
cial structural defi cits in society. He rejects the “culture 
of poverty” explanation, an earlier view that attributes 
the condition of minorities to their own presumed “cul-
tural defi ciencies,” a view attributed to writer Oscar 
Lewis (, ) and to Moynihan’s () so-called 
Moynihan Report, in which the Black family was seen 
as defi cient in both structure and culture. Th e problems 
of the inner city, such as joblessness, crime, teen preg-
nancy, welfare dependency, and acquired immune de-
fi ciency syndrome (AIDS) are seen to arise from social 

DOING sociological research

The term apartheid was used to de-
scribe the society of South Africa prior 
to the election of Nelson Mandela in 
1994. It refers to the rigid separation of 
the Black and White races. Sociological 
researchers Massey and Denton argue 
that the United States is now under a 
system of apartheid and that it is based 
on a very rigid residential segregation in 
the country.

Research Question: What is the current 
state of residential segregation? Massey 
and Denton note that the terms “seg-
regation” and “residential segregation” 
practically disappeared from the American 
vocabulary in the late 1970s and early 
1980s. These terms were spoken little by 
public offi  cials, journalists, and even civil 
rights offi  cials. This was because the ills of 
race relations in America were at the time 
attributed, though erroneously, to other 

American Apartheid

causes such as a “culture of poverty” 
among minorities, or inadequate family 
structure among Blacks, or too much wel-
fare for minority groups. The Fair Housing 
Act was passed in 1968, and the problem 
of segregation and discrimination in 
housing was declared solved. Yet nothing 
could be further from the truth.

Research Methods and Results: Re-
searchers Massey and Denton amassed 
a large amount of data demonstrating 
that residential segregation not only has 
persisted in American society but also 
that it has actually increased since the 
1960s. Most Americans vaguely realize 
that urban America is still residentially 
segregated, but few appreciate the 
depth of Black and Hispanic segregation 
or the degree to which it is maintained 
by ongoing institutional arrangements 
and contemporary individual actions. 

Urban society is thus hypersegregated, 
or characterized by an extreme form of 
residential and educational segregation.

Conclusions and Implications: Massey 
and Denton fi nd that most people think 
of racial segregation as a faded notion 
from the past, one that is decreasing 
over time. Today, theoretical concepts 
such as the culture of poverty, institu-
tional racism, and welfare are widely 
debated, yet rarely is residential segrega-
tion considered to be a major contrib-
uting cause of urban poverty and the 
underclass. Massey and Denton argue 
that their purpose is to redirect the 
focus of public debate back to race and 
racial segregation.

Source: Massey, Douglas S., and Nancy A. 
Denton. 1993. American Apartheid: Segrega-
tion and the Making of the Underclass. Cam-
bridge, MA: Harvard University Press; Douglas 
S. Massey. 2005. Strangers in a Strange Land: 
Humans in an Urbanizing World. New York: 
Norton.
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class inequalities, that is, inequalities in the structure 
of society, and these inequalities have dire behavioral 
consequences at the individual level, in the form of 
drug abuse, violence, and lack of education (Wilson 
, , ; Sampson ). But despite these dis-
advantages, many minority individuals nonetheless 
manage to achieve upward occupational and economic 
mobility (Newman ). Wilson argues that the civil 
rights agendas need to be enlarged and that the major 
problem of the underclass, joblessness, needs to be 
addressed by fundamental changes in the economic 
institution. 

Th is does not mean that race is unimportant, but 
that the infl uence of class is increasing, even though 
race still continues to remain extremely important. In 
numerous studies, scholars fi nd that race, in and of 
itself, still infl uences such things as income, wealth 
holdings, occupational prestige, place of residence, 
educational attainment, and numerous other measures 
of socioeconomic well-being (Oliver and Shapiro ; 
Brown et al. ; Patillo-McCoy ).

What is important is understanding the intersect-
ing eff ects of race and class acting together ( Andersen 
and Collins ). Racial–ethnic groups live in what 
has been called a matrix of domination (Collins ). 
Th at is, no single factor alone determines one’s lo-
cation in society. Rather, race—together with class, 
gender, age, even sexual orientation—place one in 
a system of social advantage and disadvantage. Un-
derstanding the interrelationship among these social 
factors is critical to understanding any one of them, 
including race and ethnicity.

The Civil Rights Strategy
Th e history of racial and ethnic relations in the United 
States shows several strategies to achieve greater 
equality. Political mobilization, legal reform, and so-
cial policy have been the basis for much social change 
in race relations, but there are continuing questions 
about how best to achieve a greater degree of racial 
justice in this society. Th e major force behind most 
progressive social change in race relations was the civil 
rights movement. Marked by the strong moral and po-
litical commitment and courage of participants, the 
civil rights movement is probably the single most im-
portant source for change in race relations in the twen-
tieth century. Th e civil rights movement eliminated the 
formal and legal basis of discrimination and awakened 
the national consciousness to the problems of race in 
America.

Th e civil rights movement was initially based on the 
passive resistance philosophy of Martin Luther King Jr., 
learned from the philosophy of satyagraha (“soul fi rm-
ness and force”) of the East Indian Mahatma (meaning 
“leader”) Mohandas Gandhi. Th is philosophy encour-
aged resistance to segregation through nonviolent 
techniques, such as sit-ins, marches, and appealing 

to human conscience in calls for brotherhood, justice, 
and equality. Although African Americans had worked 
for racial justice and civil rights long before this his-
toric movement, the civil rights movement has brought 
greater civil rights under the law to many groups: 
women, disabled people, the aged, and gays and lesbi-
ans (Andersen ).

Th e major civil rights movement in the United 
States intensifi ed shortly after the  Brown v. Board 
of Education decision, the famous Supreme Court case 
that ruled that in education “separate but equal” was 
unconstitutional. In , African American seam-
stress and NAACP secretary Rosa Parks made news 
in Montgomery, Alabama. By prior arrangement with 
the NAACP, Parks bravely refused to relinquish her 
seat in the “White only” section on a segregated bus 
when asked to do so by the White bus driver. At the 
time, the majority of Montgomery’s bus riders were 
African American, and the action of Rosa Parks initi-
ated the now-famous Montgomery bus boycott, led by 
the young Martin Luther King Jr. Th e boycott, which 
took place in many cities beyond Montgomery, was 
successful in desegregating the buses. It got more 
 African American bus drivers hired and catapulted 
Martin Luther King Jr. to the forefront of the civil rights 
movement.

Impetus was given to the civil rights movement and 
the boycott by the unspeakably brutal murder in  
of Emmett Till, a Black teenager from Chicago, who 
was killed in Mississippi merely for whistling at a White 
woman in a store. After he did so, a group of White men 
rousted Till from his bed at the home of a relative and 
beat him until he was dead and unrecognizable as a 
human being. Th ey then tied a heavy cotton gin fan 
around his neck, and dumped him into the nearest 
river. Later, his mother, in Chicago, allowed a picture of 
his horribly misshapen head and body in his casket to 
be published (in Jet magazine) so that the public could 
contemplate the horror vested upon her son. No one 
was ever prosecuted for the Till murder.

Th e civil rights movement produced many episodes 
of both tragedy and heroism. In a landmark  deci-
sion, President Dwight D. Eisenhower called out the na-
tional guard, after initial delay, to assist the entrance of 
nine Black students into Little Rock Central High School 
in Little Rock, Arkansas. Sit-ins followed throughout 
the South in which White and Black students perched 
at lunch counters until the Black students were served. 
A number of these persons, both Black and White, were 
beaten bloody for merely attempting this nonviolent 
protest. 

Organized bus trips from North to South to pro-
mote civil rights, “freedom rides,” forged on despite 
the murders of freedom riders Viola Liuzzo, a White 
Detroit housewife; Andrew Goodman and Michael 
Schwerner, two White students; and James Chaney, a 
Black student. Th eir murders have been documented 
and memorialized in the movie, Mississippi Burning. 
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Th e murders of civil rights workers—especially when 
they were White—galvanized public support for 
change.

Radical Social Change
While the civil rights movement developed through-
out the late s and s, a more radical philoso-
phy of change also developed, as more militant leaders 
grew increasingly disenchanted with the limits of the 
civil rights agenda (which was perceived as moving 
too slowly). Th e militant Black power movement, 
taking its name from the book Black Power (pub-
lished in  by political activist Stokely  Carmichael, 
later Kwame Touré, and Columbia University po-
litical science professor Charles V. Hamilton), had a 
more radical critique of race relations in the United 
States and saw inequality as stemming not just from 
moral failures but from the institutional power that 

Whites had over Black Americans (Carmichael and 
Hamilton ).

Before breaking with the Black Muslims (the Black 
Nation of Islam in America) and his religious mentor, 
Elijah Muhammad, and prior to his assassination in 
, Malcolm X advocated a form of pluralism, de-
manding separate business establishments, banks, 
churches, and schools for Black Americans. He echoed 
an earlier eff ort of the s led by Marcus Garvey’s 
back-to-Africa movement, the Universal Negro Im-
provement Association (UNIA).

Th e Black power movement of the late s 
rejected assimilationism and instead demanded 
pluralism in the form of self-determination and self-
regulation of Black communities. Militant groups such 
as the Black Panther Party advocated fi ghting oppres-
sion with armed revolution. Th e U.S. government acted 
quickly, imprisoning members of the Black Panther 
Party and members of similar militant revolutionary 

UNDERSTANDING diversity

A brutally devastating hurricane, given 
the name Katrina, hit New Orleans, 
Louisiana, and other locations along the 
country’s southern gulf coast, such as 
Biloxi, Mississippi, early in the fall of 
2005. Katrina’s winds, reaching at times 
150 miles per hour, tore apart hundreds 
of houses, apartment buildings, hos-
pitals, oil wells and derricks, and other 
structures. Massive fl ooding devastated 
New Orleans, with water reaching 
as high as 20 feet in some locations, 
stranding people, their pets, and farm 
animals. Because of the slowness of the 
federal government’s response (it took 
the president of the United States one 
full week after the hurricane even to ac-
knowledge the devastation as a national 
disaster and to visit New Orleans) and 
because of the extent of the fl ooding, 
over 1000 people died from drowning, 
from direct hits by fl ying debris, or from 
lack of medical attention.

The nation was stunned by images 
of human bodies fl oating down water-
fi lled streets, the water itself slicked 
with oil and fi lled with sewage and other 
contaminants. In rest homes for the el-
derly, patients died as a result of lack of 
electricity and oxygen supplies needed 
for assisted breathing. In one case, over 
twenty patients were simply left alone, 

Race and Hurricane Katrina

unattended for one full week by adminis-
trators and staff . Each and every patient 
died from neglect and lack of medical 
care. Many people died simply waiting to 
be evacuated from their communities or 
from temporary transfer locations—
another eff ect of the slowness of the 
state and federal governments to act. 
The government’s Federal Emergency 
Management Administration (FEMA) 
failed miserably in its intended role of 
organizing and coordinating responses 
to the devastation and getting people to 
safe locations quickly. FEMA’s response 
was so anemic that its director was 
forced to resign within weeks.

The most negatively affected areas 
of New Orleans were those neighbor-
hoods in the lowest-lying areas of the 
city, areas up to 20 feet or more below 
sea level. These neighborhoods were 
primarily poor and Black or Hispanic; 
many were hypersegregated, that 
is, almost entirely African American. 

Clearly, these neighborhoods had the 
highest potential for flood damage and 
the aftermath of contamination and 
disease. Many have argued that if the 
White and wealthy had been so con-
centrated in such neighborhoods, the 
response of the federal government 
and the president would probably have 
been much more rapid and perhaps 
more effective.

An additional manifestation of race 
and class bias was seen as a result of 
the evacuation of thousands to the 
New Orleans Superdome and the New 
Orleans Convention Center. Within 
days the Superdome and Convention 
Center became cauldrons of misery—no 
water, no food, unbearable heat, grossly 
inadequate facilities—including few and 
clogged toilets and a partially collapsed 
roof—and an utter lack of medical care 
for the injured, pregnant women, in-
fants, and the elderly. The individuals so 
evacuated were mainly poor, and they 
were neglected and ignored for more 
than a week by the federal government, 
FEMA, and even the Louisiana state 
government.

In national polls taken after Hurricane 
Katrina, there was a racial divide: Three-
quarters of African Americans thought 
that racism aff ected the poor response, 
but only one-third of White Americans 
thought so.
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interpretation of affi  rmative action programs is, in 
 eff ect, using a quota.

Th e Legal Defense Fund (LDF), established by 
the NAACP (National Association for the Advance-
ment of Colored People), has argued forcefully and 
on legal grounds that the push for affi  rmative action 
on the basis of race must continue, though not in the 
form of rigid quotas. It has noted that in the tradition of 
its founding lawyer and the future member of the Su-
preme Court, Th urgood Marshall, the affi  rmative ac-
tion policies of the LDF have helped to fundamentally 
change the composition of the nation’s formerly seg-
regated universities and colleges as well as to greatly 
expand the educational opportunities for African 
Americans and other minorities. It argues that stan-
dardized tests (such as the SATs) are of limited validity 

groups, in some cases killing them outright (Brown 
).

Th e Black power movement also infl uenced the 
development of other groups who were aff ected by the 
analysis of institutional racism that the Black power 
movement developed, as well as by the assertion of 
strong group identity that this movement encouraged. 
Groups such as La Raza Unida (“Th e Race United”), 
a Chicano organization, encouraged “brown power,” 
promoting solidarity and the use of Chicano power to 
achieve racial justice. 

Likewise, the American Indian Movement (AIM) 
used some of the same strategies and tactics that the 
Black power movement had encouraged, as have 
Puerto Rican, Asian American, and other racial pro-
test groups. Elements of Black power strategy were also 
borrowed by the developing women’s movement, and 
Black feminism was developed upon the realization 
that women, including women of color, shared in the 
oppressed status fostered by institutions that promoted 
racism (Collins , ). Overall, the Black power 
movement dramatically altered the nature of political 
struggle and race and ethnic relations in the United 
States. It and the other movements it inspired changed 
the nation’s consciousness about race and forced even 
academic scholars to develop a deeper understanding 
of how fundamental racism is to U.S. social institutions 
(Branch ; ; ; Morris ).

Affirmative Action
A continuing question from the dialogue between a civil 
rights strategy and more radical strategies for change 
is the debate between race-specifi c versus color-blind 
programs for change. Color-blind policies are those ad-
vocating that all groups be treated alike, with no barri-
ers to opportunity posed by race, gender, or other group 
diff erences. Equal opportunity is the key concept in 
color-blind policies.

Race-specifi c policies are those that recognize the 
unique status of racial groups because of the long his-
tory of discrimination and the continuing infl uence of 
institutional racism. Th ose advocating such policies 
argue that color-blind strategies will not work because 
Whites and other racial–ethnic groups do not start from 
the same position. 

Affi  rmative action, a heavily contested program 
for change, is a race-specifi c policy for reducing job 
and educational inequality that has had some limited 
success. Affi  rmative action means two things. First, it 
means recruiting minorities from a wide base in order 
to ensure consideration of groups that have been tra-
ditionally overlooked, while not using rigid quotas 
based on race or ethnicity. Second, affi  rmative action 
means using admissions slots (in education) or set-
aside contracts or jobs (in job hiring) to assure mi-
nority representation. Th e principal objection, heard 
from both sides of the racial line, is that applying either 

The “Tax” on Being a Minority in America: Give 
Yourself a True-False Test (An Illustration of 
White Privilege)
On the following test, give yourself one point for each state-
ment that is true for you personally. When you are done, total up 
your points. The higher your score (the more points you have), 
the less “minority tax” you are paying in your own life.

 1.  My parents and grandparents were able to purchase a 
house in any neighborhood they could aff ord.

 2.  I can take a job in an organization with an affi  rmative action 
policy without people thinking I got my job because of my 
race.

 3. My parents own their own home.
 4.  I can look at the mainstream media and see people who 

look like me represented in a wide variety of roles.
 5.  I can choose from many diff erent student organizations on 

campus that refl ect my interests.
 6.  I can go shopping most of the time pretty well assured that 

I will not be followed or harassed when I am in the store.
 7.  If my car breaks down on a deserted stretch of road, I can 

trust that the law enforcement offi  cer who shows up will be 
helpful.

 8.  I have a wide choice of grooming products that I can buy in 
places convenient to campus and/or near where I live as a 
student.

 9.  I never think twice about calling the police when trouble 
occurs.

10.  The schools I have attended teach about my race and heri-
tage and present it in positive ways.

 11.  I can be pretty sure that if I go into a business or other orga-
nization (such as a university or college) to speak with the 
“person in charge” I will be facing a person of my race.

Your total points: __________________________________
Your racial identity: ________________________________
Your gender: ______________________________________
How would you describe your social class? _____________

Now gather results from some of your classmates and see if 
their total points vary according to their own race, gender, and/
or social class.

Source: Adapted from the Discussion Guide for Race: The Power of an 
Illusion. www.pbs.org
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chapter summary
How are race and ethnicity defined?
In virtually every walk of life, race matters. A race 
is a social construction based loosely on physical 
criteria, whereas an ethnic group is a culturally dis-
tinct group. A group is minority not on the basis of 
their numbers in a society but on the basis of which 
group occupies lower average social status.

What are stereotypes, and how are they important?
Stereotyping and stereotype interchangeability reinforce 
racial and ethnic prejudices and thus cause them to 
persist in the maintenance of inequality in society. Ra-
cial and gender stereotypes have similar dynamics in 
society, and both racial and gender stereotypes receive 
ongoing support in the media. Stereotypes serve to jus-
tify and make legitimate the oppression of groups based 
on race, ethnicity, class, and gender. Stereotypes such 
as “lazy” support attributions made to minorities and 
to working-class persons and attempt to cast blame on 
the minority in question, thus removing blame from the 
social structure.

What are the differences between prejudice, 
discrimination, and racism?
Prejudice is an attitude usually involving negative pre-
judgment on the basis of race or ethnicity. Discrimi-
nation is overt behavior involving unequal treatment. 
Racism involves both attitude and behavior. Racism can 
take on several forms, such as traditional or old-fashioned 
racism, aversive or subtle racism, laissez-faire racism, 
color-blind racism (which masks White privilege), and 
institutional racism. Institutional racism is unequal 

treatment, carrying with it notions of cultural inferiority 
of a minority, which has become fi rmly ingrained into 
the economic, political, and educational institutions of 
society. Racial profi ling is an example of institutional 
racism. 

Do all minority groups have different histories, or 
are they similar?
Historical experiences show that diff erent groups have 
unique histories, although they are bound together by 
some similarities in the prejudice and discrimination 
they have experienced.

What are the challenges in attaining racial and 
ethnic equality?
Not all immigrant groups and minority groups assimi-
late at the same rate, and some groups (U.S. Black Mus-
lims; the Amish) maintain cultural pluralism. An urban 
underclass remains entrenched in the United States, 
and cities remain hypersegregated on the basis of race 
and ethnicity.

What are some of the approaches to attaining racial 
and ethnic equality?
Approaches include Rev. Martin Luther King’s non-
violent civil rights strategy, radical social change and 
movements such as the Black Power movement, La 
Raza Unida, and the American Indian Movement (AIM), 
all of which directly addressed institutional racism. Af-
fi rmative action policies, which are race-specifi c rather 
than race-blind programs, continue to be changed and 
modifi ed through Supreme Court cases. 

and do not adequately predict performance of minori-
ties of color in college; they are thus not a legitimate 
basis on which to judge Black and White candidates 
against each other.

Data have shown that Blacks admitted to selective 
colleges and universities under affi  rmative action pro-
grams reveal high rates of social and economic success 
after graduation. For example, the percentage of Blacks 
who were admitted to college under affi  rmative action 
programs and went on to graduate school and law school 
was higher than the percentage of Whites from the same 
schools who did so (Espenshade and Radford ; 
Espenshade et al. ; Bowen and Bok ). Th is 
is clearly a benefi t of affi  rmative action in the fi eld of 
education.

Th e U.S. Supreme Court decided in  (in Th e 
University of California Regents vs. Bakke) that race 
could be used as a criterion for admission to under-
graduate, professional, and graduate schools or for job 

recruitment, as long as race is combined with other 
criteria and as long as rigid racial quotas are not used. 
Th en twenty-fi ve years later, in , the U.S. Supreme 
Court decided two cases that modifi ed its  deci-
sion. In Grutter v. Bollinger, in a fi ve-to-four decision, 
the high court decided that, as in the  decision, 
race could indeed be used as a factor in admissions 
decisions for the University of Michigan School of Law 
as long as race was considered along with other fac-
tors and the decision to admit or not admit was made 
on a case-by-case basis. In the second case (Gratz v. 
Bollinger), a six-to-three decision, the Court threw out 
as unconstitutional any system of assigning favorable 
points to minority candidates seeking admission that 
would increase their chances for admission. Th is de-
cision thus ruled out the use of any form of minority 
quotas, interpreting the point system as a type of quota, 
but it upheld as constitutional a system that considers 
race among many factors on an individual basis.
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imagine suddenly becoming a member of 
the other sex. What would you have to change? First, you 
would probably change your appearance—clothing, hair-
style, and any adornments you wear. You would also have 
to change some of your interpersonal behavior. Contrary 
to popular belief, men talk more than women, are louder, 
are more likely to interrupt, and are less likely to recognize 
others in conversation. Women are more likely to laugh, 
express hesitance, and be polite. Gender diff erences also 
appear in nonverbal communication. Women use less 
personal space, touch less in impersonal settings (but are 
touched more), and smile more, even when they are not 
necessarily happy (Mast and Hall 2004; LaFrance 2002; 
Lombardo et al. 2001; Robinson and Smith-Lovin 2001). 
Researchers even fi nd that men and women write email in 
a diff erent style, women writing less opinionated email than 
men and using it to maintain rapport and intimacy (Colley 
and Todd 2002; Sussman and Tyson 2000).  Finally, you 
might have to change many of your attitudes because men 
and women diff er signifi cantly on many, if not most, social 
and political issues (see Figure 11.1). If you are a woman 
and became a man, perhaps the change would be worth it. 
You would probably see your income increase (especially if 
you became a White man). You would have more power in 
virtually every social setting. You would be far more likely 
to head a major corporation, run your own business, or be 
elected to a political offi  ce—again, assuming that you are 
White. Would it be worth it? As a man, you would be far 
more likely to die a violent death and would probably not 
live as long as a woman (Kung et al. 2008).

If you are a man who became a woman, your income 
would most likely drop signifi cantly. More than forty-fi ve 
years after passage of the Equal Pay Act in 1963, men 
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APLIA GENDER ENGAGEMENT ACTIVITY

How do your opinions on gender, gender roles, and gender equality 
compare to the opinions of other Americans? Answer these ques-
tions to fi nd out!

still earn 23 percent more than women, even compar-
ing those working year-round and full time (DeNavas-
Walt et al. 2010). You would probably become resentful 
of a number of things because poll data indicate that 
women are more resentful than men about things such 
as the amount of money available for them to live on, 
the amount of help they get from their mates around 
the house, how men share child care, and how they look. 
Women also report being more fearful on the streets 
than men. However, women are more satisfi ed than men 
with their role as parents and with their friendships out-
side of marriage.

For both women and men, there are benefi ts, costs, 
and consequences stemming from the social defi nitions 
associated with gender. As you imagined this experi-
ment, you may have had diffi  culty trying to picture the 
essential change in your biological identity: But is this the 
most signifi cant part of being a man or woman?  Nature 
determines whether you are male or female but it is soci-
ety that gives signifi cance to this distinction. Sociologists 
see gender as a social fact because who we become as 
men and women is largely shaped by cultural and social 
expectations.

THE SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION 
OF GENDER
From the moment of birth, gender expectations infl u-
ence how boys and girls are treated. Now that it is pos-
sible to identify the sex of a child in the womb, gender 
expectations may begin even before birth. Parents 
and grandparents might select pink clothes and dolls 
for baby girls, sports clothing and brighter colors for 
boys. Even if they try to do otherwise, it will be diffi  cult 
 because baby products are so typed by gender. Much 
research shows how parents and others continue to 
treat children in stereotypical ways throughout their 
childhood. Girls may be expected to cuddle and be 
sweet, whereas boys are handled more roughly and 
given greater independence.

see FOR YOURSELF
Changing Your Gender
Try an experiment based on the example of changing 
gender that opens this chapter.

 1.  First, make a list of everything you think you would 
have to do to change your behavior if you were a 
member of a diff erent gender. Separate the things 
in your list according to whether they are related to 
such factors as appearance, attitude, or behavior.

FIGURE 11.1 The Gender 
Gap in Attitudes 
Data: Saad, Lydia. 2003. “Pondering 
‘Women’s  Issues,’ Part II.” The Gallup 
Poll. Princeton, NJ: The Gallup 
Organization. www.gallup.com
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 2.  Second, for a period of twenty-four hours, try your 
best to change any of these things that you are willing 
to do. Keep a log that records how others react to you 
during this period and how the change makes you feel.

 3.  When your experiment is over, write a report on what 
your brief experiment tells you about “doing gender” 
(see page 268) and how gender identities are sup-
ported (or not) through social interaction. •

Defining Sex and Gender
Sociologists use the terms sex and gender to distinguish 
biological sex identity from learned gender roles. Sex re-
fers to biological identity, being male or female. For so-
ciologists, the more signifi cant concept is  gender—the 
socially learned expectations and behaviors associated 
with members of each sex. Th is distinction emphasizes 
that behavior associated with gender is culturally learned.

Th e cultural basis of gender is especially apparent 
when we look at other cultures. Across diff erent cultures, 
the gender roles associated with masculinity and femi-
ninity vary considerably. In Western industrialized soci-
eties, people tend to think of masculinity and femininity 
in dichotomous terms, with men and women even de-
fi ned as “opposite sexes.” Th e views from other cultures 
challenge this assumption. Historically, the berdaches 
(pronounced ber-dash) in Navajo society were anatomi-
cally normal men who were defi ned as a third gender 
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The hijras of India are a sexual minority group; these “men” 
(that is, born male) are considered to be a “third gender”—
neither man nor woman. Hijras provide a good illustration of 
the socially constructed basis of sexuality.

considered to fall between male and female. Berdaches 
married other men who were not considered berdaches 
and were defi ned as ordinary men. Moreover, neither 
the berdaches nor the men they married were consid-
ered homosexuals, as they would be considered in many 
of today’s Western cultures (Nanda ; Lorber ).

Th ere can also be substantial diff erences in the 
construction of gender across social classes or within 
subcultures in a given culture. Within the United States, 
as we will see, there is considerable variation in the ex-
periences of gender among diff erent racial and ethnic 
groups (Andersen and Collins ; Baca Zinn et al. 
). In addition, even within a given culture, diff er-
ences among people of a given gender can be greater 
than diff erences across gender (see Figure .). Look-
ing at gender sociologically quickly reveals the social 
and cultural dimensions of something often popularly 
defi ned as biologically fi xed.

Sex Differences: Nature or Nurture?
Despite the known power of social expectations, many 
still believe that diff erences between men and women 
are biologically determined. Biology is, however, only 
one component in the diff erences between men and 
women. Th e important question in sociology is not 
whether biology or culture is more important in form-
ing men and women, but how culture produces a per-
son’s gender identity.

Biological determinism refers to explanations that 
attribute complex social phenomena to physical char-
acteristics. Th e argument that men are more aggres-
sive because of hormonal diff erences (in particular, the 
presence of testosterone) is a biologically determinist 
argument. Although people popularly believe that tes-
tosterone causes aggressive behavior in men, studies fi nd 
only a modest correlation between aggressive behavior 
and testosterone levels. Furthermore, changes in testos-
terone levels do not predict changes in men’s aggression 
(such as by “chemical castration,” the administration of 
drugs that eliminate the production or circulation of tes-
tosterone). What’s more, there are minimal diff erences 
in the levels of sex hormones between girls and boys 
during early childhood, yet researchers fi nd consider-
able diff erences in the aggression exhibited by boys and 
girls as children (Fausto-Sterling , ).

A person’s sex identity is established at the mo-
ment of conception when the father’s sperm provides 
either an X or a Y chromosome to the egg at fertilization. 
Th e mother contributes an X chromosome to the em-
bryo. Th e combination of two X chromosomes makes 
a female, while the combination of an X and a Y makes 
a male. Under normal conditions, chemical events di-
rected by genes on the sex-linked chromosomes lead to 
the formation of male or female genitalia.

Being intersexed (also known as hermaphrodit-
ism) is a condition caused by irregularities in the pro-
cess of chromosome formation or fetal diff erentiation 
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that produces persons with mixed biological sex char-
acteristics. An intersexed infant may be born with ova-
ries or testes, but with ambiguous or mixed genitals. Or, 
an intersexed person may be a chromosomal male but 
have an incomplete penis and no urinary canal.

Case studies of intersexed persons reveal the ex-
traordinary infl uence of social factors in shaping the 
person’s identity (Preves ). Parents of intersexed 

children are usually advised to have their child’s geni-
tals surgically assigned to either male or female and 
also to give the child a new name, a diff erent hairstyle, 
and new clothes—all intended to provide the child with 
the social signals judged appropriate to a single gen-
der identity. One physician who has worked on such 
cases gives the directive to parents that they “need to go 
home and do their job as child rearers with it very clear 
whether it’s a boy or a girl” (Kessler : ).

Transgender people are those who live as a gen-
der diff erent from that to which they were assigned 
at birth (Schilt ; Schilt and Westbrook ). Al-
though transgender individuals experience pressure 
to fi t within the usual expectations, they challenge the 
“either/or” way of thinking about gender that charac-
terizes dominant gender norms. Likewise, those who 
undergo sex changes as adults report enormous pres-
sure from others to be one sex or the other. Managing 
such identities can be stressful, largely because of the 
expectations that others have about what are appropri-
ate categories of gender identity. Anyone who crosses 
these or, in any way, appears to be diff erent from domi-
nant expectations is frequently subject to exclusion and 
ridicule, showing just how strong gender expectations 
are (Stryker and Whittle ; Gagné and Tewksbury 
).

From a sociological perspective, biology alone 
does not determine gender identity. People must adjust 
to the expectations of others and the social understand-
ing of what it means to be a man or a woman. A person 

Many have noted the distorted images 
of women that appear in the media. The 
common argument is that media images 
present an unrealistic image of women, 
which shapes women’s self-concepts and 
limits their sense of possibilities for their 
appearance, their relationships, their ca-
reers, and so forth. Femininity is defi ned 
in the media by cultural gatekeepers—
those who make decisions about what 
images to project. Cultural gatekeepers 
also have to respond to audience criti-
cism. How they respond is an important 
part of the institutional process by which 
media images are sustained.

One sociologist, Melissa Milkie, 
wanted to explore how images of 
femininity are constructed in the media, 
particularly when producers encounter 
criticism from their audience. As readers 
of magazines, girls have protested many 
of the narrow and limiting images in the 

Cultural Gatekeepers and the Construction of Femininity

media, particularly those portraying girls’ 
bodies.

Milkie interviewed ten top editors of 
leading girls’ magazines to fi nd out how 
they, as cultural gatekeepers, responded 
to the criticism from girls that images 
of girls in teen magazines do not refl ect 
what “real girls” are like.

Milkie found that even the top edi-
tors think there are institutional limita-
tions on what they can do to respond 
to girls’ criticism. The editors who were 
very sensitive to the criticisms they re-
ceived either said there was not much 
they could do about it or they dismissed 
the girls’ complaints as misguided. They 
would claim the image was beyond their 
control, either because of the artistic 
process, advertisers’ needs, or the cul-
ture itself. Thus, despite their positions 
of power, editors believed they could 
not fully control the images that appear. 

They pointed to institutional constraints 
that, in eff ect, thwarted eff orts for 
change. Some editors simply dismissed 
the criticisms as girls’ misreading the 
 intent or meaning of an image.

Either way, Milkie’s research shows 
how the organizational complexity of 
media institutions limits how much 
change is possible in how images of fem-
ininity are constructed. Market forces, 
advertisers, the values of producers, and 
the values of the public all intertwine in 
shaping the decisions of cultural gate-
keepers. Milkie also shows, however, 
that people are not passive about what 
they see in the media, suggesting that 
how people respond to those images is 
an important part of the eff ect of such 
 images in society.

Source: Milkie, Melissa A. 2002. “Contested 
Images of Femininity: An Analysis of Cultural 
Gatekeepers’ Struggles with the ‘Real Girl’ 
Critique.” Gender & Society 16 (December): 
839–859.

a sociological eye ON THE media

FIGURE 11.2 Gender Diff erences: Aggression Even 
when men and women as a whole tend to diff er on a given 
trait, within-gender diff erences can be just as great as across-
gender diff erences. Some men, for example, are less aggres-
sive than some women.

Women Men

Less
aggressive

More
aggressive

Less
aggressive

More
aggressive
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may remain genetically one sex, while socially being 
the other—or perhaps something in between. In other 
words, there is not a fi xed relationship between bio-
logical and social outcomes. If you only see men and 
women as biologically “natural” states, you miss some 
of the fascinating ways that gender is formed in society.

Physical diff erences between the sexes do, of 
course, exist. In addition to diff erences in anatomy, at 
birth boys tend to be slightly longer and weigh more 
than girls. As adults, men tend to have a lower resting 
heart rate, higher blood pressure, and higher muscle 
mass and muscle density. Th ese physical diff erences 
contribute to the tendency for men to be physically 
stronger than women, but this can be altered, depend-
ing on level of physical activity. Th e public now rou-
tinely sees displays of women’s athleticism and expects 
great performances from both men and women in 
world-class events such as the Olympics. Women can 
achieve a high degree of muscle mass and muscle den-
sity through bodybuilding and can win over men in ac-
tivities that require high levels of endurance, such as the 
four women who have won the Iditarod—the  Alaskan 
dog sled race considered to be one of the most gruel-
ing competitions in the world. In other words, until 
men and women really compete equally in activities 
from which women have historically been excluded, 
we may not know the real extent of physical diff erences 
 between women and men.

Arguments based on biological determinism as-
sume that diff erences between women and men are 
“natural” and, presumably, resistant to change. Like 

biological explanations of race diff erences, biological 
explanations of inequality between women and men 
tend to fl ourish during periods of rapid social change. 
Th ey protect the status quo (existing social arrange-
ments) by making it appear that the status of women or 
people of other races is “natural” and therefore should 
remain as it is. If social diff erences between women 
and men were biologically determined, we would fi nd 
no variation in gender relations across cultures, but 
extensive diff erences are well documented. Moreover, 
even within the same culture, there can be vast within-
gender diff erences. Th at is, the variation on a given trait, 
such as aggression or competitiveness, can be as great 
within a given gender group as the diff erence across 
genders. Th us, some women are more aggressive than 
some men, and some men are less competitive than 
some women (see Figure .). We would not exist with-
out our biological makeup, but we would not be who we 
are without society and culture.

In sum, sociologists emphasize the social basis 
for both sex and gender. Sociologists see people’s sex 
identity and their gender identity as being infl uenced 
by society. Culture defi nes certain sexual behaviors as 
appropriate (or not) and establishes particular expecta-
tions for women and for men. Th is is learned through 
the process of gender socialization.

GENDER SOCIALIZATION
As we saw in Chapter , socialization is the process 
by which social expectations are taught and learned. 
Th rough gender socialization, men and women learn 
the expectations associated with their sex. Th e rules of 
gender extend to all aspects of society and daily life. 
Gender socialization aff ects the self-concepts of women 
and men, their social and political attitudes, their per-
ceptions about other people, and their feelings about 
relationships with others. Although not everyone is 
perfectly socialized to conform to gender expectations, 
socialization is a powerful force directing the behavior 
of men and women in gender-typical ways.

Even people who set out to challenge traditional ex-
pectations often fi nd themselves yielding to the power-
ful infl uence of socialization. Women who consciously 
reject traditional women’s roles may still fi nd them-
selves inclined to act as hostess or secretary in a group 
setting. Similarly, men may decide to accept equal re-
sponsibility for housework, yet they fail to notice when 
the refrigerator is empty or the child needs a bath—
household needs they have been trained to let some-
one else notice (DeVault ). Th ese expectations are 
so pervasive that it is also diffi  cult to change them on an 
individual basis. If you doubt this, try buying clothing 
or toys for a young child without purchasing something 
that is gender-typed, or talk to parents who have tried to 
raise their children without conforming to gender ste-
reotypes and see what they report about the infl uence 
of such things as children’s peers and the media.
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Women’s ability to achieve in athletics, once thought 
to be limited by their biological makeup has been radically 
transformed by new opportunities in sports. In 2011, the 
University of Connecticut’s women’s basketball team broke a 
historic record in all sports by winning 89 consecutive games!

31561_ch11.indd   25531561_ch11.indd   255 8/29/11   12:53 PM8/29/11   12:53 PM



256 > C H A P T E R  

The Formation of Gender Identity
One result of gender socialization is the formation of 
gender identity, which is one’s defi nition of oneself as 
a woman or man. Gender identity is basic to our self-
concept and shapes our expectations for ourselves, our 
abilities and interests, and how we interact with others. 
Gender identity shapes not only how we think about 
ourselves and others but also infl uences numerous be-
haviors, including such things as the likelihood of drug 
and alcohol abuse, violent behavior, depression, or 
even how aggressive you are in driving (Andersen ).

One area in which gender identity has an especially 
strong eff ect is in how people feel about their appearance. 
Studies fi nd strong eff ects of gender identity on body 
image. Concern with body image begins mostly during 
adolescence. Th us, studies of young children (that is, pre-
school age) fi nd no gender diff erences in how boys and 
girls feel about their bodies (Hendy et  al. ), but by 
early adolescence clear diff erences emerge. At this age, 
girls report comparing their bodies to others of their sex 
more often than boys do. By early adolescence, girls report 
lower self-esteem (that is, how well one thinks of oneself) 
than boys; they also report more negativity about their 
body image than do boys. Th is type of thinking among girls 
is related to lower self-esteem (Jones ; Polce-Lynch et 
al. ). Among college students, women also are more 
dissatisfi ed with their appearance than are men (Hoyt and 
Kogan ). Th ese studies indicate that idealized images 
of women’s bodies in the media, as well as peer pressures, 
have a huge impact on young girls’ and women’s gender 
identity and feelings about their appearance.

Sociologist Debra Gimlin argues that bodies are 
“the surface on which prevailing rules of a culture are 
written” (Gimlin : ). You see this especially with 
regard to gender. Men and women alike practice elabo-
rate rituals to achieve particular gender ideals, ideals 
that are established by the dominant culture.

thinking SOCIOLOGICALLY
What gender identities are refl ected in the diff erent prod-
ucts men and women use as part of their daily grooming? 
How are products for men and for women packaged? 
Marketed? What color are they? What are their names? 
How do these artifacts of everyday life refl ect norms 
about gender? •

Sources of Gender Socialization
As with other forms of socialization, there are diff er-
ent agents of gender socialization: family, peers, chil-
dren’s play, schooling, religious training, mass media, 
and popular culture, to name a few. Gender socializa-
tion is reinforced whenever gender-linked behaviors 
receive approval or disapproval from these multiple 
infl uences.

Parents are one of the most important sources of 
gender socialization. Parents may discourage children 

from playing with toys that are identifi ed with the other 
sex, especially when boys play with toys meant for girls. 
Research fi nds that parents are more tolerant of girls 
not conforming to gender roles than they are for boys 
(Kane ). Fathers, especially, discourage sons from 
violating gender norms (Martin ). And, although 
fathers are now more involved than in the past in chil-
dren’s care, they are less likely to provide basic care and 
more likely to be involved with discipline (LaFlamme 
et al. ).

Expectations about gender are changing, although 
researchers suggest that the cultural expectations about 
gender may have changed more than people’s actual 
behavior. Th us, mothers and fathers now report that 
fathers should be equally involved in child rearing, but 
the reality is diff erent. Mothers still spend more time in 
child-related activities and have more responsibility for 
children. Furthermore, the gap that mothers perceive 
between fathers’ ideal and actual involvement in child 
rearing is a signifi cant source of mothers’ stress (Milkie 
et al. ).

Gender socialization patterns also vary within dif-
ferent racial–ethnic families. Latinas, as an example, 
have generally been thought to be more traditional in 
their gender roles, although this varies by generation 
and by the experiences of family members in the labor 
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Changes in gender roles have involved more men in parenting.
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force. Within families, young women and men learn to 
formulate identities that stem from their gender, racial, 
and ethnic expectations.

Peers strongly infl uence gender socialization—
sometimes more so than one’s immediate family. Peer 
relationships shape children’s patterns of social inter-
action. Th e play in which they engage—with peers and 
others—also shapes analytical skills and their values and 
attitudes. Studies fi nd that boys and girls often organize 
their play in ways that reinforce not only gender but also 
race and age norms (Moore ). Peer relationships 
often reinforce the gender norms of the culture—norms 
that are typically even more strictly applied to boys than 
to girls. Th us, boys who engage in behavior that is associ-
ated with girls are likely to be ridiculed by friends—more 
so than are girls who play or act like boys (Sandnabba 
and Ahlberg ). In this way, homophobic attitudes, 
routinely expressed among peers, reinforce dominant 
attitudes about what it means to “be a man” (Pascoe 
). While girls may be called “tomboys,” boys who are 
called “sissies” are more harshly judged. Note, though, 
that beyond a certain age tomboy behavior among girls 
may result in the girl being labeled a “dyke.”

Children’s play is another source of gender social-
ization. You might think about what you played as a 
child and how this infl uenced your gender roles. Typi-
cally, though not in every case, boys are encouraged 
to play outside more; girls, inside. Boys’ toys are more 
machine-like and frequently promote the development 
of militaristic values; they tend to encourage aggres-
sion, violence, and the stereotyping of enemies— values 
rarely associated with girls’ toys. Children’s books in 
schools also communicate gender expectations. Even 
with publishers’ guidelines that discourage stereotyp-
ing, textbooks still depict men as aggressive, argumen-
tative, and competitive. Men and boys are also more 

likely to be featured in children’s books, although inter-
estingly, systematic analysis of children’s books shows 
that fathers are not very present and, when they are, 
are most often shown as ineff ectual (Anderson and 
 Hamilton ).

see FOR YOURSELF
Visit a local toy store and try to purchase a toy for a young 
child that is not gender-typed. What could you buy? What 
could you not buy? What does your experiment teach you 
about gender role socialization? If you take a child with 
you, note what toys he or she wants. What does this tell 
you about the eff ectiveness of gender socialization? •

Schools are particularly strong infl uences on gen-
der socialization because of the amount of time children 
spend in them. Teachers often have diff erent expectations 
for boys and girls. In school, boys get more attention, even 
if it is sometimes negative attention. When teachers of ei-
ther sex respond more to boys, both positively and nega-
tively, they heighten boys’ sense of importance (American 
Association of University Women , ; Sadker and 
Sadker ). Because of Title IX passed in , schools 
are forbidden by law to discriminate based on gender. (See 
also the section on legislative change later in this chap-
ter.) Yet gender inequality is nonetheless pervasive in the 
schools—refl ected in course-taking patterns in the cur-
riculum, teachers’ interaction with students, and students’ 
interactions with each other.

Religion is an often overlooked but signifi cant source 
of gender socialization. Th e major Judeo-Christian reli-
gions in the United States place strong emphasis on gen-
der diff erences, with explicit affi  rmation of the authority 
of men over women. In Orthodox Judaism, men off er 
a prayer to thank God for not having created them as a 
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Even with social changes in gender roles, boys and girls tend to engage in play activities deemed appropriate for their gender.
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woman or a slave. Th e patriarchal language of most West-
ern religions and, in some faiths, the exclusion of women 
from positions of religious leadership signifi es the lesser 
status of women in religious institutions. Any religion, in-
terpreted in a fundamentalist way, can be oppressive to 
women. Indeed, the most devout believers of any faith 
tend to hold the most traditional views of women’s and 
men’s roles. But the infl uence of religion on gender atti-
tudes cannot be considered separately from other factors. 
For many, religious faith inspires a belief in egalitarian 
roles for women and men; both Christian and Islamic 
women have organized to resist fundamentalist and 
 sexist practices (Gerami and Lehnerer ).

Th e media in its various forms (television, fi lm, mag-
azines, music, and so on) communicate strong—some 
would even say cartoonish—gender stereotypes. De-
spite some changes in recent years, television and fi lms 
continue to depict highly stereotyped roles for women 
and men. Men on television heavily outnumber women, 
and women are underrepresented in the leading roles in 
fi lm (Eschholz et al. ). Men are not only more visible 
but also seen as more formidable, stereotyped in strong, 
independent roles. Women are more likely now to be 
portrayed as employed outside of the home and in pro-
fessional jobs, but it is still more usual to see women de-
picted as sex objects. In fact, the sexualization of women 
is so extensive in the media that the American Psycho-
logical Association has concluded that there is “massive 
exposure to portrayals that sexualize women and girls 
and teach girls that women are sexual objects” (Ameri-
can Psychological Association : ).

see FOR YOURSELF
Gender and Popular Celebrations
Try to buy a friend a birthday card that does not stereo-
type women or men. Alternatively, try to buy a Father’s 

Day or Mother’s Day card and see if you can fi nd one with-
out gender stereotypes. How do the gender images in the 
cards you see overlap with stereotypes about aging, fam-
ily, and images of beauty? After doing this experiment, ask 
yourself how products promoted in the media aff ect ideas 
about gender. •

Social scientists debate the extent to which people 
actually believe what they see on television, but re-
search with children shows that they identify with the 
television characters they see. Both boys and girls rate 
the aggressive toys that they see on television commer-
cials as highly desirable. Th ey also judge them as more 
appropriate for boys’ play, suggesting that something as 
seemingly innocent as a toy commercial reinforces at-
titudes about gender and violence (Klinger et al. ). 
Even with adults, researchers fi nd that there is a link be-
tween viewing sexist images and having attitudes that 
support sexual aggression, antifeminism, and more 
traditional views of women (American Psychological 
Association ). It is easy to see how extensive such 
images are by just watching the media with a critical 
eye. Women in advertisements are routinely shown in 
poses that would shock people if the characters were 
male. Consider how often women are displayed in ads 
dropping their pants, skirts, or bathrobe, or are shown 
squirming on beds. How often are men shown in such 
poses? Men are sometimes displayed as sex objects in 
advertising, but not nearly as often as women. Th e de-
meanor of women in advertising—on the ground, in the 
background, or looking dreamily into space—makes 
them appear subordinate and available to men.

The Price of Conformity
A high degree of conformity to stereotypical gender ex-
pectations takes its toll on both men and women. One 
of the major ways to see this is in the very high rate of 
violence against women—both in the United States and 
worldwide. Too frequently, men’s power in society is 
manifested in physical and emotional violence. Violence 
takes many forms, including rape, sexual abuse, intimate 
partner violence, stalking, genital mutilation, and honor 
killings. Around the world, the United Nations is work-
ing in various ways to reduce violence against women, 
including some initiatives to help men examine cultural 
assumptions about masculinity that promote violence—
a topic we examine further in the next two chapters. 
For now, it is important to understand that violence 
against women stems from the attitudes of power and 
control that gender expectations produce and that can 
lead some men to engage in violent behavior— toward 
women, as well as toward other men.

Violence by men is only one of the harms to women 
stemming from dominant gender norms. Adhering 
to gender expectations of thinness for women and 
strength for men is related to a host of negative health 
behaviors, including eating disorders, smoking, and for 
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Although it is now commonplace, popular fashion, including 
among young girls, tends tro sexualize women’s bodies.
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men, steroid abuse. Th e dominant culture promotes 
a narrow image of beauty for women—one that leads 
many women, especially young women, to be disturbed 
about their body image. Striving to be thin, millions of 
women engage in constant dieting, fearing they are 
fat even when they are well within or below healthy 
weight standards. Many develop eating disorders by 
purging themselves of food or cycling through various 
fad diets—behaviors that can have serious health con-
sequences. Many young women develop a distorted 
image of themselves, thinking they are overweight when 
they may actually be dangerously thin. And, despite the 
known risks of smoking, increasing numbers of young 
women smoke not only because they think it “looks 
cool” but also because they think it will keep them 
thin. Eating disorders can be related to a woman hav-
ing a history of sexual abuse, but they also come from 
the promotion of thinness as an ideal beauty standard 
for women—a standard that can put girls’ and women’s 
health in jeopardy (Hesse-Biber ).

Men, too, pay the price of conformity if they too 
thoroughly internalize gender expectations that say they 
must be independent, self-reliant, and unemotional. Al-
though many men are more likely now than in the past to 
express intimate feelings, gender socialization discour-
ages intimacy among them, aff ecting the quality of men’s 
friendships. While conformity to traditional gender roles 
denies women access to power, infl uence, achievement, 
and independence in the public world, it denies men the 
more nurturing and other-oriented worlds that women 
have customarily inhabited. Learning traditional gender 
roles can also produce physical daring and risk-taking 
that can result in early death or injury from accidents. 

Th e strong undercurrent of violence in today’s culture 
of masculinity can in many ways be attributed to the 
learned gender roles that put men and women at risk.

Race, Gender, and Identity
Gender identity does not emerge apart from other so-
cial factors. Th us, race—in combination with gender 
(as well as social class)—means that men and women 
from diff erent racial groups may have diff erent expec-
tations regarding gender roles. African Americans, for 
example, have more egalitarian gender role beliefs 
than do whites, although women in both groups are 
more egalitarian in their beliefs than men (Vespa ). 
Most interpret this as the result of Black women hav-
ing been in the labor force more typically than White 
women, and some suggest that, as a result, the diff er-
ences in Black and White attitudes toward gender roles 
is diminishing as White women’s labor force participa-
tion has increased (Carter et al. ). Generally, Lati-
nos and Latinas are more conservative in their gender 
role beliefs, although, as with African Americans, this 
diff erence is declining over time (Kane ; Harris 
and Firestone ), And, despite the idea that Native 
Americans are more egalitarian in their outlooks than 
other groups, they do not diff er in gender ideologies 
from other groups (Harris et al. ). 

In addition to attitudes, race shapes people’s 
identities. African American women, for example, are 
also socialized to become self-suffi  cient, aspire to an 
education, desire an occupation, and regard work as 
an expected part of a woman’s role. (Collins ). 
Men’s gender identity is also aff ected by race. Latino 
men, for example, bear the stereotype of machismo—
exaggerated masculinity. Although machismo is as-
sociated with sexist behavior by men, within Latino 
culture it is also associated with honor, dignity, and 
respect (Baca Zinn ; Mirandé ). To the extent 
that machismo exists, it is not just a cultural holdover 
from Latino societies, but can be also be interpreted as 
how men defy their racial oppression.

Gender Socialization 
and Homophobia
Homophobia is the fear and hatred of homosexuals. 
Homophobia plays an important role in gender social-
ization because it encourages stricter conformity to 
traditional expectations, especially for men and young 
boys. Slurs directed against gays encourage boys to act 
more masculine as a way of affi  rming for their peers that 
they are not gay (Pascoe ). As a consequence, ho-
mophobia also discourages so-called feminine traits in 
men, such as caring, nurturing, empathy, emotion, and 
gentleness. Men who endorse the most traditional male 
roles also tend to be the most homophobic ( Burgess 
; Alden ; Basow and Johnson ). In this 
way, homophobia is one of the means by which so-
cialization into expected gender roles takes place. Th e 
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Cosmetic surgery is a rapidly growing, and highly profi table, 
industry. Some do it to try to eliminate signs of aging; others 
for aesthetic purposes. The pervasive infl uence of western 
images means that some women in other nations pay for 
procedures to make them look more “western.”
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consequence is not only conformity to gender roles, but 
a learned hostility toward gays and lesbians.

Homophobia is a learned attitude, as are other 
forms of negative social judgments about particular 
groups. Homophobia is also deeply embedded in peo-
ple’s defi nitions of themselves as men and women. Boys 
are often raised to be manly by repressing so-called 

feminine characteristics in themselves. Being called a 
“fag” or a “sissy” is one of the peer sanctions that social-
izes a child to conform to particular gender roles. Simi-
larly, pressures on adolescent girls to abandon tomboy 
behavior are a mechanism by which girls are taught to 
adopt the behaviors and characteristics associated with 
womanhood. Being labeled a lesbian may cause those 

Research Method: Meg Lovejoy wanted 
to know if the drive for thinness is 
unique to White women and how gen-
dered images of the body might diff er 
for African American and White women 
in the United States. Her research is 
based on reviewing the existing research 
literature on eating disorders, which has 
generally concluded that, compared with 
White women, Black women are less 
likely to develop eating disorders.

Research Results: Black women are 
less likely than White women to engage 
in excessive dieting and are less fearful 
of fat, although they are more likely to 
be obese and experience compulsive 
overeating. White women, on the other 
hand, tend to be very dissatisfi ed with 
their body size and overall appearance, 
with an increasing number engaging 
in obsessive dieting. Black and White 
women also tend to distort their own 
weight in opposite directions: White 
women are more likely to overestimate 
their own weight (that is, saying they are 
fat when they are not); Black women 
are more likely to underestimate their 
weight (saying they are average when 
they are overweight by medical stan-
dards). Why?

Conclusions and Implications: Lovejoy 
concludes that you cannot understand 
eating disorders without knowing the 
diff erent stigmas attached to Black and 
White women in society. She suggests 
that Black women develop alternative 
standards for valuing their appearance 
as a way of resisting mainstream, Eu-
rocentric standards. Black women who 
do so are then less susceptible to the 
controlling and damaging infl uence of 
the institutions that promote the ideal 
of thinness as feminine beauty. On the 

other hand, the vulnerability that Black 
women experience in society can foster 
mental health problems that are mani-
fested in overeating. Eating disorders 
for Black women can also stem from the 
traumas that result from racism, espe-
cially when combined with sexism and 
other forms of oppression.

Lovejoy, along with others who have 
examined this issue, concludes that  eating 
disorders must be understood in the 
context of social structures—gender, race, 
class, and ethnicity—that aff ect all women, 
although in diff erent ways. The cultural 
meanings associated with bodies diff er for 
diff erent groups in society but are deeply 
linked to our concepts of ourselves and 
the basic behaviors—like eating—that we 
otherwise think of as “natural.”

Questions to Consider
 1. Pay attention to the music and visual 

images in popular culture and ask 
yourself what cultural messages 
are being sent to diff erent race and 
gender groups? What messages 
are being conveyed about appro-
priate appearance? How do they 
 aff ect people’s body image and their 
self-esteem?

 2. Lovejoy examines eating disorders in 
the context of gender, race, class, and 
ethnicity. What cultural meanings are 
broadcast with regard to age?

 3. Is there a “culture of thinness” 
among your peers? If so, what 
 impact do you think it has on peo-
ple’s self-concept? If not, are there 
other cultural meanings associated 
with weight among people in your 
social groups?

Source: Lovejoy, Meg. 2001. “Disturbances in 
the Social Body: Diff erences in Body Image and 
Eating Problems among African American and 
White Women.” Gender & Society 15 (April): 
239–261.
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Too much conformity to gender roles 
can be harmful to your health. Such is 
the case of anorexic women who starve 
themselves attempting to meet cultural 
standards of thinness.

DOING sociological research

Research Question: “A culture of thin-
ness,” “the tyranny of slenderness,” “the 
beauty myth”: These are terms used 
to describe the obsession with weight 
and body image that permeates the 
dominant culture, especially for girls and 
women. Just glance at the covers of 
popular magazines for women and girls 
and you will very likely fi nd article after 
article promoting new diet gimmicks, 
each bundled with a promise that you 
will lose pounds in a few days if you only 
have the proper discipline or use the 
right products. Moreover, the models on 
the covers of such magazines are likely 
to be thin, often dangerously so because 
being too thin causes serious health 
problems. Do these body ideals aff ect all 
women equally?

Eating Disorders: Gender, Race, and the Body
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with a strong attraction to women to repress this emo-
tion and direct love only toward men. We can see, there-
fore, how homophobic ridicule, though it may be in the 
context of play and joking, has serious consequences for 
both heterosexual and homosexual men and women. 
Homophobia socializes most people into expected gen-
der roles, and it produces numerous myths about gays 
and lesbians—examined in more detail in the following 
chapter.

The Institutional Basis of Gender
Th e process of gender socialization tells us a lot about 
how gender identities are formed, but gender is not just 
a matter of identity: Gender is embedded in social insti-
tutions. Th is means that institutions are patterned by 
gender, resulting in diff erent experiences and opportu-
nities for men and women. Sociologists analyze gender 
not just as interpersonal expectations but as character-
istic of institutions. Th is is what is meant by the term 
gendered institution. Th is concept means that entire 
institutions are patterned by gender.

Gendered institutions are the total pattern of gen-
der relations that structure social institutions, including 
the stereotypical expectations, interpersonal relation-
ships, and the diff erent placement of men and women 
that are found in institutions. Schools, for example, are 
not just places where children learn gender roles but are 
gendered institutions because they are founded on spe-
cifi c gender patterns. Seeing institutions as gendered 
reveals that gender is not just an attribute of individuals 
but is “present in the processes, practices, images and 
ideologies, and distributions of power in the various 
sectors of social life” (Acker : ).

As an example of the concept of gendered insti-
tution, think of what it is like to work as a woman in a 
work organization dominated by men. Women in this 
situation report that men’s importance in the organiza-
tion is communicated in subtle ways, whereas women 
are made to feel like outsiders. Important career con-
nections may be made in the context of men’s informal 
interactions with each other—both inside and outside 
the workplace. Women may be treated as tokens or may 
think that company policies are ineff ective in helping 
them cope with the particular demands in their lives. 

But the point of thinking of institutions as gendered 
is to think about the gendered characteristics of the insti-
tution itself. Work institutions have been structured on 
the old assumption that men work and women do not. 
Th us, institutions tend to demand loyalty to work, not 
family. Even when men’s and women’s lives try to inte-
grate work and family, gendered institutional practices 
make this diffi  cult. Gendered institutions thus aff ect 
men as well as women, especially if they try to establish 
more balance between their work and personal lives. 
To say that work institutions are gendered institutions 
means that, taken together, there is a cumulative and 
systematic eff ect of gender throughout the institution.

Gender is not just a learned role; it is also part of 
social structure, just as class and race are structural di-
mensions of society. Notice that people do not think 
about the class system or racial inequality in terms of 
“class roles” or “race roles.” It is obvious that race rela-
tions and class relations are far more than matters of 
interpersonal interaction. Race, class, and gender in-
equalities are experienced within interpersonal rela-
tionships, but they extend beyond relationships. Just 
as it would seem strange to think that race relations in 
the United States are controlled by race–role socializa-
tion, it is also wrong to think that gender relations are 
the result of gender socialization alone. Like race and 
class, gender is a system of privilege and inequality in 
which women are systematically disadvantaged rela-
tive to men. Th ere are institutionalized power relations 
between women and men, and men and women have 
unequal access to social and economic resources.

GENDER STRATIFICATION
Gender stratifi cation refers to the hierarchical distri-
bution of social and economic resources according to 
gender. Most societies have some form of gender strati-
fi cation, although the specifi c form varies from country 
to country. Comparative research fi nds that women are 
more nearly equal in societies characterized by the fol-
lowing traits (Chafetz ):

• Women’s work is central to the economy.
• Women have access to education.
• Ideological or religious support for gender inequal-

ity is not strong.
• Men make direct contributions to household 

 responsibilities, such as housework and child care.
• Work is not highly segregated by sex.
• Women have access to formal power and authority 

in public decision making.

In Sweden, where there is a relatively high degree 
of gender equality, the participation of both men and 
women in the labor force and the household (includ-
ing child care and housework) is promoted by govern-
ment policies. Women also have a strong role in the 
political system, although women still earn less than 
men in Sweden. In many countries, women and girls 
have less access to education than men and boys, but 
that gap is closing. Still, in most countries, the illiteracy 
rate among women is much higher than among men 
(United Nations b).

As the preceding list suggests, gender stratifi cation 
is multidimensional. In some societies, women may be 
free in some areas of life but not in others. In Japan, for 
example, women tend to be well educated and partici-
pate in the labor force in large numbers. Within the fam-
ily, however, Japanese women have fairly rigid gender 
roles. Yet the rate of violence against women in Japan (in 
the form of rape, prostitution, and pornography) is quite 
low in relation to other nations, even though women are 
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widely employed as “sex workers” in hostess clubs, bars, 
and sex joints (Allison ). Patterns of gender inequal-
ity are most refl ected in the wage diff erentials between 
women and men around the world, as Figure . shows.

Gender stratifi cation can be extreme, as was the 
case in Afghanistan under the Taliban regime. Th e 
Taliban, an extremist militia group, seized power in 
Afghanistan in  and stripped women and girls of 
basic human rights. Women were banished from the 
labor force, schools were closed to girls, and women 
who were enrolled in the universities were expelled. In 
Afghanistan, women were prohibited from leaving their 
homes unless accompanied by a close male relative. Th e 
windows of houses where women lived were painted 
black to keep women literally invisible to the public. 
Th is extreme segregation and exclusion of women from 
public life has been labeled gender apartheid. Gender 
apartheid is also evident in other nations, although not 
as extreme as it was under Taliban rule; in Saudi  Arabia, 
women are not allowed to drive; in  Kuwait, women 
were not allowed to vote until .

Sexism and Patriarchy
Gender stratifi cation is supported by beliefs that treat 
gender inequality as “natural.” Sexism defi nes women 
as diff erent from and inferior to men; it can be overt, but 

can also be subtle. Like racism, sexism makes gender 
roles seem natural when they are actually rooted in en-
trenched systems of power and privilege. In this sense, 
sexism is both a belief and is anchored in social insti-
tutions. For example, the idea that men should be paid 
more than women because they are the primary bread-
winners is a sexist idea, but that idea is also embedded 
in the wage structure. Because of this institutional di-
mension to sexism, people no longer have to be individ-
ually sexist for there still to be consequences of sexism.

Like racism, sexism generates social myths that 
have no basis in fact but support the continuing advan-
tage of dominant groups over subordinates. A case in 
point is the belief that women of color are being hired 
more often and promoted more rapidly than others. 
Th is belief misrepresents the facts. Women rarely take 
jobs away from men because most women of color 
work in gender- and race-segregated jobs. Th e truth is 
that women, especially women of color, are burdened 
by obstacles to job mobility that are not present for 
men, especially White men (Padavic and Reskin ; 
Browne ). Th e myth that women of color get all the 
jobs makes White men seem to be the victims of race 
and gender privilege. Although there may be occasional 
cases where a woman of color (or a man of color, for 
that matter) gets a job that a White man also applied for, 
usually gender and race privilege favor White men.

FIGURE 11.3 The Wage Gap: An 
International Perspective 
Data: From United Nations. 2010c. United 
Nations Statistics Division: Statistics and
Indicators on Women and Men. www.unstats
.un.org/demographic/products/tab5.htm

0 10080604020

Women’s manufacturing wages
as a percent of men’s

Korea

Japan

Brazil

Egypt

Mexico

Thailand

United Kingdom

United States

Costa Rica

France

Ireland

Saint Lucia

Australia

Denmark

Norway

Sweden

Philippines

Iran

31561_ch11.indd   26231561_ch11.indd   262 8/29/11   12:53 PM8/29/11   12:53 PM

www.unstats.un.org/demographic/products/tab5.htm
www.unstats.un.org/demographic/products/tab5.htm


GENDER < 263

Sexism also works to devalue the work that women 
do—both in dollar terms and in more subjective percep-
tions. To give a historical example, in jobs that were once 
held by men, but became dominated by women, wages 
declined as women became more numerous. When this 
happens, the prestige of the occupation also tends to fall 
( Andersen ). You can also see this tendency in some-
thing labeled the mommy tax, referring to the loss of in-
come women experience if they reenter the labor market 
after staying home to raise children. According to the 
author who coined this term, a college-educated woman 
with one child will lose about one million dollars in life-
time earnings as the result of the “mommy tax” (Critten-
den ). Although the mommy tax affl  icts all employed 
mothers, it has been shown to be especially severe among 
those who can aff ord it the least—low-income women 
(Budig and Hodges ). 

Sexism emerges in societies structured by patriar-
chy, referring to a society or group in which men have 
power over women. It can be present in the private sec-
tor, such as in families in which husbands have author-
ity over their wives. But patriarchy also marks public 
institutions when men hold all or most of the powerful 
positions. Forms of patriarchy vary from society to so-
ciety, but it is common throughout the world. In some 
societies, it is rigidly upheld in both the public and pri-
vate spheres, and women may be formally excluded 
from voting, holding public offi  ce, or working outside 
the home. In societies like the contemporary United 
States, patriarchy may be somewhat diminished in the 
private sphere (at least in some households), but the 
public sphere continues to be based on patriarchal 
relations.

Matriarchy has traditionally been defi ned as a so-
ciety or group in which women have power over men. 
Anthropologists have debated the extent to which such 
societies exist. New research fi nds that matriarchies do 
exist, though not in the form the customary defi nition 
implies. Based on her study of the Minangkabau matri-
archal society in West Sumatra (in Indonesia), anthro-
pologist Peggy Sanday argues that scholars have used a 
Western defi nition of power to defi ne matriarchy that 
does not apply in non-Western societies. Th e Minangk-
abau defi ne themselves as a matriarchy, meaning that 
women hold economic and social power. However, the 
Minangkabau are not ruled by women. Th e people be-
lieve that rule should be by consensus, including that of 
men and women. Th us, matriarchy exists but not as a 
mirror image of patriarchy (Sanday ).

In sum, gender stratifi cation is an institutionalized 
system that rests on specifi c belief systems supporting 
the inequality of men and women. Although theoreti-
cally one could have a society stratifi ed by gender where 
women hold power over men, that is not how gender 
stratifi cation has evolved. In the next sections, diff er-
ent manifestations of gender stratifi cation in the United 
States are examined, especially as it involves women’s 
status relative to men.

Women’s Worth: Still Unequal
Gender stratifi cation is especially obvious in the per-
sistent earnings gap between women and men (see 
Figure  .). Although the gap has closed somewhat 
since the s when women earned  percent of what 
men earned, women who work year-round and full 
time still earn, on average, only  percent of what men 
earn. Women with bachelor’s degrees earn the equiva-
lent of men with associate’s degrees (see Figure .). In 
, the median income for women working full time 
and year-round was $,; for men, it was $, 
(DeNavas-Walt et al. ).

Th e income gap between women and men persists 
despite the increased participation of women in the labor 
force. Th e labor force participation rate is the percent-
age of those in a given category who are employed either 
part-time or full-time. Sixty percent of all women are in 
the paid labor force compared with  percent of men. 
Since , married women with children have nearly 
tripled their participation in the labor force. Seventy-
one percent of mothers are now in the labor force, in-
cluding more than half of mothers with infants. Current 
projections indicate that women’s labor force participa-
tion will continue to rise and men’s will decline slightly 
(U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics ).

Th is pattern of women being in the labor market 
has long been true for women of color but now also 
characterizes the experience of White women; the labor 
force participation rates of White women and women 
of color have, in fact, converged. More women in all 
racial groups are also now the sole supporters of their 
families.

FIGURE 11.4 Median Income by Race and Gender 
Data include only workers working a full-time job, 50 weeks 
per year or more. 
Data: U.S. Census Bureau. 2010d. Detailed Income Tabulations from the 
Current Population Survey: Selected Characteristics of People 15 Years 
and Over by Total Money Income in 2009, Work Experience in 2009, 
Race, Hispanic Origin, and Sex, Table PINC-01. Washington, DC: U.S. 
Department of Commerce. www.census.gov
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Why do women continue to earn less than men, 
even when laws prohibiting gender discrimination have 
been in place for more than fi fty years? Th e Equal Pay 
Act of  was the fi rst federal law to require that men 
and women should receive equal pay for equal work, 
an idea that is supported by the majority of Americans. 
But wage discrimination is rarely overt. Most employers 
do not even explicitly set out to pay women less than 
men. Despite good intentions and legislation, however, 
diff erences in men’s and women’s earnings persist. Re-
search reveals four strong explanations for this: human 
capital theory, dual labor market theory, gender segre-
gation, and overt discrimination.

Human Capital Theory. Human capital theory 
explains gender diff erences in wages as resulting from 
the individual characteristics that workers bring to 
jobs. Human capital theory assumes that the economic 

system is fair and competitive and that wage discrepan-
cies refl ect diff erences in the resources (or human capi-
tal) that individuals bring to their jobs. Factors such as 
age, prior experience, number of hours worked, mari-
tal status, and education are human capital variables. 
Human capital theory asserts that these characteris-
tics will infl uence people’s worth in the labor market. 
For example, higher job turnover rates or work records 
interrupted by child rearing and family responsibili-
ties could negatively infl uence the earning power of 
women. Research also fi nds a signifi cant earnings pen-
alty for women because of motherhood. 

Much evidence supports the human capital ex-
planation for the diff erences between men’s and 
women’s earnings because education, age, and ex-
perience do infl uence earnings. But, when you com-
pare men and women who have the same level of 
education, previous experience, and number of hours 
worked per week, women still earn less than men (see 
Figure .). Although human capital theory explains 
some of the diff erence between men’s and women’s 
earnings, it does not explain it all. Sociologists have 
looked to other factors to complete the explanation of 
wage inequality (Browne ).

The Dual Labor Market. A second explanation of 
discrepancies in men’s and women’s earnings is dual 
labor market theory, which contends that women 
and men earn diff erent amounts because they tend to 
work in diff erent segments of the labor market. Th e dual 
labor market refl ects the devaluation of women’s work 
because it is in low-wage jobs that women are most 
concentrated. Although it is hard to untangle cause 
and eff ect in the relationship between the devaluation 
of women’s work and low wages in certain jobs, once 
such an earnings structure is established, it is diffi  cult 
to change. As a result, although equal pay for equal 
work may hold in principle, it applies to relatively few 
people because most men and women are not engaged 
in equal work.
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Data show that occupations where women of color 
predominate also tend to have the lowest wages.

FIGURE 11.5 Education, Gender, and 
Income 
Data: U.S. Census Bureau. 2010d. Detailed Income 
Tabulations from the Current Population Survey: 
Selected Characteristics of People 15 Years and Over 
by Total Money Income in 2009, Work Experience in 
2009, Race, Hispanic Origin, and Sex, Table PINC-01. 
Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Commerce. 
www.census.gov
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According to dual labor market theory, the labor 
market is organized in two diff erent sectors: the pri-
mary market and the secondary market. In the primary 
labor market, jobs are relatively stable, wages are good, 
opportunities for advancement exist, fringe benefi ts 
are likely, and workers are aff orded due process. Work-
ing for a major corporation in a management job is an 
example of this. Jobs in the primary labor market are 
usually in large organizations where there is greater sta-
bility, steady profi ts, benefi ts for workers, better wages, 
and a rational system of management. In contrast, the 
secondary labor market is characterized by high job 
turnover, low wages, short or nonexistent promotion 
ladders, few benefi ts, poor working conditions, arbi-
trary work rules, and capricious supervision. Many of 
the jobs students take—such as waiting tables, selling 
fast food, or cooking and serving fast food—fall into the 
secondary labor market. However, for students these 
jobs are usually short term.

Within the primary labor market, there are two 
tiers. Th e fi rst consists of high-status professional and 
managerial jobs with potential for upward mobility, 
room for creativity and initiative, and more autonomy. 
Th e second tier comprises working-class jobs, includ-
ing clerical work, skilled, and semiskilled blue-collar 
work. Women and minorities in the primary labor mar-
ket tend to be in the second tier. Although these jobs 
may be more secure than jobs in the secondary labor 
market, they are more vulnerable and do not have as 
much mobility, pay, prestige, or autonomy as jobs in 
the fi rst tier of the primary labor market.

Th ere is, in addition, an informal sector of the 
market where there is even greater wage inequality, 
no benefi ts, and little, if any, oversight of employment 
practices. Individuals may hire such workers as private 
service workers or under-the-table workers who per-
form a service for a fee (painting, babysitting, car re-
pairs, and any number of services). Although there are 
no formal data on the informal sector because much of 

it tends to be in an underground economy, it is likely 
that women and minorities form a large segment of this 
market activity. White men in this sector are also disad-
vantaged because of the instability and lack of protec-
tion in this work.

Gender Segregation. Dual labor market theory ex-
plains wage inequality as a function of the structure of 
the labor market, not the individual characteristics of 
workers as suggested by human capital theory. Because 
of the dual labor market, men and women tend to work 
in diff erent occupations and, when working in the same 
occupation, in diff erent jobs. Th is is referred to as gen-
der segregation, a pattern in which diff erent groups 
of workers are separated into occupational categories 
based on gender. Th ere is a direct association between 
the number of women in given occupational categories 
and the wages paid in those jobs. In other words, the 
greater the proportion of women in a given occupation, 
the lower the pay (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics ). 
Gender segregation is a specifi c form of occupational 
segregation; segregation in the labor market can also 
be based on factors such as race, class, age, or any com-
bination thereof.

Despite several decades of legislation prohibiting 
discrimination against women in the workplace, most 
women and men still work in gender-segregated occu-
pations. Th at is, the majority of women work in occupa-
tions where most of the other workers are women, and 
the majority of men work mostly with men. Women also 
tend to be concentrated in a smaller range of occupa-
tions than men. To this day, more than half of all em-
ployed women work as clerical workers and sales clerks 
or in service occupations such as food-service workers, 
maids, health-service workers, hairdressers, and child-
care workers. Men are dispersed over a much broader 
array of occupations. Women make up  percent of 
elementary and middle school teachers,  percent of 
secretaries,  percent of bookkeepers, and  percent 

Because gender segregation is so pervasive in the workplace, 
people may still be surprised when they see women and men in 
nontraditional occupations.
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of child-care workers—stark evidence of the persistence 
of gender segregation in the labor force (U.S. Bureau of 
Labor Statistics ).

Gender segregation also occurs within occupa-
tions. Women usually work in diff erent jobs from men, 
but when they work within the same occupation, they 
are segregated into particular fi elds or job types. For 
example, in sales work, women tend to do noncom-
missioned sales or to sell products that are of less value 
than those men sell. Or, among waiters and waitresses, 
women often work in lower-priced restaurants where 
they are likely to be tipped less than men (Hall ).

Overt Discrimination. A fourth explanation of the 
gender wage gap is discrimination. Discrimination re-
fers to practices that single out some groups for diff erent 
and unequal treatment. Despite the progress of recent 
years, overt discrimination continues to affl  ict women 
in the workplace. It is argued that men (especially White 
men), by virtue of being the dominant group in soci-
ety, have an incentive to preserve their advantages in 
the labor market. Th ey do so by establishing rules that 
distribute rewards unequally. Women pose a threat to 
traditional White male privileges, and men may orga-
nize to preserve their own power and advantage ( Reskin 
). Historically, White men used labor unions to ex-
clude women and racial minorities from well-paying, 
unionized jobs, usually in the blue-collar trades. A more 
contemporary example is seen in the eff orts of some 
groups to dilute legislation that has been developed to 
assist women and racial–ethnic minorities. Th ese ef-
forts can be seen as an attempt to preserve group power.

Another example of overt discrimination is the 
harassment that women experience at work, includ-
ing sexual harassment and other means of intimida-
tion. Sociologists see such behaviors as ways for men to 
protect their advantages in the labor force. No wonder 
that women who enter traditionally male-dominated 
professions suff er the most sexual harassment; the re-
verse seldom occurs for men employed in jobs histori-
cally fi lled by women. Although men can be victims of 
sexual harassment, this is rare. Sexual harassment is 
a mechanism for preserving men’s advantage in the 
labor force—a device that also buttresses the belief that 
women are sexual objects for the pleasure of men.

Each of these explanations—human capital theory, 
dual labor market theory, gender segregation, and overt 
discrimination—contributes to an understanding of the 
continuing diff erences in pay between women and men. 
Wage inequality between men and women is clearly the 
result of multiple factors that together operate to place 
women at a systematic disadvantage in the workplace.

The Devaluation of Women’s Work
Across the labor market, women tend to be concen-
trated in those jobs that are the most devalued, caus-
ing some to wonder if the fact that the jobs are held by 

women leads to devaluation of the jobs. Why, for exam-
ple, is pediatrics considered a less prestigious specialty 
than cardiology? Why are elementary school teachers 
( percent of whom are women) paid less than airplane 
mechanics ( percent of whom are men)? Th e associa-
tion of elementary school teaching with children and 
its identifi cation as “women’s work” lowers its prestige 
and economic value. Indeed, if measured by the wages 
attached to an occupation, child care is one of the least 
prestigious jobs in the nation—paying on average only 
$ per week in , which would come out to an in-
come below the federal poverty line if you worked every 
week of the year (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics ).

Only a small proportion of women work in occu-
pations traditionally thought to be men’s jobs (such 
as the skilled trades). Th e representation of women in 
skilled blue-collar jobs has increased, but it is still a very 
small fraction (typically less than  percent) of those in 
skilled trades such as plumbers, electricians, and car-
penters (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics ). Likewise, 
very few men work in occupations historically consid-
ered to be women’s work, such as nursing, elementary 
school teaching, and clerical work. Interestingly, men 
who work in occupations customarily thought of as 
women’s work tend to be more upwardly mobile within 
these jobs than are women who enter fi elds tradition-
ally reserved for men (Budig ; Williams ). Gen-
der segregation in the labor market is so prevalent that 
most jobs can easily be categorized as men’s work or 
women’s work. Occupational segregation reinforces the 
belief that there are signifi cant diff erences between the 
sexes. Th ink of the characteristics of a soldier. Do you 
imagine someone who is compassionate, gentle, and 
demure? Similarly, imagine a secretary. Is this someone 
who is aggressive, independent, and stalwart? Th e as-
sociation of each characteristic with a particular gender 
makes the occupation itself a gendered occupation.

For all women, perceptions of gender-appropriate 
behavior infl uence the likelihood of success within 
institutions. Even something as simple as wearing 
makeup has been linked to women’s success in profes-
sional jobs (Dellinger and Williams ). When men 
or women cross the boundaries established by occupa-
tional segregation, they are often considered to be gen-
der deviants. Th ey may be stereotyped as gay and have 
their “true gender identity” questioned. Men who are 
nurses may be stereotyped as eff eminate or gay; women 
Marines may be stereotyped as “butch.” Social practices 
like these serve to reassert traditional gender identities, 
perhaps softening the challenge to traditionally male-
dominated institutions that women’s entry challenges 
(Williams ).

As a result, many men and women in nontradi-
tional occupations feel pressured to assert gender- 
appropriate behavior. Men in jobs historically defi ned 
as women’s work may feel impelled to emphasize their 
masculinity, or if they are gay, they may feel even more 
pressure to keep their sexual orientation secret. Such 
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 Is It True?*

True False

1. Men are more aggressive than women.

2. Parents have the most infl uence on children’s gender identities.

3. Most women hold feminist values.

4. In all racial–ethnic groups, women earn less on average than men.

5. The wage gap between women and men has closed since the 1970s largely as the result of women 
being more likely to enter the labor force.

6. In terms of wages, middle-class women have most benefi ted from antidiscrimination policies.

*The answers can be found on page 268.

social disguises can make them seem unfriendly and 
distant, characteristics that can have a negative eff ect 
on performance evaluations. Heterosexual women in 
male-dominated jobs may also feel obliged to squash 
suspicions that they are lesbians or are excessively 
mannish. And, studies have found that lesbian women 
are more likely to be open about their sexual identity at 
work when they work predominantly with women and 
have women as bosses (Schneider ).

Balancing Work and Family
As the participation of women in the labor force has in-
creased, so have the demands of keeping up with work 
and home life. Research fi nds that young women and 
men now want a good balance between work and fam-
ily life, but they also fi nd that institutions are resistant 
to accommodating these ideals (Gerson ). Men are 
also more involved in housework and child care than 
has been true in the past, although the bulk of this work 
still falls to women—a phenomenon that has been la-
beled “the second shift” (Hochschild ).

Th e social speedup that comes from increased 
hours of employment for both men and women (but es-
pecially women), coupled with the demands of main-
taining a household, are a source of considerable stress 
(Jacobs and Gerson ). Women continue to provide 
most of the labor that keeps households running—
cleaning, cooking, running errands, driving children 
around, and managing household aff airs. Although 
more men are engaged in housework and child care, a 
huge gender gap remains in the amount of such work 
done by women and men. Women are also much more 
likely to be providing care, not just for children, but also 
for their older parents. Th e strains produced by these 
demands have made the home seem more and more 
like work for many; a large number of women and men 
report that their days at both work and home are har-
ried and that they fi nd work to be the place where they 
fi nd emotional gratifi cation and social support. In this 
contest between home and work, simply fi nding time 

can be an enormous challenge (Hochschild ). It is 
not surprising then that women report stress as one of 
their greatest concerns (Newport ).

THEORIES OF GENDER
Why is there gender inequality? Th e answer to this 
question is important, not only because it makes us 
think about the experiences of women and men, but 
also because it guides attempts to address the persis-
tence of gender injustice. Th e major theoretical frame-
works in sociology provide some answers, but feminist 
scholars have also found that traditional perspectives in 
the discipline are inadequate to address the new issues 
that have emerged from feminist research.

The Frameworks of Sociology
Th e major frameworks of sociological theory—func-
tionalism, confl ict theory, and symbolic interaction—
provide some answers to the question of why gender 
inequality exists, although, as we will see in the next 
section, feminist scholars have developed new theories 
to address women’s lives directly. Functionalists, for ex-
ample, have been criticized for interpreting gender as a 
fi xed role in society. Functionalist theory purports that 
men fi ll instrumental roles in society whereas women 
fi ll expressive roles and presumes that this arrangement 
works to the benefi t of society (see Chapter ). Femi-
nists object to such a characterization, arguing that 
this presumes sexist arrangements are functional for 
society. Limiting women’s roles to expressive functions 
and men’s to instrumental functions is dysfunctional 
according to feminists—both for men and women. Al-
though few contemporary functionalist theorists would 
make such traditionalist arguments, functionalism 
does emphasize people’s socialization into prescribed 
roles as the major impetus behind gender inequality. 
Th us, conditions such as wage inequality, a functional-
ist might argue, are the result of choices women make 
that may result in their inequality but that nonetheless 
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involve functional adaptation to the competing de-
mands of family and work roles.

Confl ict theorists, in contrast, see women as dis-
advantaged by power inequities between women and 
men that are built into the social structure. Th is includes 
economic inequity, as well as women’s disadvantages 
in political and social systems. Confl ict theorists, for ex-
ample, see wage inequality as produced from men’s his-
toric power to devalue women’s work and to benefi t as a 
group from the services that women’s labor provides. At 
the same time, confl ict theorists have been much more 
attuned to the interactions of race, class, and gender 
inequality because they see all forms of inequality as 
stemming from the diff erential access to resources that 
dominant groups in society have.

From an ethnomethodological perspective (see 
Chapters  and ) feminist scholars have developed 
what is known as doing gender, a theoretical perspec-
tive that interprets gender as something accomplished 
through the ongoing social interactions people have 
with one another (West and Fenstermaker ; West 
and Zimmerman ). Seen from this framework, peo-
ple produce gender through the interaction they have 
with one another and through the interpretations they 
have of certain actions and appearances. In other words, 
gender is not something that is an attribute of diff erent 
people, as functionalists suggest; rather, it is constantly 
made up and reproduced through social interaction. 
When you act like a man or act like a woman, you are 
confi rming gender and reproducing the existing social 
order (Peralta ). From this point of view, gender 
relations would change if large numbers of people be-
haved diff erently. Th is is one reason the theory has been 

criticized by those with a more macrosociological point 
of view; they say it ignores the power diff erences and 
economic diff erences that exist based on gender, race, 
and class. In other words, it does not explain the struc-
tural basis of women’s oppression (Collins et al. ).

Feminist Theory
Feminism is not a single way of thinking and acting; it 
fundamentally refers to advocating for a more just so-
ciety for women. Feminist theory has emerged from 
the women’s movement and refers to analyses that seek 
to understand the position of women in society for the 
explicit purpose of improving their position in it. Four 
major frameworks have developed in feminist theory: 
liberal feminism, socialist feminism, radical feminism, 
and multiracial feminism (see Table .).

Liberal feminism emerged from a long tradition 
that began among British liberals in the nineteenth cen-
tury. Liberal feminism argues that inequality for women 
originates in traditions of the past that pose barriers to 
women’s advancement. It emphasizes individual rights 
and equal opportunity as the basis for social justice and 
reform. Th e framework of liberal feminism has been 
used to support many of the legal changes required to 
bring about greater equality for women in the United 
States. Liberal feminists contend that gender social-
ization contributes to women’s inequality because it 
is through learned customs that inequality is perpetu-
ated. In the interests of social change, liberal feminism 
advocates the removal of barriers to women’s advance-
ment and the development of policies that promote 
equal rights for women.

 Is It True? (Answers)

1. FALSE. Generalizations such as this ignore variation occurring within gender categories; moreover, “aggression” is a broad 
term that can have multiple meanings.

2. FALSE. There are numerous sources of gender socialization; even parents who try to raise their children not to conform 
too strictly to gender norms will fi nd that peers, the media, schools, and other socialization agents all push people into the 
expected behaviors associated with gender.

3. TRUE. Although many women do not use the label “feminist” to defi ne themselves, surveys show that the majority of women 
agree with basic feminist principles. Self-identifi cation as a feminist is most likely among well-educated, urban women 
(McCabe 2005).

4. TRUE. However, the gap in median income is not as wide within some groups as it is in others. White women, for example, 
earn 66 percent of what White men earn, but Hispanic women earn 80 percent of what Hispanic men earn (because both 
have very low earnings on average). Black women earn 82 percent of Black men’s earnings, and Asian women, 73 percent 
of men’s earnings. And White and Asian American women, on average, earn more than Black and Hispanic men (U.S. Census 
Bureau 2010c ).

5. FALSE. The most signifi cant reason for the decline in the wage gap between women and men is the decline in men’s wages; a 
smaller portion of this closing gap is attributed to changes in women’s wages (Mishel et al. 2008).

6. FALSE. Although all women do benefi t from equal employment legislation, wage data indicate that the group whose wages 
have increased the most since the 1970s are women in the top 20 percent of earners. Middle and working-class women have 
seen far lower gains, and poor women’s wages have been relatively fl at over this period of time (Mishel et al. 2008).
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Socialist feminism is a more radical perspective 
that interprets the origins of women’s oppression in 
the system of capitalism. Because women constitute 
a cheap supply of labor, they are exploited by capital-
ism in much the same way that the working class is 
exploited. In the view of socialist feminists, capitalism 
interacts with patriarchy to make women less power-
ful, both as women and as laborers. Socialist feminists 
are critical of liberal feminism for not addressing the 
fundamental inequalities built into capitalist and patri-
archal systems. To these feminists, equality for women 
will come only when the economic and political system 
is changed.

Radical feminism interprets patriarchy as the pri-
mary cause of women’s oppression. To radical femi-
nists, the origins of women’s oppression lie in men’s 
control over women’s bodies; thus, they see violence 
against women—in the form of rape, sexual harass-
ment, domestic violence, and sexual abuse—as mech-
anisms that men use to assert their power in society. 
Radical feminists think that change cannot come about 
through the existing system because that system is con-
trolled and dominated by men.

Most recently, multiracial feminism has devel-
oped new avenues of theory for guiding the study of 
race, class, and gender (Andersen and Collins ; Baca 
Zinn and Dill ; Collins ). Multiracial feminism 
evolves from studies pointing out that earlier forms of 
feminist thinking excluded from analysis women of 
color, which made it impossible for feminists to deliver 
theories that informed people about the experiences of 
all women. Multiracial feminism examines the interac-
tive infl uence of gender, race, and class, showing how 
together they shape the experiences of all women and 
men (Baca Zinn and Dill ).

Th ese perspectives provide unique ways of look-
ing at the experiences of women and men in society. 
Th ese theoretical orientations have been the bedrock 

on which feminists have built their programs of social 
and political change.

GENDER IN GLOBAL 
PERSPECTIVE
Increasingly, the economic condition of women and 
men in the United States is also linked to the fortunes 
of people in other parts of the world. Th e growth of a 
global economy and the availability of a cheaper indus-
trial labor force outside the United States mean that U.S. 
workers have become part of an international division 
of labor. U.S.–based multinational corporations looking 
around the world for less expensive labor often turn to 
the developing nations and fi nd that the cheapest labor-
ers are women or children. Th e global division of labor 
is thus acquiring a gendered component, with women 
workers, usually from the poorest countries, providing a 
cheap supply of labor for manufacturing products that 
are distributed in the richer industrial nations.

Worldwide, women work as much as or more than 
men. It is diffi  cult to fi nd a single place in the world 
where the workplace is not segregated by gender. On a 
worldwide scale, women also do most of the work asso-
ciated with home, children, and the elderly. While wom-
en’s paid labor has been increasing, their unpaid labor 
in virtually every part of the world exceeds that of men. 
Th e United Nations estimates that the value of women’s 
unpaid work (both in the home and in the community) 
amounts to at least $ trillion (www.un.org).

Despite these general trends, women’s situations 
diff er signifi cantly from nation to nation. China is un-
usual in that there is far greater sharing of household 
responsibilities than in most other nations. In China, 
both women and men work long hours in paid employ-
ment, and women are encouraged to stay in the labor 
force when they have children. Th ere are also extensive 

table 11.1 Feminist Theory: Comparing Perspectives

Liberal Feminism Socialist Feminism Radical Feminism Multiracial Feminism

Gender Identity Identity is learned 
through socialization.

Gender identity refl ects 
the needs of a capitalist 
economic system.

Women’s identifi cation 
with men gives men 
power over women.

Women and men of color 
form an oppositional 
consciousness as 
a reaction against 
oppression.

Gender Inequality Inequality is the result 
of formal barriers to 
equal opportunity.

Gender inequality stems 
from class relations.

Patriarchy is the 
basis for women’s 
powerlessness.

Race, class, and gender 
intersect to form a matrix 
of domination.

Social Change Change is accomplished 
through legal reform 
and attitudinal change.

Transformation of 
the gender division 
of labor accompanies 
change in the class 
division of labor.

Liberation comes as 
women organize on 
their own behalf.

Women of color become 
agents of feminist change 
through alliances with 
other groups.
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child-care facilities in China and a fi fty-six-day paid ma-
ternity leave. Many work organizations have extended 
this paid leave to six months, although women can 
lose seniority rights when they are on maternity leave 
(something that is illegal in the United States).

In contrast, Japan has marked inequality in the do-
mestic sphere. Women are far more likely to leave the 
labor force after marrying or following childbirth, and 
Japanese women’s identities are more defi ned by their 
roles at home, although for many this is changing. Com-
pared with China, Japanese women more closely resem-
ble the pattern that exists in Britain and, to some extent, 
in the United States, although they are less involved 
in paid employment than in either of these countries. 
Ironically, when comparing China, Japan, and Britain, 
researchers have found that Chinese women are the 
most discontented with what they perceive as gender 
injustice, whereas Japanese and British women express 
greater satisfaction with more limited employment. Th is 
may seem surprising, given the greater gender equal-
ity of Chinese women with Chinese men. Sociologists 
explain it as the result of the gap Chinese women see 
between offi  cial ideologies of gender equality and their 
observations of continuing inequalities in promotions 
and other benefi ts of work (Xuewen et al. ).

Work is not the only measure by which the status of 
women throughout the world is inferior to that of men. 
Women are vastly underrepresented in national parlia-
ments (or other forms of government) everywhere; in 
only nineteen countries of the entire world is women’s 
representation in national parliaments above  per-
cent. Worldwide, women hold only  percent of all 
parliamentary seats. Only twenty-eight nations have 
ever had a woman as head of state (www.ipu.org).

Th e United Nations has also concluded that vio-
lence against women and girls is a global epidemic and 
one of the most pervasive violations of human rights 
(United Nations b; UNICEF b). Violence 
against women takes many forms, including rape, do-
mestic violence, infanticide, incest, genital mutilation, 
and murder (including so-called honor killings, where a 
woman may be killed to uphold the honor of the family 
if she has been raped or accused of adultery). Although 
violence is pervasive, some specifi c groups of women 
are more vulnerable than others—namely, minor-
ity groups, refugees, women with disabilities, elderly 
women, poor and migrant women, and women living in 
countries where there is armed confl ict. Statistics on the 
extent of violence against women are hard to report with 
accuracy, both because of the secrecy that surrounds 
many forms of violence and because of diff erences in 
how diff erent nations might report violence. Nonethe-
less, the United Nations estimates that between  and 
 percent of women worldwide have experienced vio-
lence from an intimate partner or family member.

As we saw in Chapter , many factors put women 
at risk of violence, including cultural norms, women’s 
economic and social dependence on men, and political 

practices that either provide inadequate legal protec-
tion or provide explicit support for women’s subordina-
tion (as in the example of the Taliban given earlier).

GENDER AND SOCIAL 
CHANGE
Few lives have not been touched by the transformations 
that have occurred in the wake of the feminist move-
ment (see also Chapter ). Th e women’s movement has 
opened work opportunities, generated laws that protect 
women’s rights, spawned organizations that lobby for 
public policies on behalf of women, and changed pub-
lic attitudes. Many young women and men now take for 
granted freedoms struggled for by earlier generations. 
Th ese include access to birth control, equal opportunity 
legislation, laws protecting against sexual harassment, 
increased athletic opportunities for women, more pres-
ence of women in political life, and greater access to 
child care, to name a few changes. Th ese impressive 
changes occurred in a relatively short period of time. 

Indeed, many believe that the gender revolution 
is over and that there is no further need for feminist 
change. Th e highly visible roles of women in national 
politics seems to suggest that women have it made. 
Indeed, women have reached pinnacles of power and 
infl uence unprecedented in U.S. history. Th e political 
campaigns of Hillary Rodham Clinton and Sarah Palin 
are examples. Completely diff erent in their outlooks and 
political platforms, Clinton and Palin, along with other 
women rising to positions of political infl uence, signal 
a new era for women—at least in the political realm. 
Women have been especially evident in the new conser-
vative movement, like the Tea Party and other organiza-
tions, and they are now labeled “conservative feminists.”

Perhaps frustrated by women’s traditional sec-
ondary roles in politics, women have become major 
spokespersons for conservative causes. At the core of 
conservative feminism is a strong belief in the value of 
women’s lives as traditional homemakers and mothers 
and strong opposition to abortion rights, among other 
conservative positions.

Even with the complex mix of progressive and con-
servative politics surrounding gender in the contempo-
rary world, the changes that have been brought by the 
feminist movement are likely to remain, although not 
without continuing controversy. Th is is especially ap-
parent in changed public attitudes. 

Contemporary Attitudes
In recent years, public attitudes toward gender roles 
have changed noticeably, especially regarding beliefs 
about the ideal lifestyle. Only a small minority of people 
disapprove of women being employed while they have 
young children, and both women and men say it is not 
fair for men to be the sole decision maker in the house-
hold. Young people, especially, have diff erent ideals for 
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their future lives than was true for earlier generations. 
Kathleen Gerson’s research fi nds that most young adults 
(those she calls “children of the gender revolution”) want 
a lifelong partner and shared responsibilities for work 
and family. But she also found that men, much more 
than women, thought that if balancing work and family 
did not work out in their futures, that they would fall back 
on traditional arrangements with wives staying home 
and husbands, working. Women, on the other hand, 
thought that they had to be self- reliant in case their work 
and family ideals were not met (Gerson ).

Importantly, Gerson also found that, even with 
new ideals formed for shared work and family life, in-
stitutions have not adjusted to this reality. Her work is 
supported by others who fi nd that there is unevenness 
in how much gender relations have changed. Women’s 
employment has certainly increased and laws protect-
ing against discrimination have opened new doors, 
especially for professional, well-educated women. But 
many continue to believe in basic diff erences between 
women and men and traditional gender norms still 
prevail in many aspects of personal life (England ). 

In the end, it seems that many people want more 
fl exible gender arrangements, but traditional gender 
norms also remain. Even as people change their at-
titudes and expectations, social institutions are resis-
tant to change. As a consequence, change has been 
 uneven—revolutionary in some regards and static in 
others (Greenhouse ).

debunking SOCIETY’S MYTHS
myth: The men most likely to support equality for 
women are White, middle-class men with a good education.

sociological perspective: Although it is true 
that younger men tend to be more egalitarian than older 
men, African American men are the most likely to support 
women’s equal rights and the right of women to work 
outside the home. On most measures of feminist beliefs, 
African American men tend to be more liberal than White 
men (Hunter and Sellers 1998). •

Legislative Change
Much legislation prohibits overt discrimination against 
women. In addition to the Equal Pay Act of , the 
Civil Rights Act of , adopted as the result of political 
pressure from the civil rights movement, banned dis-
crimination in voting and public accommodations and 
required fair employment practices. Specifi cally, Title 
VII of the Civil Rights Act of  forbids discrimina-
tion in employment on the basis of race, color, national 
 origin, religion, or sex.

Th e passage of the Civil Rights Act, and Title VII 
in particular, opened up new opportunities to women 
in employment and education. Th is was further sup-
ported by Title IX, adopted as part of the Educational 
Amendments of , which forbids gender discrimi-
nation in any educational institution receiving federal 
funds. Title IX prohibits colleges and universities from 
receiving federal funds if they discriminate against 
women in any program, including athletics. Adoption 
of this bill radically altered the opportunities available 
to women students and laid the foundation for many of 
the coeducational programs that are now an ordinary 
part of college life. Th is law has been particularly eff ec-
tive in opening up athletics to women.
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Women are becoming more important and visible in national politics. Hillary Clinton, now Secretary of State, was a major 
candidate for President in 2010. Sarah Palin, was the Vice Presidential running mate with Senator John McCain in the same 
election and she has now mobilized many in the Tea Party movement.
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discrimination. Proponents of affi  rmative action argue 
that as long as the structural conditions of gender and 
race inequality exist, there is still a need for race- and 
gender-conscious actions designed to address persis-
tent injustices. Th is viewpoint was upheld by the U.S. 
Supreme Court in  in the case of Grutter v. Bollinger.

debunking SOCIETY’S MYTHS
myth: Because of affi  rmative action, Black women are 
taking a lot of jobs away from White men.

sociological perspective: Sociological re-
search fi nds no evidence of this claim. Quite the contrary, 
women of color work in gender- and race-segregated jobs 
and only rarely in occupations where they compete with 
White men in the labor market (Padavic and Reskin 2002; 
Browne 1999). •

One solution to the problem of gender inequality 
is to have more women in positions of public power. Is 
increasing the representation of women in existing situ-
ations enough? Without reforming the sexism in the 
institutions, change will be limited and may generate 
benefi ts only for groups who are already privileged. Fem-
inists advocate restructuring social institutions to meet 
the needs of all groups, not just those who already have 
enough power and privilege to make social institutions 
work for them. Th e successes of the women’s movement 
demonstrate that change is possible, but change comes 
only when people are vigilant about their needs.

Passage of antidiscrimination policies does not, 
however, guarantee their universal implementation. 
Has equality been achieved? In college sports, men still 
outnumber women athletes by more than two to one, 
and there is still more scholarship support for male 
athletes than for women. Title IX allows institutions to 
spend more money on male athletes if they outnumber 
women athletes, but it also stipulates that the number 
of male and female athletes should be closely propor-
tional to their representation in the student body. Stud-
ies of student athletes show that although there has 
been improvement in support for women’s athletics 
since the implementation of Title IX, there is still a long 
way to go toward equity in women’s sports (Sigelman 
and Wahlbeck ; Lederman ). Title IX is being 
challenged by some who argue that it has reduced op-
portunities for men in sports. Proponents of maintain-
ing strong enforcement of Title IX counter this, however, 
by noting that budget reductions in higher education, 
not Title IX per se, are responsible for any reduction in 
athletic opportunities for men. Furthermore, they point 
out that men still greatly predominate in school sports.

In the workplace, a strong legal framework for 
gender equity is in place, yet equity has not been 
achieved. The United States has never, as an exam-
ple, approved the Equal Rights Amendment, which 
would provide a constitutional principle that “equal-
ity of rights under the law shall not be denied or 
abridged by the United States or by any state on the 
basis of sex” (www.equalrightsamendment.org).

Affi  rmative action, as we saw in Chapter , is a 
method for opening opportunities to women and mi-
norities that specifi cally redresses past discrimination 
by taking positive measures to recruit and hire previ-
ously disadvantaged groups. Affi  rmative action has 
been especially eff ective in opening new opportunities 
for women. Th e national discussion of affi  rmative ac-
tion, fueled in part by conservative resistance to these 
policies, is a good illustration of what many would 
call the limitations of liberal philosophy. Because af-
fi rmative action promotes gender- and race-specifi c 
actions to remedy the eff ects of past discrimination, 
its opponents have argued that it constitutes reverse 
discrimination. Th ose who want social policies that 
are gender- and race-blind (a classic liberal position, 
now articulated by conservatives, as well) fi nd it dif-
fi cult to support policies that are not. Th e problem is 
that gender and race inequalities continue even though 
these inequities may not always result from conscious 
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Young women are the group most likely to support feminist 
goals. Ending violence against women is a strong theme in 
contemporary feminism.

How do sociologists distinguish sex and gender?
Sociologists use the term sex to refer to biological iden-
tity and gender to refer to the socially learned expecta-
tions associated with members of each sex. Biological 

determinism refers to explanations that attribute com-
plex social phenomena entirely to physical or natural 
characteristics.

chapter summary
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How is gender identity learned?
Gender socialization is the process by which gender 
expectations are learned. One result of socialization is 
the formation of gender identity. Overly conforming to 
gender roles has a number of negative consequences 
for both women and men, including eating disorders, 
violence, and poor self-concepts. Homophobia plays a 
role in gender socialization because it encourages strict 
conformity to gender expectations.

What is a gendered institution?
Gendered institutions are those where the entire insti-
tution is patterned by gender. Sociologists analyze gen-
der both as a learned attribute and as an institutional 
structure.

What is gender stratification?
Gender stratifi cation refers to the hierarchical distri-
bution of social and economic resources according to 
gender. Most societies have some form of gender strati-
fi cation, although they diff er in the degree and kind. 
Gender stratifi cation in the United States is obvious in 
the diff erences between men’s and women’s wages.

How do sociologists explain the continuing earnings 
gap between men and women?
Th ere are multiple ways to explain the pay gap. Human 
capital theory explains wage diff erences as the result of 
individual diff erences between workers. Dual labor mar-
ket theory refers to the tendency for the labor market to 
be organized in two sectors: the primary and secondary 
markets. Gender segregation persists and results in dif-
ferential pay and value attached to men’s and women’s 
work. Overt discrimination against women is another 
way that men protect their privilege in the labor market.

Are men increasing their efforts in housework and 
child care?
Many men are now more engaged in housework and 
child care than was true in the past, although women 
still provide the vast majority of this labor. Balancing 
work and family has resulted in social speedup, making 
time a scarce resource for many women and men.

What is feminist theory?
Diff erent theoretical perspectives help explain the sta-
tus of women in society. Feminist theory links this ex-
planation to the desire for improving women’s lives. 
Th e major theoretical perspectives in feminism are 
liberal feminism, socialist feminism, radical feminism, 
and multiracial feminism. Each emphasizes diff erent 
aspects of women’s place in society.

When seen in global perspective, what can be 
observed about gender?
Th e economic condition of women and men in the 
United States is increasingly linked to the fortunes of 
people in other parts of the world. Women provide 
much of the cheap labor for products made around the 
world. Worldwide, women work as much or more than 
men, though they own little of the world’s property and 
are underrepresented in positions of world leadership.

What are the major social changes that have 
affected women and men in recent years?
Public attitudes about gender relations have changed dra-
matically in recent years. Women and men are now more 
egalitarian in their attitudes, although women still perceive 
high degrees of discrimination in the labor force. A legal 
framework is in place to protect against discrimination, but 
legal reform is not enough to create gender equity.
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Sex and Culture 

Contemporary Sexual Attitudes 
and Behavior 

Sexuality and Sociological Theory 

Sex, Diversity, and Inequality 

Sex and Social Issues 

Sex and Social Change 

Chapter Summary 

a visitor from another planet might conclude that 
people in the United States are obsessed with sex. Young 
people watch videos where women gyrate in sexual move-
ments. A stroll through a shopping mall reveals expensive 
shops selling delicate, skimpy women’s lingerie. Popular 
magazines are fi lled with images of women in seductive 
poses trying to sell every product imaginable; even bumper 
stickers brag about sexual accomplishments. People dream 
about sex, form relationships based on sex, fi ght about sex, 
and spend money to have sex. On the one hand, the United 
States appears to be a very sexually open society; however, 
sexual oppression still exists. Gay men, lesbians, and bisexu-
als are viewed with prejudice and are discriminated against—
that is, treated like minority groups, as defi ned in Chapter 10.

Sexuality, usually thought to be a most private matter, 
has taken on a public life by being at the center of some of 
our most heated public controversies. Should sex be con-
fi ned to marriage between a man and a woman? Should 
young people be educated about birth control or only en-
couraged to abstain from sex? What should we do about 
teen pregnancy? Sex is clearly a subject that polarizes the 
public on a range of social issues. Sexuality is seen as a pri-
vate matter at the same time that it is one basis for social 
inequality and social controversy. For sociologists, studying 
sexuality reveals how deeply it is entrenched in social norms, 
values, and social structures. Human sexuality, like other 
forms of social behavior, is shaped by society and culture.
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APLIA SEXUALITY ENGAGEMENT ACTIVITY

How do sociologists view sexuality? Learn how human sexuality is 
shaped by society and culture.

SEX AND CULTURE
Sexual behavior would seem to be utterly natural. Plea-
sure and sometimes the desire to reproduce are reasons 
people have sex, but sexual relationships and identities 
develop within a social context. It is the social context 
that establishes what sexual relationships mean and how 
we defi ne our sexual identities, as well as what social sup-
ports are given (or denied) to people based on their sex-
ual identity. Sexuality is socially defi ned and patterned.

Sex: Is It Natural?
From a sociological point of view, little in human behav-
ior is purely natural, as we have learned in previous chap-
ters. Behavior that appears to be natural is the behavior 
accepted by cultural customs and sanctioned by social 
institutions. Sexuality creates intimacy between people. 
People engage in sex not just because it feels good, but 
also because it is an important part of our social identity. 
Void of a cultural context and the social meanings attrib-
uted to sexual behavior, people might not attribute the 
emotional commitments, psychological interpretations, 
spiritual meanings, and social signifi cance to sexuality 
that it has in diff erent human cultures.

Is there a biological basis to sexual identity? Th is 
question is debated in both popular and scientifi c lit-
erature. Gay and lesbian people often say their sexual 

orientation is natural, something they just are, not just 
something they choose. Two concepts are important in 
this discussion: sexual orientation and sexual identity.

Sexual orientation refers to the attraction that 
people feel for people of the same or diff erent sex. 
Th e term sexual orientation implies something deeply 
rooted in a person. Sexual identity is the defi nition of 
oneself that is formed around one’s sexual relation-
ships. Sexual identity is learned in the context of our so-
cial relationships and the social structures in which we 
live. Although sometimes used interchangeably, sexual 
orientation and sexual identity are not the same thing, 
nor is one’s sexual identity simply based on one’s sexual 
practices. For example, a man may have sex with other 
men—perhaps even on a regular basis, but not have a 
sexual identity as being gay. Or, a person may have 
a  sexual identity as heterosexual even in the absence 
of actual sexual relationships. Sexual identity, as gay, 
lesbian, heterosexual, or bisexual, emerges in a social 
context, as we will see below in discussing the social 
construction of sexual identity. Th e point here is to see 
that sexual identity is not necessarily simply based on 
biological or “natural” states.

It is important to make the distinction between 
sexual orientation and sexual identity to untangle the 
often heated discussion about a presumed biological 
basis to sexual orientation. Gay, lesbian, and bisexual 
people often say that they do not choose their sexual 
orientation and that it is something they just “are,” as if 
it were a biological imperative. Part of the debate about 
this—heated at times—comes from rejecting the idea 
that being gay is a choice, as if people could change 

Sexual relationships, although highly personal, are also shaped by society and culture.
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their sexual orientation at will. Th ere are political rea-
sons for rejecting the idea of homosexuality as a choice 
because, if it is something inherent in people, then per-
haps others will be more accepting of gay, lesbian, and 
bisexual people.

Perhaps there is some biological basis to sexual ori-
entation, but the evidence is not yet there. Even if a bio-
logical infl uence exists, social experiences are far more 
signifi cant in shaping sexual identity, even though they 
are rarely reported in the media with as much acclaim 
as alleged biological bases to human sexuality (Brookey 
; Lorber ; Connell ). Whatever the origins 
of sexual orientation, there is no doubt that social in-
fl uences are a very signifi cant part of all people’s sexual 
identity.

Sometimes there is a public claim that scientists 
have discovered a so-called “gay gene,” which presum-
ably directs the sexual orientation of gays and lesbians. 
Interestingly, there are never claims about a so-called 
“heterosexual gene” because the implicit assumption 
seems to be that heterosexuality is the natural state and 
gay or lesbian behavior is somewhat a mutant form. 
Th ere is no such scientifi c evidence. Th e evidence usu-
ally cited to claim a genetic basis for homosexuality was 
based on a problematic study of gay brothers (identical 
twins) who were found to have similar DNA markers 
on one of their X chromosomes. On closer examina-
tion, this research was refuted when it was found that 
the shared DNA markers found in pairs of gay brothers 
were no more likely than would be expected by chance 
(Wickelgren ). Moreover, the original study did 
not control for the environment in which the brothers 
were raised. Th ey grew up in the same family, so obvi-
ously they were raised in the same environment. A true 
scientifi c test of the hypothesis that homosexuality is 
genetically based would require a stricter standard of 
evidence. One could study identical twins raised to-
gether who were the off spring of gay parents to see if, 
controlling for the environments in which they were 
raised, both turned out to be gay. To date, there are no 
such studies of biological relatives raised apart (Hamer 
et al. ).

Even if there is some yet undiscovered basis for sex-
ual orientation, there is extensive evidence of the social 
infl uences that shape people’s sexual identities. Social 
and cultural environments play a huge part in creating 
sexual identities. Th is is what interests sociologists—
how sexual identity is constructed through social rela-
tionships and in the context of social institutions.

The Social Basis of Sexuality
We can see the social and cultural basis of sexuality in 
numerous ways:

 . Human sexual attitudes and behavior vary in dif-
ferent cultural contexts. If sex were purely natural 
behavior, sexual behavior would also be uniform 
among all societies, but it is not. Sexual behaviors 

considered normal in one society might be seen 
as peculiar in another. Th ink about this: In some 
cultures women do not believe that orgasm exists, 
even though biologically it does. In the eighteenth 
century, European and American writers advised 
men that masturbation robbed them of their physi-
cal powers and that instead they should apply their 
minds to the study of business. Th ese cultural dic-
tates encouraged men to conserve semen on the 
presumption that its release would lessen men’s 
intelligence or cause insanity (Schwartz and Rutter 
; Freedman and D’Emilio ).

debunking SOCIETY’S MYTHS
myth: Over time in a society, sexual attitudes become 
more permissive.

sociological perspective: All values and 
 attitudes develop in specifi c social contexts; change is 
not always in a more permissive direction (Freedman and 
D’Emilio 1988). •
 . Sexual attitudes and behavior change over time. 

Fluctuations in sexual attitudes are easy to docu-
ment. For example, in ,  percent of the 
American public thought premarital sex was 
wrong, compared to  percent who think so now. 
But in  that percentage had dropped to  
percent of the public thinking premarital sex was 
wrong and the number of people thinking so has 
been steadily climbing since (Gallup ). Teens, 
as well, have changed their attitudes about sex. 
In , one-third of teens though it was morally 
wrong to have sex outside of marriage; now  per-
cent think premarital sex is wrong, suggesting that 
teen tolerance of casual sex has declined in recent 
years (Lyons , ). Teens (both men and 
women) are now less likely to have had sex before 
age  than was true in the mid -s. Yet, by age 
 over  percent of teens have had sexual inter-
course ( Guttmacher  Institute ). Looking at all 
age groups, more people also have sex before mar-
riage than in the past, and people have more sex 
partners over their lifetimes (Laumann et al. ).

Of course, attitudes do not necessarily predict 
behavior. For example, even while Americans ex-
press less tolerance for marital infi delity in public 
opinion polls, they seem endlessly fascinated by 
the aff airs and sexual escapades of celebrities and 
high-profi le people. And, at the same time, while 
attitudes toward being unfaithful to one’s spouse 
have become less tolerant, people’s reports of actu-
ally being unfaithful to their spouse have wavered 
over time—with about  percent of men and 
 percent of women now admitting that they have 
had marital aff airs (Carr ).

 . Sexual identity is learned. Like other forms of 
social identity, sexual identity is acquired through 
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socialization and ongoing relationships. Informa-
tion about sexuality is transmitted culturally and 
becomes the basis for what we know of ourselves 
and others. Where did you fi rst learn about sex? For 
that matter, what did you learn? For some, parents 
are the source of information about sex and sexual 
behavior. For many, peers have the strongest infl u-
ence on sexual attitudes. Long before young people 
become sexually active, they learn sexual scripts 
that teach us what is appropriate sexual behavior 
for each gender (Schwartz and Rutter ). Chil-
dren learn sexual scripts by playing roles—playing 
doctor as a way of exploring their bodies or hugging 
and kissing in a way that can mimic heterosexual 
relationships. Role playing teaches children social 
norms about sexuality. Th e roles learned in youth 
profoundly infl uence our sexual attitudes and be-
havior throughout life.

see FOR YOURSELF
Children’s Media and Sexuality
Watch two movies that are marketed to a specifi c popu-
lation of young people (either children, teens, or young 
adults). Watch the movie very carefully and make a 

written list of any comments or behaviors you see that 
suggest sexual scripts for men and women. Make note 
of the assumptions in this script about heterosexual and 
homosexual behavior. What scripts did you see, and who 
is the intended audience? What do your observations 
 suggest about how sexual scripts are promoted, overtly or 
not, through popular culture? •
 . Social institutions channel and direct human 

sexuality. Social institutions, such as religion, ed-
ucation, or the family, defi ne some forms of sexual 
expression as more legitimate than others. De-
bates about same-sex marriage illustrate this con-
cept. Without being able to marry, gay and lesbian 
couples lose some of the privileges that married 
couples receive, such as employee benefi ts and the 
option to fi le joint tax returns. Social institutions, 
such as the media, also infl uence sexuality through 
the production and distribution of images that de-
fi ne cultural meanings attributed to sexuality.

 . Sex is infl uenced by economic forces in society. 
Sex sells. In the U.S. capitalist economy, sex appeal 
is used to hawk everything from cars and personal 
care products to stocks and bonds. In this sense, 
sex has become a commodity—something bought 
and sold in the marketplace of society. Sex also can 
be big business. By one estimate, Americans spend 
over $ billion per year in the sex industry, includ-
ing strip bars, peep shows, phone sex, sex acts, sex 
magazines, and pornography rentals—and this 
is likely to be an underestimate (Barton ). 
Moreover, the business of sex comes as some peo-
ple may actually be “bought and sold.” Th ink of 
women who may feel that selling sexual services 
is their best option for earning a living wage. Sex 
workers are among some of the most exploited and 
misunderstood workers. And, as we will see later in 
this chapter, sex traffi  cking on a global basis is also 
more extensive than commonly thought.

 . Public policies regulate sexual and reproduc-
tive behaviors. In many ways, the government and 
other social policies intervene in people’s sexual 
and reproductive decision making. Prohibiting fed-
eral spending on abortion, for example, eliminates 
reproductive choices for women who are depen-
dent on state or federal aid. Government decisions 
about which reproductive technologies to endorse 
infl uence the choices of birth control technology 
available to men and to women. Government fund-
ing, or lack thereof, for sex education can infl uence 
how people understand sexual behavior. Th ese 
facts challenge the idea that sexuality is a private 
matter and shows how social institutions can direct 
sexual behavior. To summarize, human sexual be-
havior occurs within a cultural and social context. 

Th e culture defi nes certain sexual behaviors as appro-
priate or inappropriate. Like other forms of social iden-
tity, sexual identity is learned.

FIGURE 12.1 Sex Among Teenagers The table below 
the graph shows the change in the percentage of teen men 
and women who have had sex prior to a given age. What 
change do you observe between 1988 and 2002? How does 
this diff er by gender? What sociological factors might you 
consider to explain what you observe?  
Source: Center for Health Statistics. 2004. Teenagers in the United 
States: Sexual Activity, Contraceptive Use, and Childbearing, 2002. 
Washington, DC: National Center for Health Statistics.
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CONTEMPORARY SEXUAL 
ATTITUDES AND BEHAVIOR
Sexual attitudes and behaviors in the United States 
are a mix of ideas and practices, both of which vary 
depending on different social factors that shape 
people’s experiences. While on the one hand many 
support diverse sexual lifestyles and practices, the 
growth of a conservative movement has also shaped 
the sexual values and behaviors of others. These dif-
ferences have also been at the heart of highly con-
tested issues that have shaped U.S. politics in recent 
years, such as debates about same-sex marriage, sex 
education in the schools, and policies about repro-
ductive and contraceptive health. This makes socio-
logical research on sexuality all the more fascinating 
as public attitudes and behaviors shift with changes 
in the society itself.

Changing Sexual Values
Public opinion is now a mix of both liberal and con-
servative values about sexuality. Almost two-thirds of 
Americans ( percent) think that sex before marriage 
is morally acceptable, but among Americans who at-
tend church weekly, only  percent think this is mor-
ally acceptable. But, if you put this question before an 
international audience, you might be surprised to fi nd 
that Americans are more conservative on this matter 
than people in western Europe. In Germany, France, 
and the United Kingdom, a very large majority of peo-
ple—in  Germany ( percent), France ( percent), and 
the United Kingdom ( percent)—say that they fi nd 
this morally acceptable (Rheault and Mogahed ; 
Gallup ).

On gay rights, more Americans than ever before 
think that “homosexual relations between consenting 
adults should be legal” ( percent compared to  per-
cent in ). Eighty-one percent think “homosexuals 
should have equal rights in terms of job opportunities.” 
Forty-six percent of Americans think marriage between 
same-sex couples should be recognized as legal, com-
pared to only  percent who thought so in  (Saad 
; see also Figure .). Yet, the public is clearly di-
vided on the issue of same-sex marriage, and it is un-
clear what direction the law will take in the long run. In 
, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled (Lawrence v. Texas) 
that private sexual relations are a constitutional liberty, 
a conclusion widely interpreted as a major victory for 
gay rights. Several states and the District of Columbia 
have passed laws making same-sex marriage legal, al-
though there are various legal challenges to such laws 
underway, making the legal future of same-sex mar-
riage uncertain even as public opinion moves in a more 
accepting direction. 

Attitudes about sex vary significantly depending 
on various social characteristics. For example, men 
are more likely than women to think that homosex-
ual relations are morally wrong. Sexual attitudes are 
also shaped by age. Younger people are more likely 
than older people to think that homosexuality is ac-
ceptable. These differences likely reflect not only the 
influence of age, but also historical influences on dif-
ferent generations. Religion also matters. Those who 
attend church weekly are far less likely to support 
gay rights compared to those who worship less often 
 (Pelham and Crabtree ). Public opinion on mat-
ters about sexuality tap underlying value systems, 
thus generating public conflicts. In general, sexual 
liberalism is associated with greater education, 

FIGURE 12.2 Support for Gay Rights  
Data: Gallup Poll. 2011. “Gay and Lesbian Rights.” Washington, DC: The Gallup  Organization. www.gallup.com
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youth, urban lifestyle, and political liberalism on 
other social issues.

Sexual Practices of the U.S. Public
Sexual practices are diffi  cult to document. What we 
know about sexual behavior is typically drawn from sur-
veys. Most of these surveys ask about sexual attitudes, 
not actual behavior. What people say they do may diff er 
signifi cantly from what they actually do.

As much as sex is in the news, national surveys of 
sexual practices are rare. Th ose that have been con-
ducted tell us the following:

• Contrary to public opinion, teens are waiting lon-
ger to have sex than was true in the past, though by 
age  seven in ten teens have had sex (Guttmacher 
Institute ).

• Having only one sex partner in one’s lifetime is rare 
(Laumann et al. ).

• A signifi cant number of people have extramarital 
sex (Laumann et al. ).

• A signifi cant number of people are lesbian or gay 
(Laumann et al. ; Janus and Janus ).

Th ese facts, however, do not tell us much about the 
underlying social factors that produce sexual behavior. 
For that, we turn to sociological theory.

SEXUALITY AND 
SOCIOLOGICAL THEORY
Should sex be restricted to marriage? Should prostitu-
tion be legal? How are sexual identities formed? Th ese 
and other questions about sexuality are the subjects of 
sociological study. Sociological theory puts an analyti-
cal framework around the study of sexuality, examining 
its connection to social institutions and current social 

issues. How do the major sociological theories frame an 
understanding of sexuality?

Sex: Functional or Conflict-Based?
Th e three major sociological frameworks— functionalist 
theory, confl ict theory, and symbolic interaction—
take divergent paths in interpreting the social basis of 
human sexuality (see Table .).

Functionalist theory, with its emphasis on the in-
terrelatedness of diff erent parts of society, tends to de-
pict sexuality in terms of its contribution to the stability 
of social institutions. Norms that restrict sex to mar-
riage encourage the formation of families. Similarly, 
beliefs that give legitimacy to heterosexual behavior but 
not homosexual behavior maintain a particular form 
of social organization in which gender roles are easily 
diff erentiated and the nuclear family is defi ned as the 
dominant social norm. From this point of view, regu-
lating sexual behavior is functional for society because 
it prevents the instability and confl ict that more liberal 
sexual attitudes supposedly generate. Functionalists 
would also explain the call for a return to “family val-
ues” as producing the uniformity in values necessary 
for social order.

Confl ict theorists see sexuality as part of the power 
relations and economic inequality in society. Power is 
the ability of one person or group to infl uence the be-
havior of another. Power relations in society infl uence 
the power that some sexual groups have over others and 
infl uence power within sexual relationships (discussed 
later in the chapter in “Sexual Politics”). Confl ict theo-
rists argue that sexual relations are linked to other forms 
of stratifi cation, namely, race, class, and gender inequal-
ity. According to this perspective, sexual violence such as 
rape or sexual harassment is the result of power imbal-
ances, specifi cally between women and men.

table 12.1  Theoretical Perspectives on Sexuality

Interprets Functionalism Conflict Theory Symbolic Interaction

Sexual norms Sexual norms are functional for 
society because they encourage 
the formation of stable 
institutions.

Sexual norms are frequently 
contested by those who are 
subordinated by dominant 
groups.

Sexual norms emerge through social 
interaction and the construction of beliefs.

Sexual identity Sexual identity is learned in 
the family; deviant identities 
contribute to social disorder.

Sexual identity is regulated 
by individuals and 
institutions that enforce 
compulsory heterosexuality.

Sexual identity is socially constructed as 
people learn the sexual scripts created in 
society. As queer theory suggests, multiple 
forms of sexual identity are possible and can 
be seen in how people cross the ordinarily 
assumed boundaries.

Changing 
sexual values

Regulating sexual values 
and norms is important for 
maintaining traditional and 
social stability; too much change 
results in social disorganization.

Social change comes 
through the activism of 
people who challenge 
dominant belief systems 
and practices.

Change in sexual value systems evolves 
as people construct new beliefs and 
practices over time. Also, sexual values can 
be changed through disrupting taken-for-
granted categories of the dominant culture.
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At the same time, because confl ict theorists see 
economic inequality as a major basis for social confl ict, 
they tie the study of sexuality to economic institutions. 
Th ey link the international sex trade to poverty, the sta-
tus of women in society, and the economics of interna-
tional development and tourism (Altman ; Enloe 
). Still, confl ict theorists do not see all sexual rela-
tions as oppressive. Sexuality is an expression of great 
social intimacy. In connecting sexuality and inequality, 
confl ict theorists are developing a structural analysis of 
sexuality, not  condemning sexual intimacy.

Because both functionalism and confl ict theory are 
macrosociological theories (that is, they take a broad view 
of society, seeing sexuality in terms of the overall social or-
ganization of society), they do not tell us much about the 
social construction of sexual identities. Th is is where the 
sociological framework of symbolic interaction is valuable.

Symbolic Interaction and the Social 
Construction of Sexual Identity
Symbolic interaction theory uses a social construction 
perspective to interpret sexual identity as learned, not 
inborn. To symbolic interactionists, culture and society 
shape sexual experiences. Patterns of social approval 
and social taboos make some forms of sexuality per-
missible and others not (Connell ; Lorber ).

Th e social construction of sexual identity is revealed 
by the coming out process. Coming out—the process of 
defi ning oneself as gay or lesbian—is a series of events 
and redefi nitions in which a person comes to see her-
self or himself as having a gay identity. In coming out, 
a person consciously labels that identity either to him-
self or herself or to others (or both). Th is is usually not 
the result of a single homosexual experience. If it were, 
there would be far more self-identifi ed homosexuals, 
because researchers fi nd that a substantial portion of 
both men and women have some form of  homosexual 
experience at some time in their lives.

Th e development of sexual identity is not neces-
sarily a linear or unidirectional process, with persons 
moving predictably through a defi ned sequence of 
steps or phases. Although they may experience certain 
milestones in their identity development, some people 
experience periods of ambivalence about their identity 
and may switch back and forth between lesbian, hetero-
sexual, and bisexual identity over time (Rust , ). 
Some people may engage in lesbian or gay behavior 
but not adopt an identity as lesbian or gay. Certainly, 
many gays and lesbians never adopt a public defi nition 
of themselves as gay or lesbian, instead remaining 
“closeted” for long periods, if not for their entire lifetime.

One’s sexual identity may also change. For example, 
a person who has always thought of himself or herself as 

DOING sociological research

Research Question: Several national 
studies have reported a decline in 
sexual activity among teens. The per-
centage of sexually active teens has 
dropped from the early 1990s, rates of 
teen pregnancy have fallen, teens are 
having fewer abortions, and the rate of 
sexually transmitted diseases among 
teens has declined. Does this herald a 
growth in sexual conservatism among 
young people and the success of poli-
cies encouraging sexual abstinence?

Research Method: Sociologists Barbara 
Risman and Pepper Schwartz based 
their research on a synthesis of all of the 
national studies on teen sexuality, as well 
as data from research organizations on 
the prevalence of teen sexuality.

Research Findings: Most of the change 
in teen sex activity is attributable to 
changes in behavior of boys, not girls. 

Teens and Sex: Are Young People Becoming More 
Sexually Conservative?

The number of high school boys who are 
virgins has increased. Girls’ behavior has 
not changed signifi cantly, except among 
African American girls, whose rates of 
sexual activity have declined, nearly 
matching those of White and Hispanic 
girls. Risman and Schwartz conclude that 
sexual behavior of boys is then becoming 
more like girls, the implication being that 
boys and girls are likely to begin their 
sexual lives within the context of roman-
tic relationships.

Conclusions and Implications: While 
many declare that the changes in teen 
sexual behavior means a decline in the 
sexual revolution, Risman and Schwartz 
disagree. Certainly fear of AIDS, educa-
tion about safe sex, and some growth in 
conservative values have contributed to 
changes in teen sexual norms. Risman 
and Schwartz show that numerous fac-
tors infl uence sexual behavior among 

teens, just as among adults. They sug-
gest that sexuality is a normal part of 
adolescent social development and con-
clude that the sexual revolution—along 
with the revolution in gender norms—is 
generating more responsible, not more 
problematic, sexual behavior among 
young people.

Questions to Consider
 1. Are people in your age group gener-

ally sexually conservative or sexually 
liberal? What factors infl uence young 
people’s attitudes about sexuality?

 2. Following from question 1, what evi-
dence would you need in order to 
fi nd out if young people in your com-
munity are more liberal than young 
people in the past? How would you 
design a study to investigate this 
question?

Source: Risman, Barbara, and Pepper 
Schwartz. 2002. “After the Sexual Revolution: 
Gender Politics in Teen Dating.” Contexts 1 
(Spring): 16–24.
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a heterosexual may conclude at a later time that he or 
she is gay or lesbian. In more unusual cases, people may 
undergo a sex change operation, perhaps changing their 
sexual identity in the process. In the case of bisexuals, a 
person might adopt a dual sexual identity.

Although most people learn stable sexual identi-
ties, over the course of one’s life, sexual identity evolves. 
Change is, in fact, a normal outcome of the process of 
identity formation. Changing social contexts (including 
dominant group attitudes, laws, and systems of social 
control), relationships with others, political movements, 
and even changes in the language used to describe dif-
ferent sexual identities all aff ect people’s self-defi nition.

Queer theory is a perspective that has evolved 
from recognizing the socially constructed nature of 
 sexual identity. Instead of seeing heterosexual or ho-
mosexual attraction as fi xed in biology, queer theory 
interprets society as forcing these sexual boundaries, 
or dichotomies, on people. By challenging the “either/
or” thinking that one is either gay or straight, queer 
theory challenges the idea that only one form of sexu-
ality is normal and all other forms are deviant or 
wrong. As a result, queer theory has opened up fasci-
nating new studies of gay, straight, bisexual, and 
transsexual identities and introduced the idea that 
sexual identity is a continuum of diff erent possibilities 
for sexual expression and personal identity (Kimmel 
; Seidman ; Williams and Stein ).

Queer theory has also linked the study of sexual-
ity to the study of gender, showing how transgressing 

what WOULD THEY say now?
Imagine theorists from another place in 
time observing sexuality in contemporary 
society. Perhaps they would be shocked, 
considering the norms of their time, but 
they would certainly use their sociologi-
cal imagination. What would they say 
now?

Emile Durkheim: Remember that one of 
my ideas is that marking some behaviors 
as deviant is a way to identify what is 
considered “normal.” Take the common 
phenomenon of boys, especially young 
boys, calling each other “faggots.” Doing 
so is not so much saying the targeted 
person is gay. You can understand this 
is a way of asserting the dominant (and 
somewhat narrow) norms of what mas-
culinity is presumed to be.

Max Weber: What I see is a popular 
culture where sexuality is rampant. 

Classical Theorists Reflect on Sex and Popular Culture

Clothing styles, popular lingo, and styles 
of dance are all marked by overt displays 
of sexuality. I think these cultural displays 
go hand in hand with an economy that 
treats sexuality as part of the market-
place. That interplay between cultural 
ethics and the economic marketplace 
leads to social judgments about some 
sexual styles and identities being more 
highly valued than others.

Karl Marx: To me, it’s all about exploi-
tation, or should I say “sexploitation.” 
Sexuality has become a commodity in 
modern society. It is used to sell things 
for the benefi t of those who own the 
various industries where fashion, per-
sonal care products, and even sex itself, 
such as in the “sex business,” profi t some 
while exploiting others. My gosh, think of 
sex workers; they are among the most 

exploited, actually selling their bodies for 
the benefi t of others.

W.E.B. Du Bois: I agree with Marx here, 
but add that exploitation is particularly 
harsh for Black people. This whole 
popular idea of so-called pimps and hos 
defi nes Black men as sexual predators 
and Black women as promiscuous. These 
are stereotypes that have a long his-
tory stemming from racism. And Black 
women are among the most sexually 
exploited. Their bodies are abused, they 
are portrayed in sexualized stereotypes 
in popular culture, and they are those 
who are most victimized by sexual 
violence. I think that Black women are 
beautiful and have had to endure a lot, 
so this all makes me very angry that they 
are used as sexualized symbols for the 
pleasure of others.

(or violating) fixed gender categories can reconstruct 
the possibilities of how all people—men and women, 
gay, bisexual, or straight—construct their gender 
and sexual identity. Transgressing gender catego-
ries, such as by drag queens or cross-dressers, can 
show how sex and gender categories are usually con-
structed in dichotomous categories (that is, opposite 
or binary types). By violating these constructions, 
people are liberated from the social constraints that 
presumably fixed categories of identity create. Thus, 
queer theory emphasizes how performance and play 
with gender categories can be a political tool for de-
constructing fixed sex and gender identities (Rupp 
and Taylor ).

Sexuality is, of course, also constructed in the con-
text of social institutions. Social institutions tend to defi ne 
heterosexuality as the only legitimate form of s exual iden-
tity and enforce it through social norms and sanctions, in-
cluding peer pressure, socialization, law and other social 
policies, and, at the extreme, violence (Rich ).

SEX, DIVERSITY, 
AND INEQUALITY
Patterns of sexuality refl ect the social organization of 
society. When you understand this, you also see that 
sex is related to other social factors—such as race, class, 
and gender—and you see how sexuality is connected to 
social institutions and social change.
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Sexual Politics
Sexual politics refers to the link between sexuality 
and power, not just within individual relationships. 
Th e feminist movement fi rst linked sexuality to the 
status of women in society, pointing to the possible 
exploitation of women within sexual relationships. 
Sexual politics also refers to the high rates of violence 
against women and sexual minorities and the privi-
lege and power accorded to those presumed to be 
heterosexual.

Th e feminist and gay and lesbian liberation move-
ments have put sexual politics at the center of the pub-
lic’s attention by challenging gender role stereotyping 
and sexual oppression (D’Emilio ). Among other 
things, this has profoundly changed public knowledge 
of gay and lesbian sexuality. Gay, lesbian, and femi-
nist scholars have argued, and many now concur, that 
 homosexuality is not the result of psychological devi-
ance or personal maladjustment but is one of several 
alternatives for happy and intimate social relationships. 
Th e political mobilization of many lesbian women and 
gay men and the willingness of many to make their sex-
ual identity public have also raised public awareness of 
the civil and personal rights of gays and lesbians. Th ese 
changes make other changes in intimate relations 
possible.

The Influence of Race, Class, 
and Gender
Sexual behavior follows gendered patterns, as well 
as patterns established by race and class relations 
(Schwartz and Rutter ). Gender shapes the so-
called “double standard” for men and women. Th e 
double standard is the idea that diff erent standards for 
sexual behavior apply to men and women. Th e double 
standard has weakened somewhat over time, particu-
larly in the context of the “hooking up” culture among 
young people. But it is still very much present, so much 
so that a national survey of American youth has found 
that men who report higher numbers of sexual partners 
are actually more popular than men with fewer part-
ners. Th e opposite is true for women—that is, women 
with high numbers of sexual partners are less popular 
(Kreager and Staff  ). 

Th e double standard also applies the to “hooking 
up” culture among young people. Hooking up is the 
term used to describe casual sexual relations ranging 
from kissing to sexual intercourse, relationships that 
occur without any particular commitment. Although 
the popular image of hooking up is that it is totally free 
and without constraint, in fact there are very gendered 
norms within this behavior. Women who “hook up” too 
frequently or with too many diff erent partners are likely 
to be judged “slutty.” Men who do the same things are 
not judged in the same way. Th ey may be seen as “play-
ers,” but there is not the same shame or attribution of 
guilt that is targeted at women.

Th e double standard rests on a cultural expecta-
tion for men to be more sexually active; women, more 
passive. And, the sexual double standard for men and 
women has many consequences, both for people’s 
identities and reputation, but also in people’s reactions 
to sexual violence. Th us, the belief that women who are 
raped must have somehow brought it on themselves 
rests on a stereotyped image of women as sexual tempt-
resses who somehow encourage men to rape them. 
Likewise, there is a stereotype for men—that they are 
unable to control their sexuality, even though  men do 
not have a stronger sex drive than women. Men are, 
however, socialized more often to see sex in terms of 
performance and achievement, whereas women are 
more likely socialized to associate sex with intimacy 
and aff ection.

thinking SOCIOLOGICALLY
A recent trend among young people on college campuses 
has been the creation of theme parties called “CEOs and 
corporate hos.” Have such parties occurred on your cam-
pus? Why do you think they are so popular? What sexual 
scripts are being played out by such role playing, and how 
do these scripts involve gender, race, and class? You might 
also think about how such parties portray women as 
sexual objects. •

Gays, lesbians, and their allies have mobilized for social 
change, fostering pride and celebration as well as a reduction 
over time in homophobic attitudes.
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Sexual politics are also integrally tied to race and 
class inequality in society. You can see this in the sex-
ual stereotypes associated with race and class. Lati-
nas are stereotyped as either “hot” or “virgins”; Latin 
men are stereotyped as “hot lovers”; African American 
men are stereotyped as overly virile; Asian American 
women are stereotyped as compliant and submissive, 
but passionate. Class relations also produce sexual 
stereotypes of women and men. Working-class and 
poor men may be stereotyped as dangerous, whereas 
working-class women may be disproportionately la-
beled “sluts.”

You could see sexual politics play out during the 
public outcry when a young, unmarried woman on pub-
lic assistance delivered octuplets, following in vitro fer-
tilization. Th e young woman, Nadya Suleman (dubbed 
“Octomom” by the media), was already the mother of 
six children. She was completely scorned in the media 
for having poor judgment as a mother. At the very same 
time, a reality TV show, Jon and Kate Plus Eight, depicted 
a family with eight children as fun and lovable, not despi-
cable and undeserving as was the case with Nadya Sule-
man. You can understand this seeming contradiction in a 
frame of sexual politics. Nadya Suleman was unmarried, 

DOING sociological research

Research Question: The presence of 
the hookup culture on college campuses 
is a relatively recent phenomenon and 
refl ects changes in sexual attitudes and 
behaviors among, especially, young peo-
ple. Some argue that the hookup culture 
liberates women from traditional sexual 
values that constrained women’s sexu-
ality. Others argue that this culture is 
harmful to women, making them sexual 
objects for men’s pleasure (such as in the 
practice of women kissing and making 
out with other women in public settings, 
such as bars and campus parties). Is the 
hookup culture harmful to women or is a 
sign of their sexual liberation?

Research Method: Several sociologists 
have examined this question, some using 
national surveys, others using a more 
qualitative approach. Paula England and 
her colleagues, for example, studied 
sexual activity in a survey of over 14,000 
students at 18 diff erent campuses in 
the United States, exploring students’ 
experiences with hooking up, dating, and 
relationships. Elizabeth Hamilton and 
Laura Armstrong used a more qualitative 
approach, actually residing among stu-
dents in a so-called “party dorm” observ-
ing as well as interviewing students for a 
full year. Leila Rupp and Verta Taylor had 
their undergraduate students interview 
other students about the party scene on 
their campus. 

Research Findings: Research fi nds 
that both arguments about the eff ect 
of hookup cultures on women are true: 

Is Hooking Up Bad for Women?

Some parts of this culture are harmful to 
women, but women’s experiences within 
the hookup culture also vary and are not 
uniformly negative. 

England, for example, found that the 
hookup culture is not as wildly rampant 
as assumed. She found that 72 percent 
of both men and women participated 
in at least one hookup, but 40 percent 
had engaged in three or fewer hookups 
and only 20 percent of students had 
engaged in ten or more. England con-
cludes that the popular image of “girls 
gone wild” in popular culture is simply 
not true. She also found that hooking 
up has not replaced committed relation-
ships. But, as was found by Hamilton 
and Armstrong, the hookup culture al-
lows women (and men) a chance for 
sexual exploration. At the same time, 
the hookup culture does present risks to 
women—risks of being pushed to drink 
too much, risks of sexual violence, and 
loss of self-esteem. But some women 
say that the hookup culture frees them 
to pursue education and careers without 
the emotionally consuming pressures of 
committed relationships (Hamilton and 
Armstrong 2009).

Rupp and Taylor have similarly found 
that the college party scene commonly 
includes women making out with or kiss-
ing other women. But, unlike those who 
argue that this practice sexually objecti-
fi es women for the pleasure of men, 
Rupp and Taylor argue that women who 
do so are exploring sexuality. But they do 
so within social boundaries and hetero-
sexual norms. Even though women may 

engage in same-sex sexual practices, 
they do not necessarily develop a lesbian 
identity, although the lines of sexual 
identity are expanding for women.

Conclusions and Implications: There 
is not a simple or single answer to 
the question of whether the hookup 
culture harms or liberates women. 
Taken together, these studies reveal 
a complex portrait of young women’s 
sexuality today. Sexual boundaries are 
perhaps more fl uid than they once 
were, although they are still marked by 
sexual double standards and norms of 
heterosexuality. 

Questions to Consider
 1. Is there a hookup culture on your 

campus? If so, are there both posi-
tive and negative consequences of 
the hookup culture for women on 
your campus? What are they? If 
there is not such a culture on your 
campus, why not?

 2. How is the hookup culture shaped 
by such social factors as age, social 
class, race, gender? How might it 
change over time—both as history 
evolves and as the current genera-
tion ages?

Source: Armstrong, Elizabeth A., Laura 
 Hamilton, and Paula England. 2010. “Is 
 Hooking Up Bad for Young Women?” Contexts 
9 ( Summer): 23–27; Hamilton, Laura, and 
Elizabeth A. Armstrong. 2009. “Gendered 
Sexuality in Young Adulthood: Double Binds 
and Flawed Options.” Gender & Society 23 
(October): 589–616; Rupp, Leila J., and Verta 
Taylor. 2010. “Straight Girls Kissing.” Contexts 
9 (Summer): 28–33.
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an Iraqi immigrant, and also on public assistance—thus 
judged more harshly than the heterosexual, middle-class 
Gosselin family in Jon and Kate Plus Eight.

Th is example illustrates a point often made by 
sociologists: class, race, and gender hierarchies his-
torically depict people of color and certain women 
as sexually promiscuous and uncontrollable (Nagel 
). During slavery, for example, the sexual abuse 
of African American women was one way that slave 
owners expressed their ownership of African Ameri-
can people. Access to women slaves’ sexuality was 
seen as a right of the slave owner. Under slavery, rac-
ist and sexist images of Black men and women were 
developed to justify the system of slavery. Black men 
were stereotyped as lustful beasts whose sexuality 
had to be controlled by the “superior” Whites. Black 
women were also depicted as sexual animals who 
were openly available to White men.

A Black man falsely accused of having had sex with 
a White woman could be murdered (that is, lynched) 
without penalty to his killers (Genovese ; Jordan 
). Sexual abuse was also part of the White conquest 
of American Indians. Historical accounts show that 
the rape of Indian women by White conquerors was 
common (Freedman and D’Emilio ; Tuan ). 
Th ese patterns also can be seen in the extensive rape of 
women that often accompanies war and military con-
quest. Most recently, this has been witnessed in Darfur, 
where the rape of women is used, not just as a horrid 
act of aggression against women, but also as a way to 
humiliate and control the Darfur people. Similar vio-
lence is occurring in the Democratic Republic of Congo 
where a civil war rages and thousands of women are 
raped each year as the result of the civil war.

In other contexts, poor women and women of color 
are the groups most vulnerable to sexual violence and 
exploitation. Becoming a prostitute, or otherwise work-
ing in the sex industry (as a topless dancer, striptease 
artist, pornographic actress, or other sex-based occupa-
tion), is often the last resort for women with limited op-
tions to support themselves. Women who sell sex also 
are condemned for their behavior more so than their 
male clients—further illustration of how gender stereo-
types mix with race and class exploitation. Why, for ex-
ample, are women, and not their male clients, arrested 
for prostitution? Although the Uniform Crime Statis-
tics data do not report on the arrest rates of customers, 
prostitutes themselves claim that only about  percent 
of those arrested for prostitution are customers and that 
women of color are more likely to be arrested for pros-
titution than are White women, even though they are 
a smaller percentage of all prostitutes (Prostitutes Edu-
cation Network ). Although these are not scientifi c 
data, they suggest the role that gender and race play in 
how laws against prostitution are enforced.

A Global Perspective on Sexuality
Cross-cultural studies of sexuality show that sexual 
norms, like other social norms, develop diff erently 
across cultures. Take sexual jealousy. Perhaps you think 
that seeing your sexual partner becoming sexually in-
volved with another person would naturally evoke jeal-
ousy, no matter where it happened. Researchers have 
found this not to be true. In a study comparing patterns 
of sexual jealousy in seven diff erent nations (Hungary, 
Ireland, Mexico, the Netherlands, the United States, 
Russia, and the former Yugoslavia), researchers found 
signifi cant cross-national diff erences in the degree of 
jealousy when women and men saw their partners kiss-
ing, fl irting, or being sexually involved with another 
person (Buunk and Hupka ).

Cultures also vary considerably on how they view 
teen sexuality. Whereas the focus in the United States 
has been on discouraging sex between teenagers, in 
some other nations parents see sexuality for teens 
as part of the normal course of adult development. A 
study of the Netherlands, for example, has found that 
two-thirds of Dutch teens (age fi fteen to seventeen) 
are allowed to sleep over with steady girlfriends or 
boyfriends—with parental approval. Interestingly, the 
Netherlands also has the lowest rate of teen pregnancy 
in the world, even with the age at fi rst intercourse there 
having dropped over the years. 

Compare this to the United States where the age 
at fi rst intercourse has actually been increasing, but 
where the teen pregnancy rate is one of the highest 
among industrial nations. What makes the diff erence? 
Sociologists point to the cultural values around sexual-
ity. In the United States, teen sexuality is discouraged 
and seen as dangerous. In the Netherlands, to the con-
trary, cultural morals see sexuality as part of developing 

Having celebrities “come out” about being lesbian or gay has 
empowered others to be able to do so as well.
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self-determination and it is treated with frank discus-
sion, a strong place in public policy for sex education, 
and an idea that mutual respect is part of healthy sexual 
relationships (Schalet ).

Likewise, tolerance for gay and lesbian relation-
ships varies signifi cantly in diff erent societies around 
the world. Germany has recently legalized gay and les-
bian relationships, allowing them to register same-sex 
partnerships and have the same inheritance rights as 
heterosexual couples. Th e new law does not, however, 
give them the same tax advantages, nor can same-sex 
couples adopt children. Cross-cultural studies can 
make someone more sensitive to the varying cultural 
norms and expectations that apply to sexuality in dif-
ferent contexts. Diff erent cultures simply view sexuality 
diff erently. In Islamic culture, for example, women and 
men are viewed as equally sexual, although women’s 
sexuality is seen as potentially disruptive and needing 
regulation (Mernissi ).

Sex is also big business, and it is deeply tied to 
the world economic order. As the world has become 
more globally connected, an international sex trade 
has  fl ourished—one that is linked to economic devel-
opment, world poverty, tourism, and the subordinate 
status of women in many nations.

Th e international sex trade, sometimes also referred 
to as the “traffi  c in women” (Rubin ), refers to the 
use of women worldwide as sex workers in an institu-
tional context in which sex itself is a commodity. Sex is 
marketed in an international marketplace, and women 
as sex workers are used to promote tourism, cater to 
business and military men, and support a huge indus-
try of nightclubs, massage parlors, and teahouses (Enloe 
). Sex traffi  cking is a relatively new term, in which 
women, usually very young women, are forced by fraud 
or coercion into commercial sex acts. Sometimes identi-
fi ed as a form of slavery, sex traffi  cking can involve a sys-
tem of debt and bondage, where young women (typically 
under age ) are obligated to provide sexual services in 
exchange for alleged debt for the price of their housing, 
food, or other living expenses. Sometimes these young 
women are actually kidnapped; other times, they may 
simply be duped, initially lured into sex work by prom-
ises of marriage, large incomes, or the glamour of travel, 
but soon trapped in a cycle of debt and/or actual captivity 
(U.S. Department of Health and Human Services ).

Related to sex traffi  cking is sex tourism, referring 
to the practice whereby people travel to particular parts 
of the world specifi cally to engage in commercial sexual 
activity. “Sex capitals” are places where prostitution 
openly fl ourishes, such as in Th ailand and Amsterdam. 
Sex is an integral part of the world tourism industry. 
In Th ailand, for example, men as tourists outnumber 
women by a ratio of three to one and, although cer-
tainly not all of them—or even a majority—are going to 
Th ailand to explore sex tourism, there are men who go 
to Th ailand, as well as other destinations, explicitly to 
buy sexual companionship. For example, hostess clubs 

in Tokyo cater to corporate men. Although these clubs 
are not houses of prostitution, scholars who have stud-
ied them say that they are based on an environment in 
which women’s sexuality is used as the basis for cama-
raderie among men (Allison ). Sex tourism is such 
a profi table enterprise that the International Labour 
 Organization estimates that somewhere between  and 
 percent of the gross domestic product in Th ailand, 
Indonesia, Malaysia, and the Philippines is derived 
from sex tourism. Much of this lucrative business in-
volves the exploitation of children (U.S. Department of 
Justice ).

Sex tourism and sexual traffi  cking are now part 
of the global economy, contributing to the economic 
development of  many nations and supported by the 
economic dominance of certain other nations. As with 
other businesses, the products of the sex industry may 
be produced in one region and distributed in others. 
(Th ink, for example, of the pornographic fi lm industry 
centered in southern California, but distributed glob-
ally). Th e sex trade is also associated with world pov-
erty; sociologists have found that the weaker the local 
economy, the more important the sex trade. Th e inter-
national sex trade is also implicated in problems such 
as the spread of AIDS worldwide, as well as the exploi-
tation of women where women have limited economic 
opportunities (Altman ).

Understanding Gay and Lesbian 
Experience
Sociological understanding of sexual identity has de-
veloped largely through new studies of lesbian and 

The international traffi  cking of women for sex exploits 
women—and often children—and puts them at risk for 
disease and violence.
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gay experience. Long thought of only in terms of so-
cial deviance (see Chapter ), gays and lesbians have 
been stereotyped in traditional social science. But 
the feminist and gay liberation movements have dis-
couraged this approach, arguing that gay and lesbian 
experience is part of the broad spectrum of human 
sexuality.

Th e institutional context for sexuality within 
the United States, as well as other societies, is one 
in which homophobia permeates the culture. 
Homophobia is the fear and hatred of homosexuality. 
It is deeply embedded in people’s defi nitions of them-
selves as men and women; it is manifested in preju-
diced attitudes toward gays and lesbians, as well as 
overt hostility and violence against people suspected 
of being gay. Homophobia is a learned attitude, as are 
other forms of negative social judgments about particu-
lar groups.

Boys are often raised to be manly by repressing so-
called feminine characteristics in themselves. Being 
called a “fag” or a “sissy” is one peer sanction that so-
cializes a child to conform to particular gender roles. 
Similarly, verbal attacks on lesbians by using the term 
butch are a mechanism of social control because ridi-
cule can be interpreted as encouraging social confor-
mity to the presumed “normal” gender roles (Pascoe 
). Homophobia produces many misunderstand-
ings about gay people, such as the misunderstanding 
that gays have a desire to seduce straight people. Th ere 
is little evidence that this is true.

  Fears that gay and lesbian parents will have nega-
tive eff ects on their children are also unsubstantiated by 
research. Th e ability of parents to form good relation-
ships with their children is far more signifi cant in chil-
dren’s social development than is their parents’ sexual 
orientation (Stacey and Biblarz ).

Other myths about gay people are that they are 
mostly White men with large discretionary incomes 
who work primarily in artistic areas and personal ser-
vice jobs (such as hairdressing). Th is stereotype pre-
vents people from recognizing that gays and lesbians 
come from all racial–ethnic groups, may be working 
class or poor, and are employed in a wide range of oc-
cupations (Gluckman and Reed ). Some lesbians 
and gays are also elderly, though the stereotype defi nes 
gay people as primarily young or middle-aged (Smith 
). Th ese diff erent misunderstandings reveal just a 
few of the many unfounded myths about gays and lesbi-
ans. Support for these attitudes comes from homopho-
bia, not from empirical truth.

thinking SOCIOLOGICALLY
Keep a diary for one week and write down as many ex-
amples of homophobia and heterosexism as you observe 
in routine social behavior. What do your observations tell 
you about how heterosexuality is enforced? •

Heterosexism refers to the institutionalization of 
heterosexuality as the only socially legitimate sexual 

UNDERSTANDING diversity

Carmen Vázquez has related gay-
bashing to the phenomenon she labels 
gender betrayal. She explains this by the 
following:

At the simplest level, looking or behav-
ing like the stereotypical gay man or 
lesbian is reason enough to provoke a 
homophobic assault. Beneath the ve-
neer of the eff eminate gay male or the 
butch dyke, however, is a more basic 
trigger for homophobic violence. I call 
it gender betrayal.
The clearest expression I have heard 
of this sense of gender betrayal comes 
from Doug Barr, who was acquitted of 
murder in an incident of gay bashing in 
San Francisco that resulted in the death 
of John O’Connell, a gay man. Barr is 
currently serving a prison sentence for 
related assaults on the same night that 
O’Connell was killed. . . . When asked 
what he and his friends thought of gay 
men, he said, “We hate homosexuals. 
They degrade our manhood. We was 

Gay-Bashing and Gender Betrayal
brought up in a high school where guys 
are football players, mean and macho. 
Homosexuals are sissies who wear 
dresses. I’d rather be seen as a football 
player.”

Doug Barr’s perspective is one shared 
by many young men. I have made about 
300 presentations to high school 
students in San Francisco, to boards 
of directors and staff  of nonprofi t 
organizations, and at conferences and 
workshops on the topic of homopho-
bia or “being lesbian and gay.” Over and 
over again, I have asked, “Why do gay 
men and lesbians bother you?” The 
most popular response to the question 
is, “Because they act like girls,” or “Be-
cause they think they’re men.” I have 
even been told, quite explicitly, “I don’t 
care what they do in bed, but they 
shouldn’t act like that.”

They shouldn’t act like that. Women 
who are not identifi ed by the rela-
tionship to a man, who value their 
female friendship, who like and are 

knowledgeable about sports, or work 
as blue-collar laborers and wear what 
they wish are very likely to be “lesbian-
baited” at some point in their lives. Men 
who are not pursuing sexual conquests 
of women at every available opportu-
nity, who disdain sports, who choose to 
stay at home and be a house-husband, 
who are employed as hairdressers, 
designers, or housecleaners, or who 
dress in any way remotely resembling 
traditional female attire (an earring will 
do) are very likely to experience the 
taunts and sometimes the brutality of 
“fag bashing.”
The straitjacket of gender roles suf-
focates many lesbians, gay men, and 
bisexuals, forcing them into closets 
without an exit and threatening our 
very existence when we tear the closet 
open.

Source: Vazquez, Carmen. 1992. “Appear-
ances.” Pp. 157–166 in Homophobia: How We 
All Pay the Price, edited by Warren J. Blu-
menfeld. Reprinted by permission of Beacon 
Press, Boston.
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orientation. Heterosexism is rooted in the belief that 
heterosexual behavior is the only natural form of 
sexual expression and that homosexuality is a per-
version of “normal” sexual identity. Heterosexism 
is reinforced through institutional mechanisms that 
project the idea that only heterosexuality is normal. 
Institutions also provide diff erent benefi ts to people 
presumed to be heterosexual. Businesses and com-
munities, for example, rarely recognize the legal rights 
of people in homosexual relationships, although this 
is changing. Within an institution, individual beliefs 
can refl ect heterosexist assumptions. Th us, a person 
may be accepting of gay and lesbian people (that is, 
not be homophobic) but still benefi t from hetero-
sexual privileges. At the behavioral level, heterosexist 
practices can exclude lesbians and gays, such as when 
coworkers talk about dating the other sex, assuming 
that everyone is interested in a heterosexual partner. 
In the absence of institutional supports from the dom-
inant culture, lesbians and gays have invented their 
own institutional support systems. Gay communities 
and gay rituals, such as gay pride marches, affi  rm gay 
and lesbian identities and provide a support system 
that is counter to the dominant heterosexual culture. 
Th ose who remain “in the closet” deny themselves 
this support system.

The absence of institutionalized roles for lesbi-
ans and gays affects the roles they adopt within rela-
tionships. Despite popular stereotypes, gay partners 
typically do not assume roles as the dominant or sub-
missive sexual partner. They are more likely to adopt 
roles as equals. Gay couples and lesbian couples are 
also more likely than heterosexual couples to both 
be employed, another source of greater equality 
within the relationship. Researchers have also found 
that the quality of relationships among gay men is 
positively correlated with the social support the 
couple receives from others (Smith and Brown ; 
Metz et al. ).

Lesbians and gays are a minority group in our 
society, denied equal rights and singled out for nega-
tive treatment in society. Minority groups are not nec-
essarily numerical minorities; they are groups with 
similar characteristics (or at least perceived similar 
characteristics) who are treated with prejudice and 
discrimination (see Chapter ). As a minority group, 
gays and lesbians have organized to advocate for their 
civil rights and to be recognized as socially legitimate 
citizens. Some organizations and municipalities have 
enacted civil rights protections on behalf of gays and 
lesbians, typically prohibiting discrimination in hir-
ing. Th e Supreme Court ruled in  (Romer v. Evans) 
that gays and lesbians cannot be denied equal protec-
tion under the law. Th e implications of this case for 
domestic partner benefi ts, child custody and adoption 
by gay and lesbian parents, and gay marriage are not 
yet known, but will likely be determined in the courts 
in the years ahead.

SEX AND SOCIAL ISSUES
In studying sexuality, sociologists tap into some highly 
contested social issues of the time. Birth control, re-
productive technology, abortion, teen pregnancy, por-
nography, and sexual violence are all subjects of public 
concern and are important in the formation of social 
policy. Debates about these issues hinge in part on at-
titudes about sexuality and are shaped by race, class, 
and gender relations. Th ese social issues can generate 
personal troubles that have their origins in the struc-
ture of society—recall the distinction made by C. Wright 
Mills between personal troubles and social issues (see 
Chapter ).

Birth Control
Th e availability of birth control is now less debated than 
it was in the not too distant past, but this important re-
productive technology has been strongly related to the 
status of women in society (Gordon ). Reproduc-
tion has been controlled by men; to this day, it is mostly 
men who defi ne the laws and make the scientifi c deci-
sions about what types of birth control will be available. 
Women are also most likely seen as being responsible 
for reproduction because it is a presumed part of their 
traditional role. At the same time, changes in birth con-
trol technology have also made it possible for women 
to change their roles in society, given that breaking the 
link between sex and reproduction has freed women 
from some traditional constraints.

Th e right to birth control is a recently won free-
dom. It was not until  that the Supreme Court, in 
 Griswold v. Connecticut, defi ned the use of birth  control 
as a right, not a crime. Th is ruling originally  applied 
only to  married people; unmarried people were not 
 extended the same right until  in the Supreme 
Court decision Eisenstadt v. Baird. Today birth con-
trol is routinely available by prescription, but there is 
heated debate about whether access to birth control 
should be  curtailed for the young—at a time when 
youths are experimenting with sex at younger ages and 
risking  teenage pregnancy and AIDS. Some argue that 
increasing access to birth control will only encourage 
more sexual activity among the young.

Class and race relations also have had a role in 
shaping birth control policy. In the mid-nineteenth 
century, increased urbanization and industrialization 
ended the necessity for large families, especially in 
the middle class, because fewer laborers were needed 
to support the family. Early feminist activists such as 
Emma  Goldman and Margaret Sanger also saw birth 
control as a way of freeing women from unwanted preg-
nancies and allowing them to work outside the home 
if they chose. As the birthrate fell among White upper- 
and middle-class families during this period, these 
classes feared that immigrants, the poor, and racial mi-
norities would soon outnumber them.
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their bodies as biological incubators. Groups that can 
aff ord new, costly methods of reproduction may do so 
at the expense of women whose economic need places 
them in the position of selling themselves for fi nancial 
necessity.

Breakthroughs in reproductive technology raise es-
pecially diffi  cult questions for makers of social policy. 
Developments in the technology of reproduction have 
ushered in new possibilities and freedoms but also 
raise questions for social policy. With new reproduc-
tive technologies, there is potential for a new eugenics 
movement. Sophisticated prenatal screenings make 
it possible to identify fetuses with presumed defects. 
Might society then try to weed out those perceived as 
undesirables—the disabled, certain racial groups, cer-
tain sexes? Will parents try to produce “designer chil-
dren”? If boys and girls are diff erently valued, one sex 
may be more often aborted, a frequent practice in India 
and China—two of the most populous nations on Earth. 
Because of population pressures, state policy in China, 
for example, encourages families to have only one 
child. Because girls are less valued than boys, the abort-
ing and selling of girls is common and has created a U.S. 
market for the adoption of Chinese baby girls.

Th ere are no traditions to guide us on such ques-
tions. Public thinking about sexuality and reproduction 

Th e eugenics movement of the early twentieth cen-
tury grew from the fear of domination by immigrant 
groups. Eugenics sought to apply scientifi c principles 
of genetic selection to “improve” the off spring of the 
human race. It was explicitly racist and class-based, call-
ing for, among other things, the compulsory sterilization 
of those who eugenicists thought were unfi t. Eugenicist 
arguments appeal to a public that fears the social prob-
lems that emerge from race and class inequality: Instead 
of attributing these problems (such as crime) to the 
structure of society, eugenicists blame the genetic com-
position of the least powerful groups in society.

In contemporary society, attitudes about the use 
of birth control have evolved and have also been very 
much shaped by greater awareness about the risks of 
HIV/AIDS infection. Now  percent of women aged 
– use contraceptives, an increase since  (Gutt-
macher Institute ). Among women users, the pill is 
the most frequent type of birth control used, followed 
by tubal ligation (sterilization), and then condoms. 
Similar data are not reported for men—itself a refl ec-
tion of the belief that contraception is primarily a wom-
an’s responsibility. 

Among teenagers, the majority ( percent of 
women and  percent of men) use contraceptives the 
fi rst time they have sex, and  percent of women and 
  percent of men report using contraceptives the last 
time they had sex—a marked increase from the past 
(Guttmacher ). But fewer than half of teen men who 
are sexually active use condoms  percent of the time. 
Sexually active teens who do not use contraceptives have 
a  percent chance of becoming pregnant within the 
fi rst year of initiating sex (Guttmacher Institute ).

New Reproductive Technologies
Practices such as surrogate mothering, in vitro fertiliza-
tion, and new biotechnologies of gene splicing, clon-
ing, and genetic engineering mean that reproduction 
is no longer inextricably linked to biological parents 
(Rifkin ). A child may be conceived through means 
other than sexual relations between one man and one 
woman. One woman may carry the child of another. 
Off spring may be planned through genetic engineer-
ing. A sheep can be cloned (that is, genetically dupli-
cated). So can monkeys. Are humans next? With such 
developments, those who could not otherwise conceive 
children (infertile couples, single women, or lesbian 
couples) are now able to do so, thereby raising new 
questions. To whom are such new technologies avail-
able? Which groups are most likely to sell reproductive 
services, which groups to buy? What are the social im-
plications of such changes?

Th ere are no simple answers to such questions, 
but sociologists would point fi rst to the class, race, 
and gender dimensions of these issues (Roberts ). 
Poor women, for example, are far more likely than 
middle-class or elite women to sell their eggs or off er 

New technologies, such as artifi cial insemination where sperm 
is injected into an egg, raise new questions about ethics and 
social policies regarding reproductive rights.
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will have to evolve. Although the concept of reproductive 
choice is important to most people, choice is conditioned 
by the constraints of race, class, and gender inequalities 
in society. Like other social phenomena, sexuality and 
reproduction are shaped by their social context.

Abortion
Abortion is one of the most seriously contested politi-
cal issues. Of the U.S. public,  percent think abortion 
should be legal in any circumstances;  percent think 
it should be legal only under certain circumstances; and 
 percent think it should be illegal in all circumstances 
(see Figure .). Public support for abortion has re-
mained relatively constant over the last twenty years.

Th e right to abortion was fi rst established in con-
stitutional law by the Roe v. Wade decision in . In 
Roe v. Wade, the Supreme Court ruled that at diff er-
ent points during a pregnancy, separate but legitimate 
rights collide—the right to privacy, the right of the state 
to protect maternal health, and the right of the state to 
protect developing life. To resolve this confl ict of rights, 
the Supreme Court ruled that pregnancy occurred in 

trimesters. In the fi rst, women’s right to privacy without 
interference from the state prevails; in the second, the 
state’s right to protect maternal health takes precedence; 
in the third, the state’s right to protect developing life 
prevails. In the second trimester, the government cannot 
deny the right to abortion, but it can insist on reasonable 
standards of medical procedure. In the third, abortion 
may be performed only to save the life or health of the 
mother. More recently, the Supreme Court has allowed 
states to impose restrictions on abortion, but it has not, 
to date, overturned the legal framework of Roe v. Wade.

Data on abortion show that it occurs across social 
groups, although certain patterns do emerge. Th e abor-
tion rate has declined since  from a rate of . per 
 women to . in  (among women aged –). 
And, as you can see in Figure ., the number of deaths 
from illegal abortions plummeted in the years following 
the Roe v. Wade decision. Young women (aged –) 
are the most likely group to get abortions, although the 
second most likely group is women under . Black 
women are four times more likely to have abortions 
than White women; poor women are four times more 
likely to have abortions than other women. You may be 
surprised to learn that the majority of women having 
abortions have already had at least one birth (U.S. Cen-
sus Bureau a; Boonstra et al. ).

Th e abortion issue provides a good illustration of 
how sexuality has entered the political realm. Abortion 
rights activists and antiabortion activists hold very dif-
ferent views about sexuality and the roles of women. 
Antiabortion activists tend to believe that giving 
women control over their fertility breaks up the stable 
relationships in traditional families. Th ey tend to view 
sex as something that is sacred, and they are disturbed 
by changes that make sex less restrictive. Th is belief has 
been fueled by the activism of the religious right, where 

FIGURE 12.3 Attitudes toward Abortion 
Data: Gallup Poll. 2010. “Abortion.” Washington, DC: The Gallup Orga-
nization. www.gallup.com © 2006 The Gallup Organization. Reprinted by 
permission.
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FIGURE 12.4 Deaths from Abortion: Before and After Roe v. Wade 
* By the end of 1970, four states had repealed their antiabortion laws, and eleven states had 
 reformed them. 
Source: From Boonstra, H. D. et al., Abortion in Women’s Lives, New York: Guttmacher Institute, 2006, Figure 2.2. 
 Reprinted by permission of the Guttmacher Institute, www.guttmacher.org.
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strong passions against abortion have driven issues 
about sexual behavior directly into the political realm. 
Abortion rights activists, on the other hand, see wom-
en’s control over reproduction as essential for women’s 
independence. Th ey also tend to see sex as an experi-
ence that develops intimacy and communication be-
tween people who love each other. Th e abortion debate 
can thus be interpreted as a struggle over the right to 
terminate a pregnancy as well as a battle over diff ering 
sexual values and a referendum on the nature of men’s 
and women’s relationships (Luker ).

Pornography and the Sexualization 
of Culture
Little social consensus has emerged about the accept-
ability and eff ects of pornography. Part of this debate 
is about defi ning what is obscene. Th e legal defi nition 
of obscenity is one that changes over time and in dif-
ferent political contexts. Public agitation over pornog-
raphy has divided people into those who think it is 
solidly protected by the First Amendment, those who 
want it strictly controlled, those who think it should be 
banned for moral reasons, and those who think it must 
be banned because it harms women.

However pornography is legally defi ned, there is 
no question that it permeates contemporary culture. 
Once available only in more “underground” places like 
x-rated movie houses, pornography is now far more 
public than in the past. Hotel rooms have a huge array 
of pornographic fi lms available on the television; por-
nographic spam appears regularly in people’s email 
inboxes; casual references to pornography are made 
in popular shows on prime-time TV; images that once 
would have seemed highly pornographic are now com-
monly found on widely distributed magazines such as 
Maxim, Cosmopolitan, and others. Highly sexualized 
expressions and images are so widely seen throughout 
society that one commentator has said we are experi-
encing the pornifi cation of culture (Levy ). Does 
this indicate that society has become more sexualized?

According to a major report from the American 
Psychological Association (APA), the answer is yes. Th e 
APA defi nes sexualization as including any one of the 
following conditions:

• People are judged based only on sexual appeal or 
behavior, to the exclusion of other characteristics.

• People are held to standards that equate physical 
attractiveness with being sexy.

• People are sexually objectifi ed—meaning made 
into a “thing” for others’ use.

• Sexuality is inappropriately imposed on a person 
(American Psychological Association ).

Th e APA report then details the specifi c conse-
quences, especially for young girls, of a culture marked 
by sexualization. Th is report shows that overly sexual-
izing young girls harms them in psychological, physical, 

social, and academic ways. As examples, young girls 
may spend more time tending to their appearance 
than to their academic studies; they may engage in eat-
ing disorders to achieve an idealized, but unattainable 
image of beauty; or they may develop attitudes that put 
them at risk of sexual exploitation. Although the focus 
of this report is on young girls, one cannot help but 
wonder what eff ects the “pornifi cation of culture” also 
has on young boys, as well as adult women and men.

Despite public concerns about pornography, most 
people believe that pornography should be protected by 
the constitutional guarantees of free speech and a free 
press. Yet people also believe that pornography dehuman-
izes women; women especially think so. Public contro-
versy about pornography is not likely to go away because 
it taps so many diff erent sexual values among the public.

Teen Pregnancy
Each year about , teenage girls (under age ) have 
babies in the United States. Th e United States has the 
highest rate of teen pregnancy among developed nations, 
even though levels of teen sexual activity around the 
world are roughly comparable. Teen pregnancy has de-
clined since , a decline caused almost entirely from 
the increased use of birth control. Contrary to popular 
stereotypes, the teen birth rate among African American 
women has declined more than for White women, al-
though you can see in Map . that it varies somewhat in 
diff erent regions of the country (National Vital Statistics 
Report ). Most teen pregnancies ( percent) are un-
planned, due largely to inconsistent use of birth control.

In recent years, teens have been encouraged to ab-
stain from sex, causing researchers to wonder if absti-
nence accounts for the decline in teen pregnancy rates. 
Beginning in the early s, the federal government 
encouraged abstinence policies, putting money behind 

Once confi ned to red-light districts, such as this one in 
Amsterdam, some argue that pornography and sexualized 
images have permeated even mainstream culture.
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the belief that encouraging chastity was the best way to 
reduce teen pregnancy. But during the Bush adminis-
tration (–), funding for abstinence programs 
tripled, with $ million spent annually on abstinence 
programs, especially in the public schools; funding for 
such programs was cut under the Obama administra-
tion with funding redirected to comprehensive teen 
pregnancy prevention programs.

Still, abstinence-only programs continue to be pop-
ular among many. Under such programs, young people 
are encouraged to take “virginity pledges,” promising 
not to have sexual intercourse before marriage. Do ab-
stinence pledges work?

In one of the most comprehensive and carefully 
controlled studies of abstinence, researchers com-
pared a large sample of teen “virginity pledgers” and 
“nonpledgers” (n 5 ) who were matched on social 
attitudes such as religiosity and attitudes toward sex 
and birth control. Th e study compared the two groups 
over a fi ve-year period. Results showed that over time 
there were no diff erences in the number of times they 
had sex, the age of fi rst sex, and the practice of oral or 
anal sex. Th e main diff erence between the two groups 

was that pledgers were less likely to use birth control 
when they had sex. Also, fi ve years after having taken 
an abstinence pledge, pledgers denied having done 
so. Th e researchers concluded that not only are absti-
nence pledges ineff ective (supporting other research 
fi ndings) but that taking the pledge makes pledgers 
less likely to protect themselves from pregnancy and 
disease when having sex (Rosenbaum ). Consis-
tent with these fi ndings are other studies that fi nd that 
abstinence policies account for a very small portion of 
the decline in teen pregnancy—probably only about  
percent of the diff erence (Santelli et al. ; Boonstra 
et al. ).

Although the rate of teen pregnancy has declined, so 
has the rate of marriage for teens who become pregnant. 
Th us, most babies born to teens will be raised by single 
mothers—a departure from the past when teen mothers 
often got married (see Table .).What concerns people 
about teen parents is that teens are more likely to be poor 
than other mothers, although sociologists have cau-
tioned that this is because teen mothers are more likely 
poor before getting pregnant (Luker ). Teen parents 
are among the most vulnerable of all social groups.

MAP 12.1

Mapping America’s Diversity
This map shows considerable variation 
in the rate of teen pregnancy in diff er-
ent states. What sociological factors 

might explain these diff erences? How 
would you develop a research project 

to examine your potential explanations 
of the diff erences? Source: CDC/NCHS, 
National Vital Statistics System.

Teen Birth Rates by State

10 highest
Significantly higher than the U.S. rate
Not significantly different from the U.S. rate
Significantly lower than the U.S. rate
10 lowest
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debunking SOCIETY’S MYTHS
myth: Providing sex education to teens only encourages 
them to become sexually active.

sociological perspective: Comprehensive 
sex education actually delays the age of fi rst intercourse; 
abstinence-only education has not been shown to be 
eff ective in delaying intercourse (Risman and Schwartz 
2002; Kirby 1997). •

Teenage pregnancy correlates strongly with pov-
erty, lower educational attainment, joblessness, and 
health problems. Teen mothers have a greater inci-
dence of problem pregnancies and are most likely to 
deliver low-birth-weight babies, a condition associated 
with myriad other health problems. Teen parents face 

chronic unemployment and are less likely to complete 
high school than those who delay childbearing. Many 
continue to live with their parents, although this is more 
likely among Black teens than among Whites.

Although teen mothers feel less pressure to marry 
now than in the past, if they raise their children alone, 
they suff er the economic consequences of raising chil-
dren in female-headed households—the poorest of all 
income groups. Teen mothers report that they do not 
marry because they do not think the fathers are ready 
for marriage. Sometimes their families also counsel 
them against marrying precipitously. Th ese young 
women are often doubtful about men’s ability to sup-
port them. Th ey want men to be committed to them 
and their child, but they do not expect their hopes to be 
fulfi lled (Edin and Kefalas ; Farber ). Research 
shows that low-income single mothers are distrustful 
of men, especially after an unplanned pregnancy. Th ey 
think they will have greater control of their household 
if they remain unmarried. Many teen mothers also ex-
press fear of domestic violence as a reason for not mar-
rying (Edin ).

Why do so many teens become pregnant given the 
widespread availability of birth control? Teens typically 
delay the use of contraceptives until several months 
after they become sexually active. Teens who do not 
use  contraceptives when they fi rst have sex are twice as 
likely to get pregnant as those who use contraception 
(Guttmacher Institute ). In recent years, the per-
centage of teens using birth control (especially con-
doms) has increased, although the pill is still the most 
widely used method (see Figure .; Guttmacher Insti-
tute ).

Sociologists have argued that the eff ective use of 
birth control requires a person to identify himself or 
herself as sexually active (Luker ). Teen sex, how-
ever, tends to be episodic. Teens who have sex on a 

table 12.2 Births to Teen Women

Births to Unmarried 
Teen Women (per 1000; 

aged 15–19)

Births to Married 
Teen Women (per 
1000; aged 15–19)

1940 7.4 Not available

1950 12.6 410.4

1960 15.3 530.6

1970 22.4 443.7

1980 27.6 349.5

1990 42.5 420.2

2000 40.4 311.2
What trends do you see in this table for unmarried and married teens? 
For each group, what social factors do you think might explain the 
trends you observe?
Source: National Vital Statistics Report. 2001. Births to Teenagers in 
the United States 1940–2000 (Volume 49). Atlanta, GA: Centers for 
Disease Control. www.cdc.gov
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FIGURE 12.5 Contraceptive 
Use Among Teen Women  
These data include teen (aged 
15–19) women’s contraceptive 
use, including only those who have 
had sexual intercourse. The data 
indicate contraceptive methods 
ever used, not necessarily those 
used regularly. What do you 
think explains the use of  diff erent 
 methods by diff erent groups? How 
do social factors infl uence the use 
of contraception among diff erent 
groups?
Source: Center for Health Statistics. 
2004. Teenagers in the United States: 
Sexual Activity,  Contraceptive Use, and 
Childbearing, 2002. Washington, DC: 
National Center for Health Statistics.
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couple of special occasions may not identify themselves 
as sexually active and may not feel obliged to take re-
sponsibility for birth control. Despite many teens initi-
ating sex at an earlier age, social pressure continues to 
discourage them from defi ning themselves openly, or 
even privately, as sexually active.

Teen pregnancy is integrally linked to the gender 
expectations of men and women in society. Some 
teen men consciously avoid birth control, think-
ing it takes away from their manhood. Teen women 
often romanticize motherhood, thinking that becom-
ing a mother will give them social value they do not 
otherwise have. For teens in disadvantaged groups, 
motherhood confers a legitimate social identity on 
those otherwise devalued by society (Horowitz ). 
Although their hopes about motherhood are not re-
alistic, they indicate how pessimistic the teenagers 
feel about their lives that are often marked by pov-
erty, a lack of education, and few good job possibili-
ties (Ladner ). For young women to romanticize 
motherhood is not surprising in a culture where 
motherhood is defined as a cultural ideal for women, 
but the ideal can seldom be realized when society 
gives mothers little institutional or economic support 
(see Figure .). Sexual Violence

Before the development of the feminist movement, 
sexual violence was largely hidden from public view. 
One great success of the women’s movement has been 
to identify, study, and advocate better social policies 
to address the problems of rape, sexual harassment, 
 domestic violence, incest, and other forms of sexual 
 coercion. Sexual coercion is not just a matter of sexu-
ality; it is also a form of power relations shaped by the 
 social inequality between women and men. In the thirty 
years or so that these issues have been identifi ed as se-
rious social problems, volumes of research have been 
published on these diff erent subjects, and numerous 
organizations and agencies have been established to 
serve victims of sexual abuse and to advocate reforms 
in social policy.

Rape and sexual violence were covered in 
Chapter  on deviance and crime, in keeping with the 
argument that these are forms of deviant and criminal 
behavior, not expressions of human sexuality. Here we 
point out that various forms of sexual coercion (rape, 
domestic violence, and sexual harassment) can best be 
understood (and therefore changed) by understanding 
how social institutions shape human behavior and how 
social interactions are infl uenced by social factors such 
as gender, race, age, and class.

Take, for example, the phenomenon now known as 
acquaintance rape (sometimes also called date rape). 
Acquaintance rape is forced and unwanted sexual rela-
tions by someone who knows the victim (even if only 
a brief acquaintance). Th is kind of rape is common on 
college campuses, although it is also the most under-
reported form of rape. Researchers estimate, based on 

0
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aged 15– 44
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Unmarried
Married

≥40*

≥200
100–199

<100

All women

% of
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30–34
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20–24
15–19

20 40 60 80 100 120

FIGURE 12.6 Teens and Unintended Pregnancy 
*Denominator is women 40–44.
Source: From Boonstra, H. D. et al., Abortion in Women’s Lives, New 
York: Guttmacher Institute, 2006, Figure 1.3. Reprinted by permission 
of the Guttmacher Institute, www.guttmacher.org
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Despite public concerns about teen pregnancy, rates of teen 
pregnancy have actually declined in recent years.
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surveys, that  to  per-
cent of college women will 
experience some form of 
acquaintance rape (Fisher 
et al. ; see also Chap-
ter ).

Studies show that al-
though rape is an abuse 
of power, it is related to 
people’s gender attitudes. 
Holding stereotypical at-
titudes about women is 
strongly related to adver-
sarial sexual beliefs, ac-
cepting rape myths, and 
tolerating violence against 
women (American Psycho-
logical Association ).

Violence against women 
is more likely to occur in 
some contexts than others, 
especially in organizations 
that are set up around a defi -
nition of masculinity as com-

petitive, where alcohol abuse occurs, and where women 
are defi ned as sexual prey. Th is is one explanation given 
for the high incidence of rape in some college fraternities 
(Armstrong et al. ; Stombler and Padavic ; Martin 
and Hummer ).

Research on violence against women also fi nds 
that among women, Black, Hispanic, and poor White 
women are more likely to be victimized by various 
forms of violence, including rape (U.S. Bureau of Jus-
tice Statistics ). African American and American 
Indian women and men report the highest incidence 
of intimate partner violence; Asian Americans and 
 Pacifi c Islanders have the lowest incidence (Tjaden 
and Th oennes ). Studies also fi nd that Black 
women are more aware of their vulnerability to rape 
than are White women and are more likely to organize 
themselves to resist rape collectively (Stombler and 
Padavic ).

In sum, sociological research on sexual violence 
shows how strongly sexual coercion is tied to the sta-
tus of diverse groups of women in society. Rather than 
explaining sexual coercion as the result of maladjusted 
men or the behavior of victims, feminists have en-
couraged a view of sexual coercion that links it to an 
understanding of dominant beliefs about the sexual 
dominance of men and the sexual passivity of women. 
Researchers have shown that those holding the most 
traditional gender role stereotypes are most tolerant 
of rapists and least likely to give credibility to victims 
of rape (Marciniak ; Varelas and Foley ). Un-
derstanding sexual violence requires an understanding 
of the sociology of sexuality, gender, race, and class in 
society.

SEX AND SOCIAL CHANGE
As with other forms of social behavior, sexual behav-
ior is not static. Sexual norms, beliefs, and practices 
emerge as society changes. As we saw in Chapter  on 
gender, some major changes aff ecting sexual relations 
come from changes in gender roles. But technological 
change, as well as the emphasis on consumerism in 
the United States, also aff ects sexuality. As you think 
about sex and social change, you might try to imag-
ine what other social factors infl uence human sexual 
behavior.

The Sexual Revolution: Is It Over?
Th e sexual revolution refers to the widespread changes 
in men’s and women’s roles and a greater public ac-
ceptance of sexuality as a normal part of social de-
velopment. Many changes associated with the sexual 
revolution have been changes in women’s behaviors. 
Essentially, the sexual revolution has narrowed the dif-
ferences in the sexual experiences of men and women. 
Th e feminist and the gay and lesbian movements have 
put the sexual revolution at the center of public atten-
tion by challenging gender role stereotyping and sexual 
oppression, profoundly changing our understanding 
of gay and lesbian sexuality. Th e sexual revolution has 
meant greater sexual freedom, especially for women, 
but it has not eliminated the infl uence of gender in sex-
ual relationships.

Technology, Sex, and Cybersex
Technological change has also brought new possibili-
ties for sexual freedom. One signifi cant change is the 
widespread availability of the birth control pill. Sex is no 
longer necessarily linked with reproduction; new sex-
ual norms associate sex with intimacy, emotional ties, 
and physical pleasure (Freedman and D’Emilio ). 
Th ese sexual freedoms are not equally distributed 
among all groups, however. For women, sex is still more 
closely tied to reproduction than it is for men because 
women are still more likely to take the responsibility for 
birth control.

Contraceptives are not the only technology influ-
encing sexual values and practices. Now the Internet 
has introduced new forms of sexual relations as many 
people seek sexual stimulation from pornographic 
web sites or online sexual chat rooms. Cybersex, as 
sex via the Internet has come to be known, can trans-
form sex from a personal, face-to-face encounter to 
a seemingly anonymous relationship with mutual 
online sex. This introduces new risks; for example, 
two-thirds of those visiting chat rooms are adults 
masquerading as children (Cooper and Scherer ; 
Lamb ; Wysocki ). The Internet has intro-
duced new forms of deviance that are difficult to 
regulate.

©
 J

an
in

e 
W

ie
de

l P
ho

to
lib

ra
ry

/A
la

m
y

Public awareness of the problem of 
battered women has increased in recent 
years, although there is no evidence that 
battering itself has lessened.
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Commercializing Sex
At the same time that there are new sexual freedoms 
for women, many worry that this will only increase 
their sexual objectifi cation. Furthermore, sexuality is 

becoming more and more of a commodity in our highly 
consumer-based society. Th us, girls are being sexual-
ized at younger ages, evidenced by the marketing of 
thongs to very young girls, the promotion of “sexy” dolls 
sold to young girls, and the highly sexualized content 
of media images that young boys and girls consume 
(Levy ). Often, these images are extremely violent 
and depict women as hypersexual victims of men’s ag-
gression, such as the popular video game, “Grand Th eft 
Auto.”

Defi nitions of sexuality in the culture are heavily 
infl uenced by the advertising industry, which narrowly 
defi nes what is considered “sexy.” Th in women, White 
women, and rich women are all depicted as more 
sexually appealing in the mainstream media. Images 
defi ning “sexy” also are explicitly heterosexual. Th e 
commercialization of sex uses women and, increas-
ingly, men in demeaning ways. Th us, although the sex-
ual revolution has removed sexuality from many of its 
traditional constraints, the inequalities of race, class, 
and gender still shape sexual relationships and values.

Th e combination of sexualization and commodifi -
cation means that people become “made” into things 
for others’ use. When people are held to narrow defi -
nitions of sexual attractiveness or are seen as valuable 
solely for their sexual appeal, you have social con-
ditions that are ripe for exploitation and damage to 
people’s sense of self-worth and value (American Psy-
chological Association ). Th us, even with a seem-
ingly increasingly “free” sexual society, sexuality is still 
nested in American culture within a system of power 
relations—power relations that, despite the sexual rev-
olution, continue to infl uence how diff erent groups are 
valued and defi ned.
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The popular Bratz dolls are being marketed to young 
girls, selling an image of women as sexual objects.

In what sense is sexuality, seemingly so personal an 
experience, a part of social structure?
Sexual relationships develop within a social and cul-
tural context. Sexuality is learned through socialization, 
is channeled and directed by social institutions, and 
refl ects the race, class, and gender relations in society.

What evidence is there of contemporary sexual 
attitudes and behavior?
Contemporary sexual attitudes vary considerably by 
social factors such as age, gender, race, and religion. 
Sexual behavior has also changed in recent years, 
with mixed trends in both liberal and conservative 
sexual values. In general, attitudes on issues of pre-
marital sex and gay and lesbian rights have become 
more liberal, though this depends on social charac-
teristics such as age, gender, and degree of religiosity, 
among others.

What does sociological theory have to say about 
sexual behavior?
Functionalist theory depicts sexuality in terms of its 
contribution to the stability of social institutions. Con-
fl ict theorists see sexuality as part of the power rela-
tions and economic inequality in society. Symbolic 
interaction focuses on the social construction of sex-
ual identity.

What is meant by the social construction of sexual 
identity?
Sociologists see sexual identity, whatever its form, as 
constructed through socialization experiences. Th ey 
have moved away from studying gay and lesbian ex-
perience as deviant behavior. Debate continues about 
the underlying origins of homosexuality, although evi-
dence for a biological basis of homosexuality is not as 
strong as the evidence for social causes. Homophobia 

chapter summary
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is the fear and hatred of homosexuals. Heterosexism is 
the institutionalization of heterosexuality as the only 
socially legitimate sexual orientation.

How is sexuality related to contemporary social 
issues?
Sexuality is related to some of the most diffi  cult social 
problems—including birth control, abortion, reproduc-
tive technologies, teen pregnancy, pornography, and 
sexual violence. Such social problems can be under-
stood by analyzing the sexual, gender, class, and racial 
politics of society.

How is sex related to social change?
Th e sexual revolution refers to widespread changes in 
the roles of men and women and a greater acceptance 
of sexuality as a normal part of social development. Th e 
sexual revolution has been fueled by social movements, 
such as the feminist movement and the gay and lesbian 
rights movement. Technological changes, such as the 
development of the pill, have also created new sexual 
freedoms. Now, sexuality is infl uenced by the growth of 
cyberspace and its impact on personal and sexual inter-
actions. At the same time, sex is treated as a commod-
ity in this society; it is bought and sold and used to sell 
various products.

Key Terms
coming out 281
eugenics 289
heterosexism 287
homophobia 287

queer theory 282
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Religious Organizations

Religion and Social Change

Chapter Summary

suppose you were to ask a large group of people 
in the United States to describe their families. Many would 
describe divorced families. Some would describe single-
parent families. Some would describe stepfamilies with 
new siblings and a new parent stemming from remarriage. 
Others would describe gay or lesbian households, perhaps 
with children present. Also included would be adoptive 
families and families with foster children. Others would 
describe the so-called traditional family with two parents 
living as husband and wife in the same residence as their 
biological children. Families have become so diverse that it 
is no longer possible to speak of “the family” as if it were 
a single thing.

The traditional family ideal—a father employed as the 
breadwinner and a mother at home raising children—has 
long been the dominant cultural norm, communicated 
through a variety of sources, including the media, religion, 
and the law. Few families now conform to this ideal, and 
the number of families that ever did is probably fewer than 
generally imagined (Coontz 1992). Regardless of their form, 
families now face new challenges, such as managing the 
demands of family plus work or struggling to meet family 
needs when work disappears. Many families feel that they 
are under siege by changes in society that are dramatically 
altering all family experiences. Some of such changes are 
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immediate, such as the loss of work in economically hard 
times or the strain on families from a family member’s ill-
ness. But other changes are long-term changes in the so-
cial structure of society, such as women’s increased work 
roles and accompanying changes in men’s roles; population 
changes (such as aging and immigration); and even things 
like the increased reliance on technology, which can alter 
communication patterns in families.

Many view the changes taking place in families as posi-
tive. Women have new options and greater independence. 
Fathers are discovering that there can be great pleasure 
in domestic and child-care responsibilities. Change, how-
ever, also brings diffi  culties: balancing the demands of 
family and employment, coping with the interpersonal 
confl icts caused by changing expectations, and striving to 
make ends meet in families without suffi  cient fi nancial re-
sources. These changes bring new questions to the socio-
logical study of families.

Family aff airs are believed to be private, but as an 
institution, the family is very much part of the public 
agenda. Many people believe that “family breakdown” 
causes society’s greatest problems—thus, the intense 
national discussion around so-called family values. Pub-
lic policies shape family life directly and indirectly, and 
family life is now being openly negotiated in political 
arenas, corporate boardrooms, and courtrooms, as well 
as in the bedrooms, kitchens, and “family” rooms of in-
dividual households.
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FIGURE 13.1 The Changing Character of U.S. Families, 
1980–2007 
Data: U.S. Census Bureau. 2010a. The 2010  Statistical Abstract. 
 Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Commerce. www.census.gov

DEFINING THE FAMILY
The family is a social institution, that is, an established 
social system that emerges, changes, and persists over 
time. Institutions are “there”; we do not reinvent them 
every day, although people adapt in ways that make 
institutions constantly evolve, such as is the case with 
how families have changed over time. We can define 
the family to refer to a primary group of people—usu-
ally related by ancestry, marriage, or adoption—who 
form a cooperative economic unit to care for offspring 

APLIA FAMILY ENGAGEMENT ACTIVITY

Do you know how sociologists defi ne a  family? Analyze the pictures 
of diff erent types of families to gauge your knowledge. 

As a social institution, the family is intertwined with 
other social institutions, such as religion. Religious values 
and customs tend to be learned fi rst within families, and 
in the United States religion infl uences beliefs about how 
families should be organized. Many major family events, 
such as weddings, christenings, and funerals, are observed 
with religious ceremonies; and many family behaviors, 
such as reproduction, marriage, divorce, and sexual behav-
ior, are aff ected by religious values.

Religion thus has a profound eff ect on society and 
human behavior. This is easily observed in daily life outside 
the family. Church steeples dot the landscape. Invocations 
to a religious deity occur at the beginning of many public 
gatherings. The news frequently reports on events gener-
ated by religious confl ict.

Religious beliefs have led to confl ict, but religious 
beliefs have also been the soul of some of the most 
liberating social movements, including the civil rights 
movement and other human rights movements around 
the world. Some of life’s sweetest moments are marked 
by religious celebration, and some of its most bitter con-
fl icts persist because of unshakable religious conviction. 
Religion is both an integrative force in society and the 
basis for many of our most deeply rooted social confl icts. 
The family and religion are, for most people, the fi rst in-
stitutions encountered in life. In this chapter we examine 
both as social institutions.

FAMILIES
© 2011 Bob Scott/Jupiterimages Corporation
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and each other and who are committed to maintain-
ing the group over time (adapted from Lamanna and 
 Riedmann : ).

Families are part of what are more broadly con-
sidered to be kinship systems. A kinship system is the 
pattern of relationships that define people’s relation-
ships to one another within a family. Kinship systems 
vary enormously across cultures and over time. In some 
societies, marriage is seen as a union of individuals; in 
others, marriage is seen as creating alliances between 
groups. In some kinship systems, marriages may be ar-
ranged, possibly even involving a broker whose job is 
to conduct the financial transactions and arrange the 
marriage ceremonies (Croll ). In still other kinship 
systems, maintaining multiple marriage partners may 
be the norm. Kinship systems can generally be catego-
rized by the following features:

• how many marriage partners are permitted at one 
time;

• who is permitted to marry whom;
• how descent is determined;
• how property is passed on;
• where the family resides;
• how power is distributed.

Polygamy is the practice of men or women having 
multiple marriage partners. Polygamy usually involves 
one man having more than one wife, technically referred 
to as polygyny; polyandry is the practice of a woman 
having more than one husband, an extremely rare cus-
tom. Within the United States, polygamy is commonly 
associated with Mormons, even though polygamy is 
practiced now by only a few Mormon fundamentalists 
(who are estimated to be only about  percent of the 
state population of Utah); those who practice polygamy 
do so without official church sanction (Brooke ; 
Bachman and Esplin ; Driggs ).

Monogamy is the practice of a sexually exclu-
sive marriage with one spouse at a time. It is the most 
common form of marriage in the United States and 
other Western industrialized nations. In the United 
States, monogamy is a cultural ideal that is prescribed 
through law and promoted through religious teach-
ings. Lifelong monogamy is not always realized, how-
ever, as evidenced by the high rate of divorce and 
extramarital affairs. Many sociologists characterize 
modern marriage as serial monogamy in which in-
dividuals may, over a lifetime, have more than one 
 marriage, but only one spouse at a time (Lamanna 
and Riedmann ).

In addition to defining appropriate marriage part-
ners, kinship systems shape the distribution of property 
in society by determining descent. Patrilineal kinship 
systems trace descent through the father; matrilineal 
kinship systems, through the mother. Bilateral kinship 
(or bilineal kinship) traces descent through both. You can 
see the continuing influence of patrilineal kinship in con-
temporary society by noting how typical it is for children to 
assume the name of the father, not the mother. And even 
though practices are evolving, it is still quite common for 
women to take men’s names when they marry. Matrilocal 
and patrilocal are terms used to describe where a mar-
ried couple resides. In some societies, married couples are 
 expected to move into the husband’s residence—or even 
the husband’s family residence.

Kinship systems also determine whom one can 
marry. Even without specific laws, society establishes nor-
mative expectations about appropriate marriage partners. 
In general, people in the United States marry people with 
very similar social characteristics, such as class, race, re-
ligion, and educational backgrounds (Kalmijn ). In-
terracial marriage, although increasing, is still relatively 
infrequent (only about  percent of married couples (U.S. 
Census Bureau a). Even though interracial marriages 

Family diversity is the norm in American society, with no one type of family shaping people’s experience.
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are not common, historically a tremendous amount of 
energy has been put into preventing them. Laws have 
prohibited marriage between various groups, including 
between Whites and African Americans and between 
Whites and Chinese, Japanese, Filipinos, Hawaiians, Hin-
dus, and Native Americans. Not until  were laws pro-
hibiting interracial marriage declared unconstitutional by 
the U.S. Supreme Court (Kennedy ; Takaki ).

see FOR YOURSELF
Analyzing Family Structures
What is the kinship structure of your family? Make a list of 
all the people whom you consider to be part of your fam-
ily. List them by name and then by your relationship (i.e., 
father, sister, partner, othermother, and so forth). Then 
using the concepts that describe kinship systems, identify 
the specifi c form of kinship that describes your family (nu-
clear, extended, matrilineal, patriarchal, and so forth). Are 
there characteristics of your family that suggest any need 
to revise these concepts? How does your family structure 
compare to that of other students in your class? •
Extended Families
Extended families are the whole network of parents, 
children, and other relatives who form a family unit. 
Sometimes extended families, or parts thereof, live to-
gether, sharing their labor and economic resources. In 
some contexts, “kin” may refer to those who are not 
related by blood or marriage but who are intimately 
involved in the family support system and are con-
sidered part of the family (Stack ). Othermothers 
may be a grandmother, sister, aunt, cousin, or a mem-
ber of the local community, but she is someone who 
provides extensive child care and receives recognition 

and support from the community around her (Collins 
: ). This term emerged from the experience of 
African American women, whose historically dual re-
sponsibilities in the family and work have meant that 
they have a history of creating alternative means of 
providing family care for children. Now this is a com-
mon practice for many families, including the Obama 
“first family”: Upon moving to the White House, the 
Obamas brought Michelle Obama’s mother, Marian 
Robinson, with them to assist with raising the Obama 
daughters, Malia and Sasha.

The system of compadrazgo among Chicanos is 
another example of an extended kinship system. In 
this system, the family is enlarged by the inclusion of 
godparents, to whom the family feels a connection that 
is the equivalent of kinship. The result is an extended 
system of connections between “fictive kin” (those who 
are not related by birth but are considered part of the 
family) and actual kin that deeply affects family rela-
tionships among Chicanos (Baca Zinn and Eitzen ).

Nuclear Families
In the nuclear family, a married couple resides to-
gether with their children. Like extended families, 
nuclear families develop in response to economic and 
social conditions. The origin of the nuclear family in 
Western society is tied to industrialization. Before in-
dustrialization, families were the basic economic unit 
of society. Large household units produced and dis-
tributed goods, whether in small communities or large 
plantation or feudal systems where slaves and peas-
ants provided most of the labor. Production took place 
primarily in households, and all family members were 
seen as economically vital. Household and produc-
tion were united, with no sharp distinction between 
economic and domestic life. Women performed and 
supervised much of the household work, engaged in ag-
ricultural labor, and produced cloth and food. The work 
of women, men, and children was also highly interde-
pendent. Although the tasks each performed might dif-
fer, together they were a unit of economic production.

With industrialization, paid labor was performed 
mostly away from the home in factories and public 
marketplaces. The transition to wages for labor cre-
ated an economy based on cash rather than domes-
tic production. Families became dependent on the 
wages that workers brought home. The shift to wage 
labor was accompanied by an assumption that men 
should earn the “family wage” (that is, be the bread-
winner). Thus men who worked as paid laborers were 
paid more than women, and women became more 
economically dependent on men. At the same time, a 
man’s status was enhanced by having a wife who could 
afford to stay at home—a privilege seldom accorded to 
working-class or poor families. The family wage  system 
has persisted and is reflected still in the unequal wages 
of men and women.

Diversity can occur within families, as with this mixed-race 
family.
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The unique social conditions that racial–ethnic 
families have experienced also affect the develop-
ment of family systems. Disruptions posed by the 
experiences of slavery, migration, and urban poverty 
affect how families are formed, their ability to stay 
together, the resources they have, and the problems 
they face. For example, historically Chinese American 
laborers were explicitly forbidden to form families by 

state laws designed to regulate the flow of labor. Only 
a small number of merchant families were exempt 
from the law.

During the westward expansion of the United 
States, many Mexicans who had settled in the South-
west were displaced. The loss of their land disrupted 
their families and kinship systems. In the rapidly indus-
trializing United States, many Mexican Americans were 

UNDERSTANDING diversity

Picture This: A young couple, stars in 
their eyes, holding hands, intimacy in 
their demeanor. Newly in love, the couple 
imagines a long and happy life together. 
When you visualize this couple, who do 
you see? If your imagination refl ects 
the sociological facts, odds are that you 
did not imagine this to be an interracial 
couple. Although interracial couples are 
increasingly common (and have long 
existed), people are more likely to form 
relationships with those of their same 
race—as well as social class, for that 
 matter. What do sociologists know about 
interracial dating and marriage?

First, patterns of interracial dating 
are infl uenced by both race and gender. 
Among college students, for example, 
Black men and women are least likely to 
date (or even hook up) with a person of 
a diff erent race, although Black men are 
more likely to do so than Black women. 
Hispanic and Asian students are more 
likely to date outside their group than 

Interracial Dating and Marriage

Black students, and White students are 
least likely to do so of all (McClintock 
2010).

These patterns continue in marriage. 
Interracial marriage is on the rise, al-
though they are still a small percentage of 
marriages formed (see Figure 13.2). The 
most likely interracial marriages are be-
tween Black men and White women and 
between Hispanics and non-Hispanics. 
National data on Asian American mar-
riage is limited, but studies fi nd that Asian 
Americans are increasingly likely to marry 
other Asian Americans, although often 
someone of a diff erent Asian heritage 
(Shinagawa and Pang 1996). 

People in interracial relationships 
report negative reactions from their 
families; the majority of these were not 
extremely hostile but strong enough to 
put pressure on the interracial couple 
(Childs 2005; Dalmage 2000). And al-
though most Blacks and Whites profess 

to have a color-blind stance toward in-
terracial marriages, when pressed, they 
raise numerous qualifi cations and con-
cerns about such pairings (Bonilla-Silva 
and Hovespan 2000). 

Regardless of these attitudes, interra-
cial marriage is on the rise and attitudes are 
changing. But, the facts about interracial 
dating and marriage show how something 
seemingly “uncontrollable,” such as love, is 
indeed shaped by many sociological factors.

Sources: Childs, Erica Chito. 2005. Navigat-
ing Interracial Borders: Black-White Couples 
and Their Social World. New Brunswick, NJ: 
Rutgers University Press; Dalmage, Heather M. 
2000. Tripping on the Color Line: Black-White 
Multiracial Families in a Racially Divided World. 
New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press; 
Bonilla-Silva, Eduardo, and Mary Hovespan. 
2000. “If Two People Are in Love: Decon-
structing Whites’ Views on Interracial Marriage 
with Blacks.” Paper presented at the annual 
meetings of the Southern Sociological Society; 
Shinagawa, Larry, and Gin Yong Pang. 1996. 
“Asian American Panethnicity and Intermar-
riage.” Amerasia Journal 22 (Spring): 127–152.
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Interracial marriage is increasingly common, although still a 
small proportion of all marriages.
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FIGURE 13.2 Interracial Marriages as 
 Percentage of All Marriages, 1980–2009
  Source: U.S. Census Bureau. 2010a. The 2010 
 Statistical Abstract. Washington, DC: U.S.  Department 
of Commerce. www.census.gov
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able to find work in the mines opening in the new ter-
ritories or by building the railroads spreading from the 
east toward the Pacific. Employers apparently thought 
that they had better control over laborers if their fami-
lies were not there to distract them, so families were 
typically prohibited from being with the worker. One re-
sult was the development of prostitution camps, which 
followed workers from place to place (Dill ).

Families continue to be influenced by social 
structural forces. Some families, particularly those 
with marginal incomes, find it necessary for the en-
tire family to work to meet the economic needs of the 
household. Migration to a new land and exposure to 
new customs also disrupts traditional family values. 
The ability to form and sustain nuclear families is 
directly linked to the economic, political, and racial 
 organization of society.

thinking SOCIOLOGICALLY
What are some of the popular television shows about 
family life? What do these shows communicate about the 
family ideal? Do they indicate any change in this ideal? •

SOCIOLOGICAL THEORY 
AND FAMILIES
Is the family a source of stability or change in society? 
Are families organized around harmonious interests, 
or are they sources of conflict and differential power? 
How do new family forms emerge, and how do people 
negotiate the changes that affect families? These ques-
tions and others guide sociological theories of the fam-
ily (see Table .).

Functionalist Theory and Families
Functionalist theorists interpret the family as filling par-
ticular societal needs, including socializing the young, 
regulating sexual activity and procreation, providing 
physical care for family members, and giving psycho-
logical support and emotional security to individuals. 
According to functionalism, families exist to meet these 
needs and to ensure a consensus of values in society. In 
the functionalist framework, the family is conceptual-
ized as a mutually beneficial exchange, wherein women 
receive protection, economic support, and status in 
return for emotional and sexual support, household 
maintenance, and the production of offspring (Glenn 
). At the same time, in traditional marriages men 
get the services that women provide—housework, nur-
turing, food service, and sexual partnership. Function-
alists also see families as providing care for children, 
who are taught the values that society and the fam-
ily support. In addition, functionalists see the family 
as regulating reproductive activity, including cultural 
sanctions about sexuality.

According to functionalist theory, when societies ex-
perience disruption and change, institutions such as the 
family become disorganized, weakening social cohesion. 
Currently, some analysts interpret the family as “break-
ing down” under societal strains. Functionalist theory 
suggests that this breakdown is the result of the disorga-
nizing forces that rapid social change has fostered.

Functionalists also note that, over time, other in-
stitutions have begun to take on some functions origi-
nally performed solely by the family. For example, as 
children now attend school earlier in life and stay in 
school for longer periods of the day, schools (and other 
caregivers) have taken on some functions of physical 

table 13.1  Theoretical Perspectives on Families

Functionalism Conflict Theory Feminist Theory Symbolic Interactionism

Families Meet the needs of 
society to socialize 
children and reproduce 
new members

Reinforce and support 
power relations in society

Are gendered institutions 
that refl ect the gender 
hierarchies in society

Emerge as people interact 
to meet basic needs 
and develop meaningful 
relationships

Teach people the norms 
and values of society

Inculcate values consistent 
with the needs of dominant 
institutions

Are a primary agent of 
gender socialization

Are where people learn 
social identities through 
their interactions with 
others

Are organized around 
a harmony of interests

Are sites for confl ict 
and diverse interests of 
diff erent family members

Involve a power imbalance 
between men and women

Are places where people 
negotiate their roles and 
relationships with each 
other

Experience social 
disorganization 
(“breakdown”) when 
society undergoes rapid 
social changes

Change as the economic 
organization of society 
changes

Evolve in new forms as the 
society becomes more or 
less egalitarian

Change as people develop 
new understandings of 
family life
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care and socialization originally reserved for the family. 
Functionalists would say that the diminishment of the 
family’s functions produces further social disorganiza-
tion because the family no longer carefully integrates 
its members into society. To functionalists, the family 
is shaped by the template of society, and such things 
as the high rate of divorce and the rising numbers of 
female-headed and single-parent households are the 
result of social disorganization.

Conflict Theory and Families
Conflict theory interprets the family as a system of power 
relations that reinforces and reflects the inequalities in 
society. Conflict theorists also are interested in how 
families are affected by class, race, and gender inequal-
ity. This perspective sees families as the units through 
which the advantages, as well as the disadvantages, of 
race, class, and gender are acquired. Conflict theorists 
view families as essential to maintaining inequality in 
society because they are the vehicles through which 
property and social status are acquired (Baca Zinn and 
Eitzen ).

The conflict perspective also emphasizes that 
families in the United States are shaped by capitalism. 
The family is vital to capitalism because it produces 
the workers that capitalism requires. Accordingly, 
within families personalities are shaped to the needs 
of a capitalist system; thus families socialize children 
to become obedient, subordinate to authority, and 
good consumers. Those who learn these traits become 
the kinds of workers and consumers that capitalism 

needs. Families also serve capitalism in other ways; 
giving a child an allowance teaches the child capitalist 
habits involving money.

Whereas functionalist theory conceptualizes the 
family as an integrative institution (meaning it has the 
function of maintaining social stability), conflict theo-
rists depict the family as an institution subject to the 
same conflicts and tensions that characterize the rest 
of society. Families are not isolated from the problems 
facing society as a whole. The struggles brought on by 
racism, class inequality, sexism, homophobia, and 
other social conflicts are played out within family life.

Feminist Theory and Families
Feminist theory has contributed new ways of concep-
tualizing the family by focusing sociological analyses 
on women’s experiences in the family and by making 
gender a central concept in analyzing the family as a so-
cial institution. Feminist theories of the family emerged 
initially as a criticism of functionalist theory. Feminist 
scholars argued that functionalist theory assumed that 
the gender division of labor in the household is func-
tional for society. Feminists have also been critical of 
functional theory for assuming an inevitable gender di-
vision of labor within the family. Feminist critics argue 
that although functionalists may see the gender divi-
sion of labor as functional, it is based on stereotypes 
about men’s and women’s roles.

Influenced by the assumptions of conflict theory, 
feminist scholars do not see the family as serving the 
needs of all members equally. Quite the contrary, femi-
nists have noted that the family is one of the primary 
institutions producing the gender relations found in 
society. Feminist theory conceptualizes the family as 
a system of power relations and social conflict. In this 
sense, it emerges from conflict theory, but adds that the 
family is a gendered institution (see Chapter ).

Symbolic Interaction Theory 
and Families
Symbolic interaction emphasizes that meanings people 
give to their behavior and that of others is the basis of 
social interaction. Those who study families from this 
perspective tend to take a more microscopic view of 
families. A symbolic interactionist might ask how differ-
ent people define and understand their family experi-
ence. Symbolic interactionists also study how people 
negotiate family relationships, such as deciding who 
does what housework, how they will arrange child care, 
and how they will balance the demands of work and 
family life.

To illustrate, when people get married, they form 
a new relationship and new identities with specific 
meanings within society. Some changes may seem 
very abrupt—a change of name certainly requires 
adjustment, as does being called a husband or wife. 

The family is the major institution where socialization of 
children occurs.
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Some changes are more subtle—how one is treated 
by others and the privileges couples enjoy (such as 
being a recognized legal unit). Symbolic interaction-
ists see the marriage relationship as socially con-
structed; that is, it evolves through the definitions 
that others in society give it as well as through the 
evolving definition of self that married partners make 
for themselves.

The symbolic interactionist perspective under-
stands that roles within families are not fixed, but rather 
evolve as participants define and redefine their behav-
ior toward each other. Symbolic interaction is especially 
helpful in understanding changes in the family because 
it supplies a basis for analyzing new meaning systems 
and the evolution of new family forms over time. Each 
theoretical perspective used to analyze families illumi-
nates different features of family experiences.

DIVERSITY AMONG 
CONTEMPORARY AMERICAN 
FAMILIES
Today the family is one of the most rapidly changing 
of all of society’s institutions. Families are systems of 
social relationships that emerge in response to social 
conditions that, in turn, shape the future direction of 
society. There is no static or natural form for the family. 
Change and variation in families are social facts.

Among other changes, families today are smaller 
than in the past. There are fewer births, and they are 
more closely spaced, although these characteristics of 
families vary by social class, region of residence, race, 
and other factors. Because of longer life expectancy, 
childbearing and child rearing now occupy a smaller 
fraction of parents’ adult life. During earlier periods, 
death (often from childbirth) was more likely to claim 
the mother than the father of small children; thus men 
in the past would have been more likely than now to 
raise children on their own after the death of a spouse. 
That trend is now reversed; it is now women who are 
more likely to be widowed with children, and death, 
once the major cause of early family disruption, has 
been replaced by divorce (Rossi and Rossi ).

Demographic and structural changes have resulted 
in great diversity in family forms. Compared to thirty 
years ago, married couples now make up a smaller pro-
portion of households; single-parent households have 
increased dramatically, and divorced and never-mar-
ried people make up a larger proportion of the popula-
tion (see Figure .). Overall, married-couple families 
make up about half of all households, and single-parent 
households (typically headed by women), post-child-
bearing couples, gay and lesbian couples, childless 
households, and single people are increasingly com-
mon (U.S. Census Bureau a). Now people may also 
spend more years caring for elderly parents than they 
did raising their children.

Female-Headed Households
One of the greatest changes in family life is the increase 
in the number of families headed by women. One-
quarter of all children live with one parent, the vast 
majority of whom ( percent) live with their mother. 
Although a large number of those living with one parent 
do so because of divorce, the largest number live with 
one parent who has never been married. One-quarter 
of all households are headed by women, although the 
number of households headed by single fathers has 
also increased. The odds of living in a single-parent 
household are even greater for African American and 
Latino children (U.S. Census Bureau a).

The two primary causes for the growing number of 
women heading their own households are the high rate 
of pregnancy among unmarried teens and the high di-
vorce rate, with death of a spouse also contributing. As 
discussed in Chapter , even though the rate of preg-
nancy among teenagers has declined the proportion of 
teen births occurring outside marriage has increased.

Many people see the increase of female-headed 
households as representing a breakdown of the fam-
ily and a weakening of social values. An alternate 
view, however, is that the rise of female-headed 
households reflects the growing independence of 
women, some of whom are making decisions to raise 
children on their own. Not all female-headed house-
holds are women who have never married; many are 
divorced and widowed women whose circumstances 
may be quite different from those of a younger, never-
married woman.

Some claim that female-headed households are 
linked to problems such as delinquency, the school 
dropout rate, children’s poor self-image, and other so-
cial problems. Sometimes the cause of these troubles is 
attributed explicitly to the absence of men in the family. 
Sociologists, however, have not found the absence of 
men as the sole basis for such problems; rather, it is the 
presence of economic pressure faced by female-headed 
households, compared with that of male-headed house-
holds, that puts female-headed households under great 
strain—with the threat of poverty being by far the great-
est problem they face. Among households headed by 
women with children, one-third live below the poverty 
line, with the rates of poverty highest among Black and 
Hispanic female-headed households (DeNavas-Walt 
et al. ). It is not the makeup of households headed 
by women that is a problem but the fact that they are 
most likely to be poor. This phenomenon was discussed 
in Chapter  as the feminization of poverty.

debunking SOCIETY’S MYTHS
myth: Absence of fathers is the cause of numerous 
social problems; if these fathers would just adopt “family 
values,” families would be stronger and children wouldn’t 
get into so much trouble.
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a sociological eye ON THE media

Cultural norms about motherhood and 
fatherhood come from many places, but 
the media is certainly a strong infl uence 
on how family ideals—and the ideals 
for mothers and fathers—are created in 
society. Media images of the family have 
certainly changed since the inception 
of television. In the 1930s, Hollywood 
Codes—that is, offi  cial rules in Hollywood 
about what could and could not be seen 
in movies and, later, on television—meant 
that families were always shown with two 

Idealizing Family Life

parents, marriage intact, father working, 
and mom staying at home. Parents never 
talked about sex; indeed, it appeared as 
though they never had it because the 
Codes forbade any nudity and required 
that scenes of passion not excite the 
audience. As a result, if bedroom scenes 
between married couples were shown, 
there were typically only twin beds.

Now, family images on television 
are more diverse. Shows like Two and 
a Half Men, Jon and Kate Plus 8, and 

Desperate Housewives show very diff er-
ent images of family life. Still, the media 
continues to construct an ideal for family 
life—one that continues to stereotype 
men and women in family roles. What 
does research show about these social 
constructions?

• Most family characters are middle 
class. Men appearing with children 
are most likely to be shown outside; 
they are also more likely to be seen 
with boys, not girls.

• Fathers are infrequently seen with 
infants.

• Fathers are shown playing with, 
reading to, talking with, and eat-
ing with children, but not preparing 
meals, cleaning house, changing dia-
pers, and so forth.

• Women are disproportionately 
shown in family settings in the media.

What gender stereotypes do such 
images project? How do they infl uence 
people’s views of ideal family roles? How 
realistically do they portray the actual 
gender division of labor in families? 
What race and class images confound 
these results?

Sources: Kaufman, Gayle. 1999. “The Portrayal 
of Men’s Family Roles in Television Commer-
cials.” Sex Roles 41 (September): 439–458. 
Coltrane, Scott, and Melinda Messineo. 2000. 
“The Perpetuation of Subtle Prejudice: Race 
and Gender Imagery in 1990s Television 
 Advertising.” Sex Roles 42 (March): 363–389.
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Popular shows like Friends gain some of their appeal because of the growing proportion 
of the population who are single.

sociological perspective: The mere pres-
ence of men in a family does not in itself prevent family 
problems. Concerns about father-absent families are typi-
cally directed at poor, not middle-class families. Research 
on never-married, poor African American fathers fi nds 
that they typically want to provide for their children, may 
spend a lot of time with their children, and want to be 
good fathers, but fi nd that their life opportunities make it 
diffi  cult to do so (Coles and Green 2009; Hamer 2001). •

Although the majority of single-parent families are 
headed by women, families headed by a single father 
are increasing, but male-headed households are less 
likely than female-headed households to experience 
severe economic problems. Unlike female-headed 
households where a man is not present to help with 
housework and children, single fathers commonly 
get  domestic help from women—either girlfriends, 
daughters, or mothers (Popenoe ).

Married-Couple Families
Among married-couple families, the increased par-
ticipation of women in the paid labor force has added 
new challenges to family life. Families now are able to 
sustain a median income level only by having both hus-
band and wife in the paid labor force. As a result, fami-
lies are experiencing substantial social speedup, a term 
reflecting the common feeling among working parents 
that there is too much to do and too little time to do it. 

Women’s labor force participation has created other 
changes in family life. One is the number of married cou-
ples who have commuter marriages, when work requires 
one partner in a dual-career couple to reside in a different 
city, separated by jobs too distant for a daily commute. The 
common image of a commuter marriage is one consisting 
of a prosperous professional couple, each holding impor-
tant jobs, flashing credit cards, and using airplanes like 
taxis. However, working-class and poor couples do their 
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share of long-distance commuting: Agricultural workers 
follow seasonal work; skilled laborers sometimes have to 
leave their families to find jobs; many families cross na-
tional borders in search of work, often separating one or 
both parents and children. Although their commute may 
be less glamorous than that of professional spouses, they 
are commuting nonetheless. When all types of commuter 
marriages are included, this form of marriage is more 
prevalent than is typically imagined.

Stepfamilies
Because of the rise in divorce and remarriage, step-
families are now fairly common in the United States. 
They take numerous forms, including married adults 
with stepchildren, cohabiting stepparents, and steppar-
ents who do not reside together (Stewart ). About 
 percent of marriages involve stepchildren. Stepfami-
lies may face a difficult period in the transition when 
two families blend, introducing people to a “new” fam-
ily. Parents and children may have to learn new roles 
when they become part of a stepfamily. Children ac-
customed to being the oldest child in the family, or the 
youngest, may find that their status in the family group 
is suddenly transformed. New living arrangements may 
require children to share rooms, toys, and time with 
people they perceive as strangers.

In stepfamilies, the parenting roles of mothers and 
fathers suddenly may expand to include more children, 
each with his or her needs. Jealousy, competition, and 
demands for time and attention can make the rela-
tionships within stepfamilies tense. The problems are 
compounded by the absence of norms and institutional 
support systems for stepfamilies. Without norms to fol-
low, people have to adapt by creating new language to 
refer to family members and new relationships. Many 
develop strong relationships within this new kinship 
system; others find the adjustment extremely difficult, 
resulting in a high probability of divorce among remar-
ried couples with children (Baca Zinn and Eitzen ).

Gay and Lesbian Households
The increased visibility of gay and lesbian families has 
challenged the traditional understanding of families 
as only heterosexual. The public debate around gay 
marriage indicates the considerable division around 
this issue (see Figure .). A small but growing num-
ber of states have recognized gay marriages as legal 
under their state constitutions, though in most states 
same-sex marriage has neither the official blessings nor 
supports of social institutions. Nonetheless, many gay 
and lesbian couples form long-term, primary relation-
ships that they define as marriage. Like other families, 
gay and lesbian couples share living arrangements and 
household expenses, make decisions as partners, and 
in many cases, raise children (Mezey ).

As we saw in Chapter , the number of Ameri-
cans who think same-sex marriage should be legal 

( percent) has increased even since the mid-s 
(Jones a). Gay marriage is also more acceptable in 
the eyes of younger people than to older groups, rais-
ing the question of whether over time social support for 
gay marriages will increase or whether, as young peo-
ple age, they will shift their values. In the meantime, in 
most states and municipalities, gays and lesbians who 
form strong and lasting relationships do so without for-
mal institutional support and, as a result, have had to be 
innovative in producing new support systems.

Researchers have found that gay and lesbian cou-
ples tend to be more flexible and less gender stereotyped 
in their household roles than heterosexual couples. Les-
bian households, in particular, are more egalitarian than 
are either heterosexual or gay male couples. Money also 
has less effect on the balance of power in lesbian rela-
tionships than is true for heterosexual couples. How-
ever, where one partner is the primary breadwinner and 
the other the primary caregiver for children, the partner 
staying at home becomes economically vulnerable and 
less able to negotiate her needs, just as in heterosexual 
relationships (Sullivan ).

The new family forms that lesbian and gay couples 
are creating mean that they have to actively construct 
new meanings of such things as motherhood. Re-
searchers find that they do so in ways that are collabora-
tive, including elaborate networks of family and friends 
(Dalton and Bielby ; Dunne ). To date, most 
gay fathers are those who have children from a previ-
ous heterosexual marriage, although the number of gay 
men adopting children is increasing.

Public debate about gay marriage often centers on the 
implications for children raised in gay and lesbian fami-
lies. Research on children in gay and lesbian households 
finds that for the most part there is little difference in out-
comes for children raised in gay and lesbian households 
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FIGURE 13.3 Acceptance of Gay Marriage The ques-
tion asked of a national sample was “Do you think marriages 
between homosexuals should or should not be recognized by 
the law as valid, with the same rights as traditional marriages?” 
Source: Lyons, Lydia. 2006. “Americans Still Oppose Gay  Marriage.” 
Princeton, NJ: The Gallup Organization. www.gallup.com
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compared to those raised in heterosexual households. 
What differences are found are the result of other factors—
not just the sexual orientation of parents. The greatest dif-
ferences are the result of the homophobia that is directed 
against children in lesbian and gay families, who are very 
likely to be stigmatized by others. But such children are 
also less likely to develop stereotypical gender roles and 
are more open-minded about sexual matters, although 
they are no more likely to become gay themselves (Stacey 
and Biblarz ; Allen ). If we lived in a society more 
tolerant of diversity, the differences that emerge might be 
viewed as strengths, not deficits.

Single People
Single people, including those never married, widowed, 
divorced, and separated, today constitute  percent of the 
population (over age ; U.S. Census Bureau a). Some 
of the increase is a result of the rising number of divorced 
people, but there has also been an increase in the num-
ber of those never married ( percent of the population 
over age  and one-third of those aged –). Men and 
women are also marrying at a later age— years on aver-
age for women,  for men, compared with  for women 
and  for men in  (U.S. Census Bureau e).

Among singles, patterns of establishing intimate 
 relationships have changed significantly. “Hooking 
up”—a phrase referring to a casual sexual alliance be-
tween two people—has supplanted dating as the pat-
tern by which young people get to know each other. 
Courtship no longer follows preestablished norms. 
Hooking up is widespread on college campuses and 
influences the campus culture, although only a minor-
ity of students engage in it (about  percent of college 
women). Hooking up carries multiple meanings. For 
some it means kissing; for others it means sexual- genital 
play, but not intercourse; for some, it means sexual in-
tercourse. The vagueness of the term contributes to its 
becoming a shared cultural phenomenon. A majority of 
college women say that hooking up makes them feel de-
sirable, but also awkward, and they are wary of getting a 
bad reputation from hooking up too often. The majority 
of college women still want to meet a spouse while at 
college (Hamilton and Armstrong ; Bogle ).

The path to a committed relationship, possibly 
marriage, involves increasing phases of commitment 
and sexual exclusivity. Many people find the same 
sexual and emotional gratification in single life as they 
would in marriage. Being single is also no longer the 
stigma it once was, especially for women. And, with 
increasing numbers of single people, some are form-
ing new forms of families. As one example, sociologist 
Rosanna Hertz has studied women who become moth-
ers by choice outside of marriage. In some cases, these 
are women who have not found marriage partners or 
do not want one. Some are lesbian; many are not. But 
these women still embrace wanting to be mothers, and 
Hertz has explored how they are forming new family 

structures, drawing, for example, on kin and friendship 
networks for familial support (Hertz ). 

Such changes in family patterns reflect an impor-
tant sociological conclusion that the form of the family 
per se does not predict happiness so much as other so-
cial factors, including financial resources, the presence 
of conflict and violence, the extent of personal ties be-
yond the immediate family, and the presence of stress-
ful life problems. 

Cohabitation (living together) has become increas-
ingly common. Some of the increase is the result of 
better census taking, but the increase is also real. Al-
most two-thirds of married couples now live together 
before marriage, compared to only  percent in . 
Although some cohabit because they are critical of the 
existing norms surrounding marriage (Elizabeth ), 
living together has become a common pattern prior to 
marriage, leading many to ask if living together before 
marriage stabilizes or destabilizes marriage.

Current research finds that couples report little dif-
ference in the quality of marriage comparing those who 
lived together before marriage and those who did not. 
The greatest predictor of marital quality among those 
who lived together seems to be the presence of chil-
dren. That is, those couples who had children prior to 
marriage report lower-equality marriages than those 
who did not have children prior to marriage. Regardless 
of cohabitation prior to marriage, however, researchers 
also find that couples report lower quality in their mar-
riages over time (Tach and Halpern-Meekin ).

In addition to couples living together, a growing 
number of single people are remaining in their parents’ 
homes for longer periods. Known as the “boomerang 
generation,” these young people in their twenties return 
home when they would normally be expected to live in-
dependently. Today,  percent of men and  percent 
of women between eighteen and twenty-four years of 
age live at home with their parents (Fields ). The 
increased cost of living means that many young people 
find themselves unable to pay their own way, even after 
marrying or getting an education. They economize by 
joining the household of their parents.

MARRIAGE AND DIVORCE
Even with the extraordinary diversity of family forms in 
the United States, the majority of people will still marry at 
some point in their lives (Figure .). Indeed, the United 
States has the highest rate of marriage of any Western in-
dustrialized nation, as well as a high divorce rate.

Marriage
The picture of marriage as a consensual unit based on 
intimacy, economic cooperation, and mutual goals is 
widely shared, although marital relationships also in-
volve a complex set of social dynamics, including co-
operation and conflict, different patterns of resource 
allocation, and a division of labor. Sociologists must be 
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DOING sociological research

Research Question: Much research 
has documented the fact that women 
do the majority of the housework and 
child care within families. Why? Many 
have explained it as the result of gen-
der socialization—women learn early on 
to be nurturing and responsible for oth-
ers, while men are less likely to do so. 
Yet, things are changing, and some men 
are more involved in the “care work” 
of family life. What explains whether 
men will be more engaged in family 
care work?

Research Method: Sociologists Naomi 
Gerstel and Sally Gallagher studied a 
sample of 188 married people. They 
interviewed ninety-four husbands and 
ninety-four wives, married to each other; 
the sample was 86 percent White and 
14 percent African American but was too 
small to examine similarities or diff er-
ences by race.

Men’s Caregiving

Research Results: You might expect 
that men who had attitudes expressing 
support for men’s family responsibilities 
would be more involved in family care 
(defi ned by Gerstel and Gallagher to 
include elder care, child care, and various 
household tasks). But this is not what 
Gerstel and Gallagher found. Gender 
attitudes did not infl uence men’s involve-
ment in caregiving. Rather, the charac-
teristics of the men’s families were the 
most infl uential determinant of their en-
gagement in housework and child care. 
Men whose wives spent the most time 
helping kin and men who had daughters 
were more likely to help kin. Having sons 
had no infl uence. But, in addition, men 
with more sisters spend less time help-
ing with elder parents than men with 
fewer sisters. Furthermore, men’s em-
ployment (measured as hours employed, 
job fl exibility, and job stability) did not 
aff ect their involvement in care work.

Conclusions and Implications: It is the 
social structure of the family, not gender 
beliefs, that shapes men’s involvement in 
family work. As they put it, “It is primarily 
the women in men’s lives who shape the 
amount and types of care men provide” 
(Gerstel and Gallagher 2001: 211). This 
study shows a most important sociologi-
cal point: Social structure, not just indi-
vidual attitudes, is the most signifi cant 
determinant of social behavior.

Questions to Consider
 1. Who does the work in your family? Is 

it related to the social organization of 
your family, as Gerstel and Gallagher 
fi nd in other families?

 2. Do you think that men’s gender 
identity changes when they become 
more involved in care work? What 
hinders and/or facilitates men’s en-
gagement in this kind of work?

Source: Gerstel, Naomi, and Sally Gallagher. 
2001. “Men’s Caregiving: Gender and the Con-
tingent Character of Care.” Gender & Society 
15 (April): 197–217.
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careful not to romanticize marriage to the point that they 
miss other significant social patterns within marriage.

Gender roles are a significant reality of family life, 
shaping power dynamics within marriage, as well as the 
allocation of work, the degree of marital happiness, 

the likelihood of marital violence, and even the leisure 
time that each partner has. Although people do not like 
to think of marriage as a power relationship, gender 
shapes the power that men and women have within 
marriage, as it does in other relationships. For one thing, 
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sociologists have long found that the amount of money 
a person earns establishes that person’s relative power 
within the marriage, including the ability to influence 
decisions, the degree of autonomy and independence 
held by each partner, and the control of expectations 
about family life. Despite changes in women wanting to 
work outside the home, in most marriages ( percent) 
men are the sole or major earners (Raley et al. ). But 
studies also find that even when wives earn substan-
tially more than their husbands, rare as that is, couples 
tend to negotiate marital power within the confines of 
traditional gender expectations (Tichenor ).

Within marriage, gender also shapes the division 
of household labor. Women do far more work in the 
home and have less leisure time (Baca Zinn and Eitzen 

). Most employed mothers do two jobs—the so-
called  second shift of housework after working all day 
in a paid job (Hochschild )—a pattern that exists 
not just in the United States, but in other nations as well 
(Figure  .). With more women in the labor market, 
wives with children have increased their working hours 
substantially more than men have (Mishel et al. ). 
Little wonder that people are feeling that they have less 
and less time.

Are men more involved in housework than in the 
past? Yes and no. Men report that they do more house-
work, but they devote only slightly more of their time 
to housework than in the past. Estimates vary regard-
ing the amount of housework that men do, but studies 
generally find a large gap between the number of hours 
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FIGURE 13.5 Men’s and Women’s Leisure 
Worldwide This graph shows the greater number 
of leisure minutes per day that men report relative 
to women. What social  factors do you think aff ect 
men’s greater  leisure in these  diff erent countries? 
Source: OECD. 2009. Society at a Glance—OECD Social 
 Indicators. www.oecd.org/els/social/indicators/SAG

Is It True?*

True False

1. Half of all marriages end in divorce.

2. Children who grow up in gay or lesbian families are likely to become gay. 

3. Single people are a larger proportion of the population than was true in the past.

4. Children are better off  growing up in a home where mothers are not employed.

5. Women and men fi nd great satisfaction in trying to balance family and work.

6. Fathers’ involvement in child care leads to more stable marriages.

*The answers can be found on page 312.
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women give to housework and child care and the hours 
men give. Among couples where both partners are em-
ployed, only  percent equally share the housework. 
Fathers do more when there is a child in the house 
under two years of age, but the increase is mostly ac-
counted for by the amount of child care men provide, 
not the housework they do. The end result is that men 
have about eleven more hours of leisure per week than 
women do (Press and Townsley ). Interestingly, so-
ciologists have found that the allocation of housework 
is greatly affected by men’s and women’s experience in 
their own families of origin; those from households with 
a more egalitarian division of labor are likely to carry 
this into their own relationships (Cunningham ).

Despite a widespread belief that young profes-
sional couples are the most egalitarian, studies find 
that there is little difference across social class in 
the amount of housework that men do (Wright et al. 
). African American husbands provide a greater 
share of housework than do White husbands. Latino 
households have more diversity in gender roles than 
stereotypes about machismo would lead us to believe 
(McLoyd et al. ).

Although marriage can be seen as a romantic 
and intimate relationship between two people, it can 
also be seen within a sociological context. Marriage 
relationships are shaped by a vast array of social fac-
tors, not just the commitment of two people to each 
other. You see this especially when examining marital 
conflicts. Life events, such as the birth of a child, job 
loss, retirement, and other family commitments, such 
as elder care or caring for a child with special needs, 
all influence the degree of marital conflict and stabil-
ity (Moen et al. ; Crowley ). As conditions in 
society change, people make adjustments within their 

relationships, but how well they can cope within a 
marriage depends on a large array of sociological not 
just individual factors.

Divorce
The United States leads the world not only in the num-
ber of people who marry, but also in the number of 
people who divorce. More than sixteen million people 
have divorced but not remarried in the population 
today; more women are in this group than men because 
women are less likely to remarry following a divorce. 
Since , the rate of divorce has more than doubled, 
although it has declined recently since its all-time high 
in .

You will often hear that one in every two marriages 
ends in divorce, but this is a misleading statistic. The 
marriage rate is . marriages per  people and the 
divorce rate, . per  people (U.S. Census Bureau 
a). At first glance, it appears that there are half as 
many divorces as marriages. But the marriage rate is 
the number of marriages formed in a year and does 
not include the number of continuing marriages; thus, 
divorce is not as widespread as one in every two of all 
marriages.

Still, the rate of divorce is high and has risen since 
, though it has been declining since . The like-
lihood of divorce is also not equally distributed across 
all social groups. Divorce is more likely for couples who 
marry young, while in their teens or early twenties. 
Second marriages are more likely than first marriages 
to end in divorce. Divorce is somewhat higher among 
low-income couples, a fact reflecting the strains that 
financial problems create. Divorce is also somewhat 
higher among African Americans than among Whites, 

Is It True? (Answers)

1. FALSE. The divorce rate is based on the number of divorces in one year per 1000 people in the population; the marriage 
rate, the number of marriages in one year per 1000 people. This does NOT mean that half of all marriages end in divorce 
because marriages made in one year can last many years beyond and thus not all marriages are counted.

2. FALSE. There is little diff erence in outcomes for children growing up in gay or lesbian households relative to those living in 
heterosexual households, including their later sexual orientation (Stacey and Biblarz 2001).

3. TRUE. The number of never-married people has increased substantially since the 1970s, as have the number of divorced 
people in the population (U.S. Census Bureau 2010a).

4. FALSE. Researchers fi nd no negative infl uence of parental employment per se on children; far more signifi cant are other 
conditions, especially the economic stability of the family and other stresses for children that emerge from confl ict and 
violence (Perry-Jenkins et al. 2000). 

5. TRUE. Although balancing the demands of both work and family is stressful for both women and men, both report that 
being able to do so produces satisfaction. Stress results when women and men feel they have to make trade-off s at work in 
order to meet family demands (Milkie and Peltola 1999).

6. TRUE. Researchers fi nd that fathers’ increased involvement in child care is linked to more stable marriages, in part because 
mothers are then happier (Kalmijn 1999).
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partially because African Americans make up a dispro-
portionate part of lower-income groups. Hispanics have 
a lower rate of divorce than either Whites or Blacks, 
probably the result of religious influence. Recently, the 
divorce rate among Asian Americans has also risen, in-
terpreted as the possible shedding of cultural taboos 
(Armas ). This explanation seems supported by the 
fact that Asian Americans born in the United States are 
more likely to be divorced than Asians who immigrated 
(McLoyd et al. ).

A number of factors contribute to the current 
high rate of divorce in the United States. Demographic 
changes (shifts in the composition of the population) 
are part of the explanation. The rise in life expectancy, 
for example, has an effect on the length of marriages. In 
earlier eras, people died younger, and thus the average 
length of marriages was shorter. Some marriages that 
earlier would have ended with the death of a spouse 
may now be dissolved by divorce. Still, cultural factors 
also contribute to divorce.

In the United States, individualism is a cultural 
norm, placing a high value on a person’s satisfaction 
within marriage. The cultural orientation toward indi-
vidualism may predispose people to terminate a mar-
riage in which they are personally unhappy. In other 
cultural contexts (including this society years ago), 
marriage, no matter how difficult, may have been seen 
as an unbreakable bond, regardless of whether one 
was unhappy. But even with the American belief in 
individualism, people still value the ideal of lifelong 
romantic love and the security of a long-term partner, 
whether or not they are able to actually achieve this 
(Hull et al. ). 

Changes in women’s roles also are related to the 
rate of divorce. Women today are now less financially 
dependent on husbands than in the past, even though 
they still earn less. As a result, the economic interde-
pendence that bound women and men as a marital unit 
is no longer as strong. Although most married women 
would be less well off without access to their husband’s 
income, they could probably still support themselves. 
This can make it possible for people to end marriages 
that they find unsatisfactory.

For people in unhappy marriages, divorce, though 
painful and financially risky, can be a positive option 
(Kurz ). The belief that couples should stay together 
for the sake of the children is now giving way to a belief, 
supported by research, that a marriage with protracted 
conflict is more detrimental to children than divorce. 
Although there are periodic public outcries about the 
negative effect of divorce on children, many other fac-
tors influence their long-term psychological and social 
adjustment. Few children feel relieved or pleased by 
divorce; feelings of sadness, fear, loss, and anger are 
common, along with desires for reconciliation and feel-
ings of conflicting loyalties. But most children adjust 
reasonably well after a year or so. Moreover, children’s 

adjustment is influenced most by factors that precede 
the divorce. The single most important factor influenc-
ing children’s poor adjustment is marital violence and 
prolonged discord (Arendell ; Cherlin et al. ; 
Furstenberg ; Amato and Booth ; Stewart et al. 
). The emotional strain on children is significantly 
reduced if the couple remains amicable. If both parents 
remain active in the upbringing of the children, the evi-
dence shows that children do not suffer from divorce; 
especially important is the ability of the mother to be an 
effective parent after a divorce. Her ability to be effec-
tive can be influenced by the resources she has and her 
ongoing relationship with the father (Buchanan et  al. 
; Simons ; Furstenberg and Nord ).

In the aftermath of divorce, many fathers become 
distant from their children. Sociologists have argued 
that the tradition of defining men in terms of their role 
as breadwinners minimizes the attachment they feel for 
their children. If the family is then disrupted, they may 
feel that their primary responsibility, as financial pro-
vider, is lessened, leaving them with a diminished sense 
of obligation to their children.

Family Violence
Generally speaking, the family is depicted as a private 
sphere where members are nurtured and protected, 
existing away from the influences of the outside 
world. Although this is the experience of many, fami-
lies also can be locales for violence, disruption, and 
conflict. Family violence, hidden for many years, is 
a phenomenon that has recently been the subject of 
much sociological research.

Domestic Violence and Abuse. Estimates of the 
extent of domestic violence are hard to come by and 
notoriously unreliable because the majority of cases 
of domestic violence go unreported. The National Vio-
lence Against Women Office estimates that  percent 
of women will be raped, physically assaulted, or stalked 
by an intimate partner in their lifetime. Men also expe-
rience partner violence, although far less frequently. 
Women who experience violence are also twice as likely 
as men to be injured. Violence also occurs in gay and 
lesbian relationships, although silence around the issue 
may be even more pervasive given the marginalized sta-
tus of gays and lesbians. Men living with male partners 
are just as likely to be raped, assaulted, or stalked as are 
women living with men, but the incidence of violence 
against women by women partners is about half as 
likely as heterosexual violence. Researchers conclude 
that this is because most domestic violence is commit-
ted by men. Violence is usually accompanied by emo-
tionally abusive and controlling behavior. Jealous and 
dominating partners are the most likely perpetrators of 
domestic violence (Tjaden and Thoennes ; West 
; Renzetti ).
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One of the most common questions asked about 
domestic violence is why victims stay with their abuser. 
First, despite the belief that battered women do not 
leave their abusers, the majority do leave—at least for a 
period of time—and they seek ways to prevent further 
victimization. But some do not leave, and others leave 
and then return. Why? The answers are complex and 
stem from sociological, psychological, and economic 
problems. Victims tend to believe that the batterer will 
change, but they also find they have few options; they 
may perceive that leaving will be more dangerous, be-
cause violence can escalate when the abuser thinks he 
(or she) has lost control. Many women are unable to 
support their children and meet their living expenses 
without a husband’s income. Mandatory arrest laws in 
cases of domestic violence can exacerbate this problem 
because they may, despite their intentions, discourage 
a woman from reporting violence for fear her batterer 
will lose his job (Miller ). Sociological analyses of 
violence in the family have led to the conclusion that 
women’s relative powerlessness in the family is at the 
root of high rates of violence against women. Because 
most  violence in the family is directed against women, 
the imbalance of power between men and women in the 
family is the source of most domestic violence.  Because 
women are relatively powerless within the society, they 
may not have the resources to leave their marriage. 

Child Abuse. Violence within families also victim-
izes many children who experience child abuse. Not 
all forms of child abuse are alike. Some people con-
sider repeated spanking to be abusive; others think 
of this as legitimate behavior. Child abuse, however, 
is behavior that puts children at risk and may include 
physical violence and neglect. As with battering, the 
exact incidence of child abuse is difficult to know. In 
, as an example, there were . million children 
reported to child protective services around the na-
tion at least once. Given the difficulty of measuring 
the actual extent of child abuse, this could be a mis-
leading number. But what is known of those instances 
reported is that the most frequent reports involve chil-
dren between birth and one year of age. Victimization 
is almost evenly distributed between boys ( percent 
of reports) and girls ( percent of reports). The most 
common forms of abuse are neglect ( percent of re-
ports); physical abuse ( percent ); and sexual abuse 
(. percent). Whereas with domestic and sexual vio-
lence men are the most likely perpetrators, women are 
just as likely to be the perpetrators of child abuse as 
are men (Children’s Bureau ). 

Research on child abuse finds a number of factors 
associated with abuse, including chronic alcohol use by 
a parent, unemployment, and isolation of the family. 
Sociologists point to the absence of social supports—in 
the form of social services, community assistance, and 
cultural norms about the primacy of motherhood—as 

related to child abuse, because most abusers are those 
with weak community ties and little contact with friends 
and relatives (Baca Zinn and Eitzen ).

Incest. Incest is a particular form of child abuse involv-
ing sexual relations between persons who are closely 
related. A history of incest has been related to a variety 
of other problems, such as drug and alcohol abuse, run-
aways, delinquency, and various psychological prob-
lems, including the potential for violent partnerships 
in adult life. Studies find that fathers and uncles are 
the most frequent incestuous abusers and that incest 
is most likely in families where mothers are debilitated 
(such as by mental illness or alcoholism). In such fami-
lies, daughters often take on the mothering role, being 
taught to comply with men’s demands to hold the fam-
ily together. Scholars have linked women’s powerless-
ness within families to the dynamics surrounding incest 
(Herman ).

Elder Abuse. The National Center on Elder Abuse 
estimates that between one and two million elders are 
abused in the United States, but it is difficult to gauge 
the true extent of the problem. Elder abuse tends to be 
hidden in the privacy of families, and victims are re-
luctant to talk about their situations, so estimates are 
only approximations. What is known is that reports of 
elder abuse have increased. Whether this reflects an ac-
tual increase or more reporting is open to speculation 
 (National Center on Elder Abuse ; Teaster ).

Why are the elderly abused? One explanation is 
that caring for the elderly is very stressful for the care-
giver—usually a daughter who may be employed in ad-
dition to caring for the elderly person. Research finds 
that abusers are most likely to be middle-aged women 
and (sadly) the daughter of the victim—the person most 
likely to be caring for the older person. Sons, however, 
are most likely to be engaged in direct physical abuse, 
accounting for almost half of the known physical abus-
ers. Sometimes the physical abuser is a husband, where 
the abuse is a continuation of abusive behavior in the 
marriage. The same factors that affect family life in any 
generation contribute to the problem of elder abuse 
(Teaster ).

CHANGING FAMILIES 
IN A CHANGING SOCIETY
Like other social institutions, the family is in a constant 
state of change, particularly as new social conditions 
arise and as people in families adapt to the changed 
conditions of their lives. Some changes affect only a 
given family—the individual changes that come from 
the birth of a new child, the loss of a partner, divorce, 
migration, and other life events. These changes are what 
C. Wright Mills referred to as “troubles” (see Chapter ). 
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Some may even be happy events; the point is that they 
are changes that happen at the individual level, as 
people adjust to the presence of a new child, adjust to 
a breakup with a long-term partner, or grieve the loss 
of a spouse.

As Mills would have pointed out, many microsocio-
logical events that people experience in families have 
their origins in the broader macrosociological changes 
affecting society as a whole. These may be long-term 
changes (such as the changes in women’s roles we have 
been noting), or they may be particular to a given time 
in history. For example, what impact do difficult eco-
nomic times, such as depressions and recessions, have 
on families? This is a question that has been examined 
through sociological research. One such study involved 
a rural community where the primary industry employ-
ing local residents closed. What happens to families 
under such widespread community strain? Many have 
shown how economic problems can lead to a broken 
family. But, interestingly, Jennifer Sherman looked at 
a community under economic strain and found that 
families were more likely to stay together when men 
in the family were flexible in their gender roles, such 
as taking on additional household work and child care 
when mothers are carrying the economic load (Sher-
man ). 

This study indicates that people have to be adaptive 
in families, depending on the circumstances they face. 
Those who are rigid in their outlook and roles may have 
trouble adjusting to social change. In another study 
(examined earlier in Chapter ), sociologist Kathleen 
Gerson studied young adults and their expectations for 
family and work life. Although she has found that young 
adults want relationships where both partners combine 
work and family, she found that men and women differ 
significantly in what she calls their “fallback position”—
that is, what they would do if their ideal egalitarian ar-
rangements either are not realized or fail. Men, Gerson 
found, are far more likely than women to say they would 
“fall back” on a traditional arrangement, that is, men 
working and women staying home. But women say that 
their fallback is to be self-reliant. Gerson concludes that 
both men and women will need to be more flexible in 
their gender and family roles if they are to weather the 
changes that will likely impact families in the future 
(Gerson ).

Global Changes in Family Life
Changes in the institutional structure of families are also 
being affected by the process of globalization. The in-
creasing global basis of the economy means that people 
often work long distances from other family members—a 
phenomenon that occurs at all points on the social class 
spectrum, although the experience of such global mobility 
varies significantly by social class. A corporate executive 
may accumulate thousands—even millions—of first-class 

flight miles, crossing the globe to conduct business. A re-
gional sales manager may spend most nights away from a 
family, likely staying in modestly priced motels and eating 
in fast-food franchises along the way. Truckers may sleep 
in the cabs of their tractor trailers after logging extraordi-
nary numbers of hours of driving in a given week. Laborers 
may move from one state or country to the next, follow-
ing the pattern of the harvest, living in camps away from 
 families, and being paid by the amount they pick.

Global patterns of work and migration have cre-
ated a new family form, the transnational family, de-
fined as families where one parent (or both) lives and 
works in one country while his or her children remain 
in the country of origin. A good example is found in 
Hong Kong, where most domestic labor is performed 
by Filipina women who work on multiple-year con-
tracts managed by the government, typically on a live-
in basis. They leave their children in the Philippines, 
usually cared for by a relative, and send money home; 
the meager wages they earn in Hong Kong far exceed 
the average income of workers in the Philippines. This 
pattern is so common that the average Filipino migrant 
worker supports five people at home; one in five Fili-
pinos directly depends on migrant workers’ earnings 
(Parreñas ; Constable ).

One need not go to other nations to see such trans-
national patterns in family life. In the United States, 
 Caribbean women and African American women have 
had a long history of having to leave their children with 
others while they sought employment in different re-
gions of the country. Central American and Mexican 
women may come to work in the United States while 
their children stay behind. Mothers may return to see 
their children whenever they can, or alternatively, chil-
dren may spend part of the year with their mothers, part 
with other relatives.

Mothers in transnational families have to develop 
new concepts of their maternal role, because their situ-
ation means giving up the idea that biological mothers 
should raise their own children. Many have expanded 
their definition of motherhood to include breadwinning, 
traditionally defined as the role of fathers. Transnational 
women also create a new sense of home, one not limited 
to the traditional understanding of “home” as a single 
place where mothers, fathers, and their children reside 
(Hondagneu-Sotelo ; Alicea ; Das Gupta ; 
Hondagneu-Sotelo and Avila ).

Families and Social Policy
Family social policies are the subject of intense na-
tional debate. Should gay marriages be recognized 
by the state? What responsibility does society have to 
help parents balance the demands of work and family? 
Many issues on the front lines of national social policy 
engage intense discussions of families. Some claim the 
family is breaking down. Others celebrate the increased 
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diversity among families. Many blame the family for 
the social problems our society faces. Drugs, low edu-
cational achievement, crime, and violence are often 
attributed to a crisis in “family values,” as if rectifying 
these attitudes is all it will take to solve our nation’s dif-
ficulties. The family is the only social institution that 
typically takes the blame for all of society’s problems. 
Is it reasonable to expect families to solve social prob-
lems? Families are afflicted by most of the structural 
problems that are generated by racism, poverty, gen-
der inequality, and class inequality. Expecting families 
to solve the problems that are the basis for their own 
difficulties is like asking a poor person to save us from 
the national debt.

Balancing Work and Family. Balancing the multiple 
demands of work and family is one of the biggest chal-
lenges for most families. With more parents employed, 
it is difficult to take time from one’s paid job to care for 
newborn or newly adopted children, tend to sick chil-
dren, or care for elderly parents or other family mem-
bers. As more families include two earners, more people 
feel pulled in multiple directions, always strategizing 
to find the time to get everything done. Work institu-
tions are structured on a gendered model of the male 
breadwinner, where family and work are assumed to 
be separate, nonintersecting spheres. But now there is 
significant “spillover” between family and work—work 
seeping into the home and home also affecting people’s 
work (Moen ).

The Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA), adopted 
by Congress in , is meant to provide help for these 
conflicts. It requires employers to grant employees a total 
of twelve weeks in unpaid leave to care for newborns, ad-
opted children, or family members with a serious health 
condition. The FMLA is the first law to recognize the need 
of families to care for children and other dependents. 
A number of conditions, however, limit the effectiveness 
of the FMLA, not the least of which is that the leave is un-
paid, making it impossible for many employed parents. 
Many workers in firms where there are family-friendly 
policies worry that taking advantage of these policies will 
harm their prospects for career advancement (Blair-Loy 
and Wharton ). Currently, only  percent of workers 
have child-care benefits available to them from employ-
ers (Long ). Among industrialized nations, the United 
States provides the least in support for maternity and 
child-care policies (see Table .).

Child Care. Family leave policies, much as they are 
needed, also do not address the ongoing needs for 
child care. Almost one-half of families with children 
under age  have child-care expenses, typically tak-
ing  percent of their earnings. Single-parent families 
pay an even larger percentage of earnings on child care 
 (Giannarelli and Barsimantov ).

Many parents struggle to find good and affordable 
child care for their children, some relying on relatives for 
care; others, on paid providers; and some, a combination 
of both. In the United States, one-half of three-year-olds 

table 13.2  Maternity Leave Benefits: A Comparative Perspective

Country Length of Maternity Leave
Percentage of Wages Paid 
in Covered Period Provider of Coverage

Zimbabwe 90 days 60–75% Employer

Cuba 18 weeks 100% Social Security

Iran 90 days 66.7% for 16 weeks Social Security

China 90 days 100% Employer

Saudi Arabia 10 weeks 50 or 100% Employer

Canada 17–18 weeks 55% for 15 weeks Unemployment insurance

Germany 14 weeks 100% Social Security to a ceiling; employer 
pays diff erence

France 16–26 weeks 100% Social Security

Italy 5 months 80% Social Security

Japan 14 weeks 60% Social Security or health insurance

Russian Federation 140 days 100% Social Security

Sweden 14 weeks 450 days, 100% paid Social Security

United Kingdom 14–18 weeks 90% for 6 weeks; fl at rate 
thereafter

Social Security

United States 12 weeks n/a n/a

Source: United Nations. 2000. The World’s Women 2000: Trends and Statistics. New York: United Nations, pp. 140–143.
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and two-thirds of four-year-olds now spend much of their 
time in child-care centers. But the national approach is 
one of patching together different programs and primar-
ily relying on private initiatives for care. Compare this with 
France. Although participation is voluntary, in France 
almost all parents enroll young children in the école ma-
ternelle system, where a place is guaranteed to every child 
aged three to six. These child-care centers are integrated 
with the school system and are seen as a form of early 
education. Moreover, in the United States child-care costs 
match tuition costs at public universities, but in France 
child care is seen as a social responsibility and is paid by 
the government. National norms about whether families 
are a private or public responsibility clearly shape social 
policy (Clawson and Gerstel ; Folbre ).

Care work—work that sustains life, including child 
care, elder care, housework, and other forms of house-
hold labor—is increasingly provided to middle- and 
upper-class families by women of color and immigrant 
women. Nannies, cleaners, and personal attendants 
now do much of the domestic work that was once pro-
vided by wives and mothers. These trends raise many 
new questions for sociologists, such as how work is ne-
gotiated outside of the public labor market, how “moth-
ering” is defined when it is provided by multiple people, 
how domestic workers care for their own families, and 
what work conditions exist in the lives of domestic la-
borers (Hondagneu-Sotelo ). Clearly, new social 
policies are needed to address the needs of diverse 
families (Moen et al. ).

Elder Care. The shrinking size of families means 
that the proportion of elderly people is growing faster 
than the number of younger potential caretakers. As 
life expectancy has increased and people live longer, 
elder care becomes a greater and greater need.  Family 
members provide almost all long-term care for the 
elderly—work that is often taken for granted (Meyer 
; Glazer ).

Women, who shoulder the work of elder care, can 
now expect to spend more years as the child of an elderly 
parent than as the mother of children under eighteen. 
Indeed, young people now can expect to spend more 
years caring for an elderly parent than raising their own 
children. The effects of the burden of care are apparent in 
the stress that women report from this role. Women also 
believe they are better at elder care than their husbands 
and brothers, but with the rapid increase in the older 
population that lies ahead, these social norms may have 
to change. As the U.S. population ages, social policies will 
likely need to respond to this growing need.

Because families are so diverse, different fami-
lies need different social supports. Family leave poli-
cies that give parents time off to care for their children 
or sick relatives are helpful but of little use to people 
who cannot afford to take time off work without pay. 
Greater employer support for child care can help men 

DEFINING RELIGION
Sociologists study religion as both a belief system and 
a social institution. The belief systems of religion have 
a powerful hold on what people think and how they 
see the world. The patterns and practices of religious 
institutions are among the most important influences 
on people’s lives. Sociologists are interested in several 
questions about religion: How are religious belief and 
practice related to other social factors, such as social 
class, race, age, gender, and level of education? How are 
religious institutions organized? How does religion in-
fluence social change? In using sociology to understand 
religion, what is important is not what one believes 
about religion, but one’s ability to examine religion ob-
jectively in its social and cultural context.

see FOR YOURSELF
For one week keep a daily log, noting every time you see 
an explicit or implicit reference to religion. At the end of 
the week, review your notes and ask yourself how religion 
is connected to other social institutions. Based on your 
observations, how do you interpret the relationship be-
tween the sacred and the secular in this society. •

What is religion? Most people think of it as a cat-
egory of experience separate from the mundane acts of 
everyday life, perhaps involving communication with a 
deity or communion with the supernatural (Johnstone 
). Sociologists define religion as an institutional-
ized system of symbols, beliefs, values, and practices 
by which a group of people interprets and responds to 
what they feel is sacred and that provides answers to 
questions of ultimate meaning (Johnstone ; Glock 

and women meet family needs. Some policies will ben-
efit some groups more than others—one reason why 
policymakers need to be sensitive to the diversity of 
family experiences. Social policies cannot solve all the 
problems that families face, but they can go a long way 
toward creating the conditions under which diverse 
family units can thrive.

APLIA RELIGION ENGAGEMENT ACTIVITY

How do sociologists view religion? Take a look at the picture of 
a religious ceremony and study its characteristics to fi nd out.

RELIGION
© 2011 Mike Kemp/Jupiterimages Corporation
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and Stark ). The elements of this definition bear 
closer examination:

 . Religion is institutionalized. Religion is more 
than just beliefs: It is a pattern of social action or-
ganized around the beliefs, practices, and symbols 
that people develop to answer questions about the 
meaning of existence. As an institution, religion 
presents itself as larger than any single individual; 
it persists over time and has an organizational 
structure into which members are socialized.

 . Religion is a feature of groups. Religion is built 
around a community of people with similar beliefs. 
It is a cohesive force among believers because it is 
a basis for group identity and gives people a sense 
of belonging to a community or organization. Re-
ligious groups can be formally organized, as in the 
case of bureaucratic churches, or they may be more 
informally organized, ranging from prayer groups 
to cults. Some religious communities are extremely 
close-knit, as in convents; other communities are 
more diff use, such as people who identify them-
selves as Protestant but attend church only on 
Easter.

 . Religions are based on beliefs that are consid-
ered sacred. Th e sacred is that which is set apart 
from ordinary activity for worship, seen as holy, 
and protected by special rites and rituals. Th e sa-
cred is distinguished from the profane, which is of 
the everyday world and specifi cally not religious 
(Chalfant et al. ; Durkheim /). Each 
religion defi nes what is to be considered sacred; 
most religions have sacred objects and sacred sym-
bols. Th e holy symbols are infused with special reli-
gious meaning and inspire awe.

A totem is an object or living thing that a reli-
gious group regards with special reverence. A statue 
of Buddha is a totem and so is a crucifi x hanging 
on a wall. Among the Zuni (a Native American 
group),  fetishes are totems; these are small, intri-
cately carved animal objects representing diff erent 
dimensions of Zuni spirituality. A totem is impor-
tant not for what it is, but for what it represents. To 
a Christian taking communion, a piece of bread 
is defi ned as the fl esh of Jesus; eating the bread 
unites the communicant mystically with Christ. To 
a nonbeliever, the bread is simply that—a piece of 
bread (McGuire ). Likewise, Native Americans 
hold certain ground to be sacred and are deeply 
off ended when the holy ground is disturbed by in-
dustrial or commercial developers who see only 
potential profi t.

 . Religion establishes values and moral proscrip-
tions for behavior. A proscription is a constraint 
imposed by external forces. Religion typically es-
tablishes proscriptions for the behavior of believ-
ers, some of them quite strict. For example, the 
Catholic Church defi nes living together as sexual 
partners outside marriage as a sin. Often religious 
believers come to see such moral proscriptions as 
simply “right” and behave accordingly. At other 
times, individuals may consciously reject moral 
proscriptions, although they may still feel guilty 
when they engage in a forbidden practice. Of 
course, what people believe and what they do can 
be very contradictory, perhaps best exemplifi ed by 
the various scandals recently reported involving 
sexual abuse of young boys by Catholic priests.

 . Religion establishes norms for behavior. Reli-
gious belief systems establish social norms about 
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Religious spirituality takes many forms but produces feelings of awe and reverence among believers, as in this Orthodox Christian 
baptism and this Jain ceremony of soaking in vermillion in recognition of a sacred tradition.
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how the faithful should behave in certain situa-
tions. Worshippers may be expected to cover their 
heads in a temple, mosque, or cathedral, or to wear 
certain clothes. Such behavioral expectations may 
be quite strong. Th e next time you are at a gather-
ing where a prayer is said before a meal, note how 
many people bow their heads, even though some 
of those present may not believe in the deity being 
invoked.

 . Religion provides answers to questions of ulti-
mate meaning. Th e ordinary beliefs of daily life 
are secular beliefs and may be institutionalized, 
but they are specifi cally not religious. Science, 
for example, generates secular beliefs based on 
particular ways of thinking—logic and empirical 
observations are at the root of scientifi c beliefs. 
Religious beliefs, in contrast, often have a super-
natural element. Th ey emerge from spiritual needs 
and may provide answers to questions that can-
not be probed with the profane tools of science 
and reason. Th ink of the diff erence in how religion 
and science explain the origins of life. Whereas sci-
ence explains this as the result of biochemical and 
physical processes, diff erent religions have other 
accounts of the origin of life.

THE SIGNIFICANCE 
OF RELIGION IN 
THE UNITED STATES
The United States is one of the most religious societ-
ies in the world. Two-thirds of Americans think reli-
gion can solve all or most of society’s problems. Most 
(  percent) say they depend on God to make deci-
sions in their daily lives, and a majority ( percent) 
think God has set the course of their lives (Shieman 
). Religion is, for millions of people, the strongest 
component of their individual and group identity. 
Much of the world’s most celebrated art, architec-
ture, and music has its origins in religion, whether 
in the classical art of Western Europe, the Buddhist 
temples of the East, or the gospel rhythms of contem-
porary rock.

Religion is also strongly related to a number of 
social and political attitudes. Religious identification 
is a good predictor of how traditional a person’s be-
liefs will be. People who belong to religious organiza-
tions that encourage intolerance of any form are most 
likely to be racially prejudiced. However, there is not a 
simple relationship between religious belief and prej-
udice, because religious principles are also often the 
basis for lessening racial prejudice. Those with deeper 
religious involvement tend to have more traditional 
gender attitudes; homophobia has also been linked 
to religious belief, although some religious congrega-
tions have actively worked to encourage the participa-
tion of gays and lesbians.

The Dominance of Christianity
Despite the U.S. Constitution’s principle of the sepa-
ration of church and state, Christian religious beliefs 
and practices dominate U.S. culture. Indeed, Chris-
tianity is often treated as if it were the national re-
ligion. It is commonly said that the United States is 
based on a Judeo-Christian heritage, meaning that 
our basic cultural beliefs stem from the traditions of 
the pre-Christian Old Testament of the Bible (the Ju-
daic tradition) and the Gospels of the New Testament. 
The dominance of Christianity is visible everywhere. 
State-sponsored colleges and universities typically 
close for Christmas break, not Yom Kippur. Christmas 
is a national holiday, but not Ramadan, the most sa-
cred holiday among Muslims. Despite the dominance 
of Christianity, however, the pattern of religion in the 
United States is a mosaic one.

Measuring Religious Faith
Religiosity is the intensity and consistency of practice 
of a person’s (or group’s) faith. Sociologists measure 
religiosity both by asking people about their religious 
beliefs and by measuring membership in religious 
organizations and attendance at religious services. 
The majority of people in the United States identify 
themselves as Protestant or Catholic, though there 
is great religious diversity within the United  States 
(see Figure . and Map .).

Forms of Religion
Religions can be categorized in different ways according 
to the specific characteristics of faiths and how religious 
groups are organized. In different societies and among 
different religious groups, the form religion takes re-
flects differing belief systems and reflects and supports 
other features of the society. Believing in one god or 
many, worshiping in small or large groups, and associ-
ating religious faith with gender roles all contribute to 
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FIGURE 13.6 Religious Identifi cation in the United 
States
Source: Gallup Poll. 2006. “Religion.” Princeton, NJ: Gallup Organiza-
tion. www.gallup.com
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MAP 13.1

Mapping America’s Diversity
A survey by the Gallup Organization 
asked a national sample of people 
from diff erent states whether  religion 
was an important part of their daily 
lives. By comparing responses in 
the fi fty diff erent states, the  Gallup 
Organization was able to rank the 

states according to the most religious 
( Mississippi, where 85 percent said 
 religion was important in their daily 
lives) and least religious (Vermont, 
where 42 percent said religion was 
important in their daily lives). This map 
shows the range of states from least 

to most religious. What social  factors 
do you think might infl uence the 
 extent of religiosity in these  diff erent 
states and regions of the nation? 
Source: Newport, Frank. 2009. “State of 
the States: Importance of Religion.” Michelle 
Krogmeier/Gallup. Used with permission.

Religiosity Across the Nation

Most religious

More religious

Average

Less religious

Least religious

the social organization of religion and its relationship 
to the rest of society.

Religiosity varies significantly among different 
groups in society (Figure .). Church membership 
and attendance is higher among women than men 
and more prevalent among older than younger people. 
 African Americans are more likely than Whites to belong 
to and attend church. On the whole, church member-
ship and attendance fluctuate over time; membership 
has decreased slightly since , but  attendance has 
remained largely the same since. Large, national reli-
gious organizations, such as the mainline Protestant 
denominations, have lost many members, whereas 
smaller, local congregations have increased member-
ship (Figure .).

In recent years, there has been a decrease in the 
number of people who think that religion can an-
swer all or almost all of today’s problems. Changes in 

immigration patterns have also affected religious pat-
terns in the United States, with Muslims, Buddhists, 
and Hindus now accounting for several million believ-
ers (see Figure .; Haddad et al. ; Niebuhr ). 
One of the greatest changes has been a tremendous in-
crease in the number identifying as evangelical Protes-
tants, but Islam has also been one of the fastest growing 
religions in the United States in recent years (Gallagher 
; Dudley and Roozen ).

One basic way to categorize religions is by the num-
ber of gods or goddesses adherents worship. Mono-
theism is the worship of a single god. Christianity and 
Judaism are monotheistic in that both Christians and 
Jews believe in a single god who created the universe. 
Monotheistic religions typically define god as omnipo-
tent (all-powerful) and omniscient (all-knowing). Poly-
theism is the worship of more than one deity. Hinduism, 
for example, is extraordinarily complex, with millions of 
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gods, demons, sages, and heroes—all overlapping and 
entangled in religious mythology; within Hinduism, the 
universe is seen as so vast that it is believed to be be-
yond the grasp of a single individual, even a powerful 
god (Grimal ).

Religions may also be patriarchal or matriarchal. 
Patriarchal religions are those in which the beliefs 
and practices of the religion are based on male power 

and authority. Christianity is a patriarchal religion; 
the ascendancy of men is emphasized by the role of 
women in the church, the instruction given on relations 
between the sexes, and even the language of worship 
itself.  Matriarchal religions are based on the central-
ity of  female goddesses, who may be seen as the source 
of food, nurturance, and love, or who may serve as 
 emblems of the power of women (McGuire ). In 
 societies based on matriarchal religions, women are 
more likely to share power with men in the society at 
large. Likewise, in highly sexist, patriarchal societies, 
religious beliefs are also likely to be patriarchal.

SOCIOLOGICAL THEORIES 
OF RELIGION
The sociological study of religion probes how religion 
is related to the structure of society. Recall that one 
basic question sociologists ask is, “What holds society 
together?” Coherence in society comes from both the 
social institutions that characterize society and the be-
liefs that hold society together. In both instances, reli-
gion plays a key role. From the functionalist perspective 
of sociological theory, religion is an integrative force in 
society because it has the power to shape collective be-
liefs. In a somewhat different vein, the sociologist Max 
Weber saw religion in terms of how it supported other 
social institutions. Weber thought that religious belief 
systems provided a cultural framework that supported 
the development of specific social institutions in other 
realms, such as the economy. From yet a third point 
of view, based on the work of Karl Marx and conflict 
theory, religion is related to social inequality in society 
(see Table .).
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How important is religion?

How often do you attend
church or synagogue?

At least once
a week 30%

Almost every
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FIGURE 13.7 Measuring Religiosity 
Source: Newport, Frank. 2009. “This Christmas, 78% of the Public 
 Identify as Christian.” Gallup Poll. www.gallup.org; Newport, Frank. 
2008. “Easter Season Finds a Religious, Largely Christian Nation.” 
 Gallup Poll. www.gallup.com
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of social belonging, and confers one’s attachment to 
particular social groups and ways of thinking.

Max Weber: The Protestant Ethic 
and the Spirit of Capitalism
Theorist Max Weber also saw a fit between the religious 
principles of society and other institutional needs. In 
his classic work, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of 
Capitalism, Weber argued that the Protestant faith sup-
ported the development of capitalism in the Western 
world. He began by noting a seeming contradiction: 
How could a religion that supposedly condemns exten-
sive material consumption coexist in a society such as 
the United States with an economic system based on 
the pursuit of profit and material success?

Emile Durkheim: The Functions 
of Religion
Emile Durkheim argued that religion is functional for 
society because it reaffirms the social bonds that people 
have with each other, creating social cohesion and in-
tegration. Durkheim believed that the cohesiveness of 
society depends on the organization of its belief system. 
Societies with a unified belief system are highly cohe-
sive; those with a more diffuse or competing belief sys-
tem are less cohesive.

Religious rituals are symbolic activities that express 
a group’s spiritual convictions. Making a pilgrimage to 
Mecca, for example, is an expression of religious faith 
and a reminder of religious belonging. In Durkheim’s 
view, religious rituals are vehicles for the creation, ex-
pression, and reinforcement of social cohesion. Groups 
performing a ritual are expressing their identity as a 
group. Whether the rituals of a group are highly elabo-
rated or casually informal, they are symbolic behav-
iors that sustain group awareness of unifying beliefs. 
Lighting candles, chanting, or receiving a sacrament 
are behaviors that reunite the faithful and help them 
identify with the religious group, its goals, and its be-
liefs (McGuire ). Durkheim believed that religion 
binds individuals to the society in which they live by 
establishing what he called a collective consciousness, 
the body of beliefs common to a community or society 
that gives people a sense of belonging. In many societ-
ies, religion establishes the collective consciousness 
and creates in people the feeling that they are part of a 
 common whole.

Durkheim’s analysis of religion suggests some of 
the key ideas in symbolic interaction theory, particu-
larly in the significance he gave to symbols in religious 
behavior. Symbolic interaction theory sees religion as 
a socially constructed belief system, one that emerges 
in different social conditions. From the perspective of 
symbolic interaction, religion is a meaning system that 
gives people a sense of identity, defines one’s network 

Emile Durkheim theorized that public rituals provide cohesion 
in society.
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table 13.3  Theoretical Perspectives on Religion

Functionalism Feminist Theory Symbolic Interaction

Religion and the 
social order

Is an integrative force in 
society

Is the basis for intergroup confl ict; 
inequality in society is refl ected in 
religious organizations, which are 
stratifi ed by factors such as race, 
class, or gender

Is socially constructed and 
emerges with social and historical 
change

Religious beliefs Provide cohesion in the 
social order by promoting 
a sense of collective 
consciousness

Can provide legitimation for 
oppressive social conditions

Are socially constructed and 
subject to interpretations; they 
can also be learned through 
religious conversion

Religious practices 
and rituals

Reinforce a sense of social 
belonging

Defi ne in-groups and out-groups, 
thereby defi ning group boundaries

Are symbolic activities that 
provide defi nitions of group and 
individual identity
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and preserving the existing social order). To Marx, re-
ligion promotes stratification because it supports a hi-
erarchy of people on Earth and the subordination of 
humankind to divine authority. Christianity, for example, 
supported the system of slavery. When European explor-
ers first encountered African people, they regarded them 
as godless savages, and they justified the slave trade by 
arguing that slaves were being converted to the Christian 
way of life. Principles of Christianity thus legitimated the 
system of slavery in the eyes of the slave owners and al-
lowed them to see themselves as good people, despite 
their enslavement of other human beings.

At the same time, religion can be the basis for 
liberating social change. In the civil rights movement 
in the United States and in Latin American liberation 
movements, the words and actions of religious orga-
nizations have been central in mobilizing people for 
change. This does not undermine Marx’s main point, 
however, because there remains ample evidence of 
the role of religion in generating social conflict and re-
sisting social change.

Symbolic Interaction: Becoming 
Religious
Recall that symbolic interaction theory states that peo-
ple act toward things on the basis of the meaning things 
have for them and that those meanings emerge through 
social interaction. This can explain much about human 
behavior that is based in religious ideas. Thus, seen from 
outside the faith, religious practices (kneeling in church, 
wearing a yamaka, making a pilgrimage to Mecca, or 
chanting) may seem peculiar or different, but within the 
faith these and other religious practices carry meaning—
meaning that is deeply important to religious believers. 
But not only does symbolic interaction explain particular 
religious behaviors, it can also explain how other behav-
iors may be based in the meanings that religion holds 
for people. For example, we have earlier said that even 
something as reprehensible as suicide bombings can be 
understood if you understand how religious zealots in-
terpret the meaning of religious texts.

Symbolic interaction theory can also help you 
understand how people become religious, a process 
sociologists call religious socialization. Religious social-
ization may be a slow and gradual process, such as in 
how children learn religious values over time. Religious 
socialization can also be more dramatic, as when a per-
son joins a cult or some other extreme religious group. 
And, people may reinterpret religious beliefs when they 
question their religious faith or even switch to a new 
religion, such as when a Christian converts to Juda-
ism. The emphasis on meaning that is typical of sym-
bolic interaction helps explain how the same religion 
can be interpreted differently by different groups or in 
different times. How, for example, could Christian be-
liefs be used by some to make slavery seem legitimate, 
while at the same time for others it provided the belief 

Weber argued that these ideals were not as con-
tradictory as they seemed. As the Protestant faith de-
veloped, it included a belief in predestination—one’s 
salvation is predetermined and a gift from God, not 
something earned. This state of affairs created doubt 
and anxiety among believers, who searched for clues 
in the here and now about whether they were among 
the chosen—called the “elect.” According to Weber, 
material success was taken to be one clue that a person 
was among the elect and thus favored by God, which 
drove early Protestants to relentless work as a means of 
confirming (and demonstrating) their salvation. As it 
happens, hard work and self-denial—the key features 
of the Protestant ethic—lead not only to salvation but 
also to the accumulation of capital. The religious ideas 
supported by the Protestant ethic therefore fit nicely 
with the needs of capitalism. According to Weber, these 
austere religionists stockpiled wealth, had an irresist-
ible motive to earn more (that is, eternal salvation), and 
were inclined to spend little on themselves, leaving a 
larger share for investment and driving the growth of 
capitalism (Weber /).

Karl Marx: Religion, Social Conflict, 
and Oppression
Durkheim and Weber concentrated on how religion 
contributes to the cohesion of society. Religion can also 
be the basis for conflict, as we see in the daily headlines 
of newspapers. In the Middle East, differences between 
Muslims and Jews have caused decades of political in-
stability. These conflicts are not solely religious, but 
religion plays an inextricable part. Certainly religious 
wars, religious terrorism, and religious genocide have 
contributed to some of the most violent and tragic epi-
sodes of world history. The image of religion in history 
has two incompatible sides: piety and contemplation 
on the one hand, battle flags on the other. In the United 
States, domestic conflicts over ethical issues such as 
abortion, assisted suicide, and school prayer evolve 
from religious values even though they are played out 
in the secular world of politics and public opinion. Con-
flict theory illuminates many of the social and political 
conflicts that engage  religious values.

The link between religion and social inequality is 
also key to the theories of Karl Marx. Marx saw religion 
as a tool for class oppression. According to Marx, op-
pressed people develop religion, with the urging of the 
upper classes, to soothe their distress (Marx /). 
The promise of a better life hereafter makes the present 
life more bearable, and the belief that “God’s will” steers 
the present life makes it easier for people to accept their 
lot. To Marx, religion is a form of false consciousness (see 
Chapter ) because it prevents people from rising up 
against oppression. He called religion the “opiate of the 
people” because it encourages passivity and acceptance.

Marx saw religion as supporting the status quo and 
being inherently conservative (that is, resisting change 
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The Influence of Race and Ethnicity
Race is one of the most significant indicators of reli-
gious orientation (see Figure .). African Americans 
are much more likely than Whites, Hispanics, or Asian 
Americans to say that religion is very important in their 
lives. And, although most African Americans identify as 
Protestant, a small, but growing number are  Catholic 
(Newport ; Pew Research Center ). Many 
urban African Americans have also become committed 
Black Muslims, which involves strict regulation of di-
etary habits and prohibition of many activities, such as 
alcohol use, drug use, gambling, use of cosmetics, and 
hair straightening. The emphasis among Black Mus-
lims on self-reliance and traditional African identity 
has earned it a fervent following, although the actual 
number of Black Muslims in the United States is rela-
tively small. For many African Americans, religion has 
been a defense against the damage caused by racism. 
Churches have served as communal centers, political 
units, and sources of social and community support, 
making churches among the most important institu-
tions within the African American community (Gilkes 
). Religion also has been a strong force in Latino 
communities, with the largest number identifying as 
Catholic. However, there are a growing number of La-
tino Protestants, both in mainstream Protestant de-
nominations and in fundamentalist groups.

Asian Americans have a great variety of religious ori-
entations, in part because the category “Asian American” 
is constructed from so many different Asian cultures. 

system that helped them survive slavery as well as to 
fight against it? And now, religion is very much a factor 
in shaping people’s political behavior—how they think 
about social issues, as well as how they vote.

Symbolic interaction thus sees religious belief—
and its meaning to different people—as essential for 
understanding many forms of social behavior. Sym-
bolic interaction also helps explain how different 
religious beliefs and practices emerge in social and 
historical contexts—contexts that shape what religion 
means to people.

DIVERSITY AND RELIGIOUS 
BELIEF
The world is marked by diverse religious beliefs. Chris-
tianity has the largest membership, followed by Islam. 
But Hindus, Jews, Confucianists, Buddhists, and observ-
ers of folk religions also comprise the world’s religions 
(see Figure .). In the United States, religious identifi-
cation varies with a number of social factors, including 
age, income level, education, and political affiliation. 
Younger people are more likely than older people to ex-
press no religious preference. Those in higher income 
brackets are more likely to identify as Catholic or Jew-
ish than those in lower income brackets, who are more 
likely to identify as Protestant, although these trends 
vary among Protestants by denomination. Fundamen-
talist Protestants, for example, are most likely to come 
from lower-income groups.
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New religionists 
Ethnic religionists
Sikhs
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Other
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FIGURE 13.9 Racial–Ethnic Breakdown of Religious Groups in the United States 
Source: Younis, Mohammed. 2009.  “Muslim Americans Exemplify Diversity, Potential.” Gallup Poll. www.gallup.com. Used with permission.
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religious extremism usually becomes the basis for ex-
tremely violent behavior. And it produces martyrs and 
enemies, as if the world’s people were divided along 
some “axis of evil,” good people on one side and every-
one else on the other (Anthony et al. ). When such 
religious fanaticism is intertwined with the power of a 
state government, religiously inspired leaders can use 
the power of the military and government propaganda 
to wield extraordinary power.

Religious extremism is now associated with ter-
rorism in the Middle East, but it has fueled other hor-
rendous acts, including mass executions and genocide, 
enslavement, and other heinous crimes against hu-
manity. All religions, taken to an extreme, are danger-
ous social forces because they can drive adherents to 
think they are doing sacred work even when they are 
engaging in violent, murderous behavior.

 Hinduism and Buddhism are common among Asians, 
but so is Christianity. As with all groups whose family his-
tories include immigration, religious belief and practice 
among Asian Americans frequently changes between 
generations. The youngest generation may not worship 
as their parents and grandparents did, although some as-
pects of the inherited faith may be retained. Within fami-
lies, the discontinuity with a religious past brought on by 
cultural assimilation can be a source of tension between 
grandparents, parents, and children. Within the United 
States, Asian Americans often mix Christian and tradi-
tionally Buddhist, Confucian, or Hindu beliefs, resulting 
in new religious practices.

Muslims are a growing segment of U.S. society; 
two-thirds of Muslims are former immigrants, but a 
substantial portion ( percent) are native born, either 
African American or others who have converted to this 
faith or were raised in a Muslim household. Despite 
stereotypes about Muslim conservatism, on many is-
sues Muslim Americans are actually more liberal than 
the general public—for example, they are more likely 
to vote Democratic. At the same time, however, Muslim 
Americans are generally less tolerant of homosexuality 
than the public at large (Pew Research Center ). 
And, the majority say that being Muslim in the United 
States has become more difficult since /. Interest-
ingly, studies find that younger Muslims (those under 
thirty) tend to be more observant than older Muslims—
perhaps explained by the heightened identity that has 
emerged since /.

Religious Extremism
Religious extremism refers to actions and beliefs 
that are driven by high levels of religious intolerance. 
Religious extremists tend to see the world in sim-
plistic  either/or terms—dividing people into either 
good or evil, godly or demonic. Such divisive imagery 
 reduces the complexity of human life into simplistic 
 categories—categories that fuel hate and conflict. Thus, 

Muslims

Percent of each religion by race/ethnicity White African American

Hispanic Asian Other

Protestants

Catholics

Mormons

Jews

FIGURE 13.10 Viewing 
 Society in Global  Perspective: 
The World’s Religions
Data: From the U.S. Census Bureau. 
1999.  Statistical Abstract of the United 
States, 1999. Washington, DC: U.S. 
Government Printing Offi  ce, p. 831.

Religion can be interpreted both as producing social confl ict 
and as promoting social justice.
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It is easy to see the acts of religious extremists as 
the work of misled individuals, but those who study re-
ligious extremism know that it has social origins. Reli-
gious extremism is learned, usually within a narrowly 
circumscribed social world, such as the madrassas—
religious camps in Pakistan (and other areas) where 
young boys are taught a strict interpretation of Islam. 
For young boys uprooted from families by war, detached 
from other social contacts, and with no other educa-
tion, it is easy to be socialized into a narrow worldview 
that gives them a cause to fight for (Rashid ).

Knowing this helps explain how young men in 
Pakistan and other places could celebrate the death of 
Americans by cheering and waving guns in the streets—
behavior that can easily emerge when all you are taught 
is to perceive some other group as your enemy.

Religious extremism typically emerges in countries 
(or subcultures) where people are very poor and with-
out access to education. Young men without an educa-
tion and with little life opportunity can be attracted to 
violence as a way of asserting a collective identity (Stern 
; Khashan and Kreidie ). Many of the young 
suicide bombers who have committed horrendous acts 
of violence come from needy families who gain status 
and money from having their children do the footwork 
of terrorists.

Also, where there is a lack of modernism—and 
where people perceive that their traditional way of life 
is being overtaken by Western influences—religious ex-
tremism can come from trying to defend a traditional 
way of life (Pain ). Where most people are poor, 
frustrations can be channeled into extremist move-
ments fueled by highly traditional religious beliefs 
 (Heilman and Kaiser ).

Finally, religious extremist movements tend to be 
highly patriarchal—that is, based on the power of men 
and the subordination of women. This is true not only 
in the extremist factions of contemporary Islamic move-
ments but also in extremist segments of the Christian 
right in the United States (Antrobus ; Ferber ). 
When religious extremism links with militaristic and 
patriarchal values, it becomes extremely dangerous.

RELIGIOUS ORGANIZATIONS
Sociologists have organized their understanding of 
the various religious organizations into three types: 
churches, sects, and cults. These are ideal types in the 
sense that Max Weber used the term. That is, the ideal 
types convey the essential characteristics of some social 
entity or phenomenon, even though they do not explain 
every feature of each entity included in the generic 
category.

Churches are formal organizations that tend to 
see themselves, and are seen by society, as the primary 
and legitimate religious institutions. They tend to be 
integrated into the secular world to a degree that sects 
and cults are not. They are sometimes closely tied to 

the state. Many churches are organized as complex bu-
reaucracies with a division of labor and different roles 
for groups within, including a formally trained clergy 
and professional staff. However, some churches may 
be smaller, less formal, with devoted, but less formally 
trained, clergy. A new phenomenon for churches is 
the development of megachurches—those with mem-
berships numbering into the thousands. These are in-
creasingly common. Not only do megachurches have 
huge attendance but they also may broadcast on huge 
screens, possibly even televising church services.

Sects are groups that have broken off from an es-
tablished church. They emerge when a faction within 
an established religion questions the legitimacy or pu-
rity of the group from which they are separating. Many 
sects form as offshoots of existing religious organiza-
tions. Sects tend to place less emphasis on organization 
(as in churches) and more emphasis on the purity of 
members’ faith. The Shakers, for example, were formed 
by departing from the Society of Friends (the Quakers). 
They retained some Quaker practices, such as simplic-
ity of dress and a belief in pacifism, but departed from 
Quaker religious philosophy. The Shakers believed that 
the second coming of Christ was imminent, but that 
Christ would appear in the form of a woman (Kephart 
). Sects tend to admit only truly committed mem-
bers, refusing to compromise their beliefs. Some sects 
hold emotionally charged worship services, although 
others, like the Amish, are more stoic. The Shakers, for 
example, had such emotional services that they shook, 
shouted, and quivered while “talking with the Lord,” 
earning them their name. The only bodily contact per-
mitted among the Shakers was during the unrestrained 
religious rituals; they were celibate (did not have sex-
ual relations) and gained new members only through 
adoption of children or recruitment of newcomers 
(Kephart ).

Cults, which are like sects in their intensity, are reli-
gious groups devoted to a specific cause or charismatic 
leader. Many cults arise within established religions 
and sometimes continue to peaceably reside within the 
parent religion simply as a fellowship of people with a 
particular, often mystical, dogma. As they are develop-
ing, it is common for tension to exist between cults and 
the society around them. Cults tend to exist outside the 
mainstream of society, arising when believers think 
that society is not satisfying their spiritual needs and 
attracting those who feel a longing for meaningful at-
tachments. Internally, cults seldom develop an elabo-
rate organizational structure but are instead close-knit 
communities held together by personal attachment 
and loyalty to the cult leader.

Cults form around leaders with great charisma, a 
quality attributed to individuals believed by their fol-
lowers to have special powers (Johnstone ). Typi-
cally, followers are convinced that the charismatic 
leader has received a unique revelation or possesses 
supernatural gifts. Although there are exceptions, cult 
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leaders are usually men, probably because men are 
more likely to be seen as having the characteristics as-
sociated with charismatic leadership.

debunking SOCIETY’S MYTHS
myth: People who join extreme religious cults are mal-
adjusted and have typically been quickly brainwashed by 
cult leaders.

sociological perspective: Conversion to a 
religious cult usually involves a gradual process of reso-
cialization wherein the convert voluntarily develops new 
associations with others and develops a new worldview 
based on these new relationships. •

RELIGION AND SOCIAL 
CHANGE
What is the role of religion in social change? Durkheim 
saw religion as promoting social cohesion; Weber saw 
it as culturally linked to other social institutions; Marx 
assessed religion in terms of its contribution to social 
oppression. Is religion a source of oppression, or is 
it a source of personal and collective liberation from 
worldly problems? There is no simple answer to this 
question. Religion has had a persistent conservative 
influence on society, but it has also been an impor-
tant part of movements for social justice and human 
emancipation.

The role of religious organizations in social change 
has of late become a question of public policy. Should 
faith-based organizations receive government support 
for work they do in helping people, or does this violate 
the constitutional separation of church and state? The 
constitutional issues will ultimately be settled by law, 
but sociological research sheds light on the implica-
tions of such organizations. Though liberals fear that 
faith-based organizations will infuse religion into gov-
ernment too much and conservatives hope that faith-
based initiatives will support their political agenda, 
research shows that faith-based initiatives enhance the 
participation of traditionally disadvantaged groups in 
the democratic process (Kniss ; Wood ).

The public debate about faith-based initiatives 
is occurring at a time when evangelical groups have 
increased membership and influence and have affili-
ated with conservative political causes, dramatically 
increasing the influence of religion on politics. At 
the same time, there has been a decrease in the im-
portance of religion to many people. As a social in-
stitution, religion is in transition. Religion, like other 
aspects of society, is also becoming more commercial-
ized. A large self-help industry has developed in reli-
gious publication, and religious music is increasingly 
successful as a form of enterprise. All sorts of religious 
products are bought and sold in what sociologists now 
call a “spiritual marketplace” (Roof ; Wuthnow 
). Clearly, religion influences social change, but 
it is also influenced by the same changes that affect 
other social institutions.

At the same time, religion continues to have an im-
portant role in liberation movements around the world. 
Throughout the world, liberation theologians have used 
the prestige and organizational resources of the Catho-
lic Church to develop a consciousness of oppression 
among poor peasants and working-class people. Like-
wise, in the United States, churches have had a promi-
nent role in the civil rights movement (Marx /; 
Morris ). Churches supplied the infrastructure of 
the developing Black protest movements of the s 
and s, and the moral authority of the church was 
used to reinforce the appeal to Christian values as the 
basis for racial justice. Now, they continue to be impor-
tant places for the mobilization of Black politics and 
provide an important source of community  support—
often when other institutions have abandoned the 
Black community (Zuckerman ).

The role of women is also changing in most reli-
gious organizations. Women have long been denied the 
right to full participation in many faiths. Some religions 
still refuse to ordain women as clergy, but the public 
generally supports the ordination of women. Women 
now make up a large portion of divinity students. 
Whereas traditional religious images of women have 
provided the basis for the subordination of women, 
those stereotypes are eroding. In sum, religion is a force 
of both social change and social stability.

chapter summary
How are different kinship systems defined?
All societies are organized around a kinship system, 
varying in how many marriage partners are allowed, 
who can marry whom, how descent is determined, 
family residence, and power relations within the family. 
Extended family systems develop when there is a need 
for extensive economic and social cooperation. Th e 
nuclear family is the result of the rise of Western indus-
trialization that separated production from the home.

What does sociological theory contribute to our 
understanding of families?
Functionalism emphasizes that families have the func-
tion of integrating members to support society’s needs. 
Confl ict theorists see the family as a power relationship, 
related to other systems of inequality. Feminist theory 
emphasizes the family as a gendered institution and is 
critical of perspectives that take women’s place in the 
family for granted. Symbolic interaction takes a more 
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Key Terms

microscopic look at families, emphasizing how diff er-
ent family members experience and defi ne their family 
experience.

What changes characterize the diversity in 
contemporary families?
One of the greatest changes in families has been the in-
crease in female-headed households, which are most 
likely to live in poverty. Th e increase in women’s labor 
force participation has also aff ected families, resulting in 
dual roles for women. Stepfamilies face unique problems 
stemming from the blending of two households. Gay and 
lesbian households are also more common and chal-
lenge traditional heterosexual defi nitions of the family. 
Single people make up an increasing portion of the pop-
ulation, due in part to the later age when people marry.

Is marriage declining?
Th e United States has both the highest marriage rate and 
the highest divorce rate of any industrialized nation. Th e 
high divorce rate is explained as the result of a cultural 
orientation toward individualism and personal gratifi ca-
tion, as well as structural changes that make women less 
dependent on men within the family.

Why is family violence such a problem?
Family violence takes several forms, including partner 
violence, child abuse, incest, and elder abuse. Power re-
lationships within families, as well as gender diff erences 
in the division of labor, help explain domestic violence.

What major changes are affecting contemporary 
families?
Changes at the global level are producing new forms 
of families—transnational families—where at least 
one parent lives and works in a nation diff erent from 
the children. Social policies designed to assist families 
should recognize the diversity of family forms and the 
interdependence of the family with other social condi-
tions and social institutions.

What are the elements of a religion?
Sociologists are interested in religion because of the 
strong infl uence it has in society. Religion is an insti-
tutionalized system of symbols, beliefs, values, and 
practices by which a group of people interprets and 
responds to what they feel is sacred and that provides 
answers to questions of ultimate meaning.

How do sociologists measure the significance of 
religion for people, and what forms does religion 
take?
Th e United States is a deeply religious society. Christi-
anity dominates the national culture, even though the 
U.S. Constitution specifi es a separation between church 
and state. Religiosity is the measure of the intensity and 
practice of religious commitment.

How do the different sociological theories analyze 
religion?
Durkheim understood religions and religious rituals 
as creating social cohesion. Weber saw a fi t between 
the ideology of the Protestant ethic and the needs of a 
capitalistic economy. Religion is also related to social 
confl ict. Marx saw religion as supporting societal op-
pression and encouraging people to accept their lot in 
life. Symbolic interaction theory focuses on the process 
by which people become religious. Religious conver-
sion involves a dramatic transformation of religious 
identity and involves several phases through which 
individuals learn to identify with a new group and lose 
other existing social ties.

What diversity exists in religious faith and 
practice?
Th e United States is a diverse religious society. Protes-
tants, Catholics, Jews, and, increasingly, Muslims, make 
up the major religious faiths in the United States. Reli-
gious extremism can emerge in any religion and is gen-
erated by certain societal characteristics.

How is a religion organized?
Churches are formal religious organizations. Th ey are 
distinct from sects, which are religious groups that 
have withdrawn from an established religion. Cults are 
groups that have also rejected a dominant religious 
faith, but they tend to exist outside the mainstream of 
society.

How has religion been affected by social change?
In recent years, there has been an enormous growth in 
conservative religious groups. Religion is a conservative 
infl uence in society, but religion also has an important 
part in movements for human liberation, including the 
civil rights movement and the move to ordain women 
in the church.

31561_ch13.indd   32831561_ch13.indd   328 8/29/11   6:10 PM8/29/11   6:10 PM



FAMILIES AND RELIGION < 329

Online Study Resources
Login to CengageBrain.com to access the resources your 
 instructor has assigned. For this book, you can access:

CourseMate
Access chapter-specifi c learning tools, including 
learning objectives, practice quizzes, videos,  Internet 

exercises, fl ash cards, and glossaries, as well as InfoTrac® 
College Edition exercises, web links, and more in your Soci-
ology CourseMate.

Aplia
If your professor has assigned Aplia homework:
 1. Sign in to your account.
 2. Complete the corresponding homework exercises as 

required by your professor.
 3. When fi nished, click “Grade It Now” to see which areas 

you have mastered, which need more work, and for 
 detailed explanations of every answer.

Visit www.cengagebrain.com to access your account and 
purchase materials.
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the United States is thought to have the best 
education and health care systems in the world. Why then 
do many think our schools are failing children? Who gets 
a quality education, and who does not? And why do some 
benefi t from amazingly sophisticated health care proce-
dures while others suff er from poor-quality care?

These questions ask you to examine the  character of 
education and health care as social institutions— institutions 
that, like other social institutions, have a  social structure. 
The social structure of education and health care institu-
tions means that, for some, schooling provides a path to a 
good job; for others, schooling results in what is called the 
“school to prison pipeline.” And, no doubt, the United States 
off ers some of the best health care in the world, but it is 
also the only industrialized nation in the world that does not 
guarantee all of its citizens essential health care services. In-
deed, as sociologist Jill Quadagno has pointed out, in other 
nations health care “is done on the basis of clinical need, not 
ability to pay,” as is the case in the United States (Quadagno 
2005: 2; Dixon and Mossialos 2OO2).

Both education and health care have thus, of late, 
been major topics of public policy and debate. How do 
we improve schools? How much are students learning? 
Should there be universal health care insurance? Is the 
United States falling behind other nations in its educa-
tional and health care systems?

In this chapter, we examine these two critical social 
institutions, shedding light on these questions. We begin 
with education, providing an analysis of some of the key 
insights generated by sociological research and theory.

Education

Schooling and Society

The Sociology of Education: Theoretical 
Perspectives

Does Schooling Matter? 

Education and Inequality

Educational Reform

Health Care

Health Care in the United States

The Sociology of Medicine: Theoretical 
Perspectives

Health and Inequality

The Health Care Crisis in the United States

Chapter Summary

31561_ch14.indd   33131561_ch14.indd   331 8/29/11   6:12 PM8/29/11   6:12 PM



332 > C H A P T E R  

such as the “three R’s,” reading, writing, and arithmetic, 
as well as cultural knowledge, such as morals, values, 
and ethics. Education prepares the young for entry into 
society and is thus a form of socialization. Sociologists 
refer to the more formal, institutionalized aspects of 
education as schooling.

In a highly technological society such as the United 
States, education is increasingly necessary for future 
opportunities. Why then do some of our schools resem-
ble prisons where students are searched upon entering 
and the physical environment is dilapidated and bleak? 
Other schools look like beautiful campuses, places with 
modern facilities and sophisticated scientifi c and other 
equipment. To put these inequities in perspective, let us 
briefl y look at how education in the United States has 
developed over time.

The Rise of Education 
in the United States 
During the nineteenth century, many states did not 
yet have laws requiring education for everyone. Most 
jobs in the middle of the nineteenth century demanded 
no education or literacy whatsoever. Education was 
considered a luxury, available only to children of the 

upper classes (Cookson and 
 Persell ). Education for 
slaves was prohibited by 
law until , long after 
the Emancipation Proc-
lamation passed in . 
And, until the early twenti-
eth century, girls were not 
expected to get an educa-
tion past primary school. 
Th e education women re-
ceived was meant to teach 
them mostly domestic ski-
lls so they could become 
good mothers. 

Even when compul-
sory education was estab-

lished in , Black Americans were still largely denied 
formal education of any kind (Higginbotham  ). 
Laws in the South and West also prohibited  education 
for Hispanics, American Indians, and Chinese immi-
grants. State laws requiring attendance were gener-
ally enforced for White Americans, at least through 
eighth grade. Education all the way through high school 

Inequality in education is very apparent in the physical facilities 
of wealthy and poor schools. This inequality is further refl ected 
in educational opportunities within the schools.
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SCHOOLING AND SOCIETY
Education in any society is about the transmission of 
the society’s knowledge. In some societies, such as the 
United States, education is highly formalized—indeed, 
even regulated by government (at least for public insti-
tutions). In other societies, education may be less for-
mal, perhaps provided solely through the transmission 
of knowledge by elders or family members. But in U.S. 
society, education involves teaching formal knowledge, 

APLIA EDUCATION ENGAGEMENT ACTIVITY

Do you understand all the diff erent roles within the education 
 system? Try this interactive activity to assess your knowledge.

EDUCATION
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lagged considerably. As late as , only  percent 
of White and  percent of Black Americans had gradu-
ated from high school, compared to  percent of 
Whites now,  percent of Blacks, but only  percent 
of Hispanics (National Center for Educational Statistics 
; see also Figure .).

Th ere are three kinds of education in the United 
States: public education, private education, and, re-
cently, home schooling. Among public schools, there 
are now charter schools—those that receive public 
funds, but that are not subject to the same rules and 
regulations as other public schools. Charter schools 
are attended by choice, sometimes by a lottery system. 
Many have a specialized curriculum. Although charter 
schools are still accountable to local and state school 
authorities, many think they off er an alternative to fail-
ing public schools. 

In recent years, private schooling has also ex-
panded signifi cantly—a fact that has added to the 
racial segregation that now marks education in the 
United States, as we will see in a later section (Logan 
et al. ). Currently, private schools make up one-
quarter of all schools and are attended by  percent 
of all students. Th e vast majority of private schools 
( percent) are religious (or parochial) schools, 
where students get religious instruction as part of the 
educational curriculum. 

In home schooling, children are educated at 
home, most often by a mother. Home schooling now 
educates about  percent of school-aged children, a 
small, but increasing, number. Over three-quarters 
of home-schooled students are White; the major-
ity come from low- to median-income levels (under 
$, per year). The most common reasons par-
ents give for home schooling their child are criticisms 
of the environment and academic instruction in the 

public schools and the desire for a religious educa-
tion (National Center for Education Statistics ). 
Some studies have shown that home-schooled chil-
dren score higher than publicly schooled students 
on standardized subject tests, but any differences 
between home-schooled and publicly schooled chil-
dren in academic achievement disappear over time 
(Jones and Gloeckner ). 

Education in Global Perspective
Debates about public versus private schooling often 
center on how well the public schools are doing in edu-
cating the nation’s young people. For years, the United 
States has been heralded as having the best school sys-
tem in the world. Once at the top of the list of national 
scores in math and science, the United States now ranks 
thirty-fi fth out of forty nations in student math achieve-
ment scores and twenty-ninth out of forty on science 
tests (Darling-Hammond ).

What explains this decline in the nation’s standing? 
Most of it has to do with the enormous inequality that 
characterizes U.S. schools and the failure of American 
education to address the needs of poor, African Ameri-
can, and Latino students whose scores thus bring down 
the national averages. Unlike other nations, the U.S. 
spends more on students from higher socioeconomic 
backgrounds, leaving those in poor and racially segre-
gated schools disadvantaged on educational achieve-
ment (Darling-Hammond ).

Th ese facts mean that inequality in education 
(examined further in a later section of this chapter) is 
strongly linked to the nation’s standing in the global 
community. In other nations, students spend more 
time in school, raising questions about whether the 

100%

80%

90%

60%

70%

40%

50%

20%

10%

30%

0%

Percent completing

196019501940 20091970 1980 1990 2000

White Black Hispanic

FIGURE 14.1 Percentage of Persons Com-
pleting High School or More, 1940–2009 
Source: National Center for  Educational Statistics. 2010. 
Digest of Educational Statistics. Washington, DC: 
U.S. Department of Education. www. nces.gov
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school year should be extended for U.S. students. 
Indeed, researchers have found that students from 
both high and low socioeconomic backgrounds in the 
United States learn at the same rate during the school 
year, but gaps in their academic skills develop over the 
summer—a time when better-off  students may expe-
rience a variety of enrichment activities, and poorer 
students do not. Even when poorly performing stu-
dents attend summer school, this does not diminish 
the achievement gap because summer schools are 
usually of lower quality and focus more on discipline 
than learning (Downey and Gibbs ). Th e debates 
about U.S. education in a global context have no easy 
answers, but can be well informed by the research of 
sociology.

THE SOCIOLOGY OF 
EDUCATION: THEORETICAL 
PERSPECTIVES 
As for other social institutions, sociological theory 
provides perspectives that illuminate public concerns 
about education. Questions about the purposes of ed-
ucation, how education is organized, and who educa-
tion serves are addressed in diff erent ways by the major 
theoretical perspectives in sociology.

Functionalist Theory
Functionalist theory in sociology argues that educa-
tion accomplishes the following consequences, or 
“functions,” for a society. First is socialization. As we 
have already seen, socialization takes place in the fam-
ily, but the family is not the sole location of socializa-
tion. Schools also have a socializing infl uence through 
passing on “book knowledge” in the form of informa-
tion and skills. But schools also pass on cultural heri-
tage and history, including values, beliefs, habits, and 
norms—in short, culture. Some of this is explicit in the 
schools, such as learning a language or the music and 
art of one’s culture. But it can also be implicit—such as 
guiding students through norms around punctuality, 
discipline, and manners.

Occupational training is another function of edu-
cation, especially in an industrialized society such as 
the United States. In less complex societies, jobs and 
training may be passed from father to son or from 
father or mother to daughter. A signifi cant number of 
occupations and professions today are still passed on 
from parent to off spring, particularly among the upper 
classes (such as a father passing on a law practice to 
his son). Th is also occurs among certain highly skilled 
occupations (plumbers, ironworkers, and electri-
cians). Modern industrialized societies need a system 
that trains people for jobs. Most jobs today require at 
least a high school education, and increasingly, a col-
lege or postgraduate degree. Whereas once men with 

only a high school education could get a fairly stable 
and reasonably well-paying job as a skilled laborer, 
such jobs are less numerous. In a highly technologi-
cal society, higher levels of education are increasingly 
necessary.

Social control, or the regulation of deviant be-
havior, is also a function of education, although 
a less obvious one. Such indirect, subtle conse-
quences emerging from the activities of institu-
tions are called latent functions of the institution. 
Increased urbanization and immigration beginning 
in the late nineteenth century were accompanied 
by rises in crime, overcrowding, homelessness, and 
other urban ills. One perceived benefit of compul-
sory education (that is, one latent function) was 
that it kept young people off the streets and out of 
trouble. There is a hidden curriculum in schools—
a latent function of education; that is, schools not 
only “function” to give skills and training, but they 
also teach students norms, identities, and other 
forms of social learning that are not part of the for-
mal curriculum. 

Conflict Theory
In contrast to functionalist theory, which emphasizes 
how education unifi es and stabilizes society, confl ict 
theory emphasizes the power and inequality that are 
part of education as a social institution. Inequality in 
education occurs along numerous lines, with class, 
race, and gender among the most infl uential. Th us, 
the higher one’s social class, the more likely one will 
have higher educational attainment. Racial diff erences 
in education have also produced what is called the 
achievement gap—with volumes of research and heated 
public debate about the causes and consequences of 
this gap. Gender diff erences in educational outcomes 
are also striking. On the one hand, boys and men are far 
more likely to pursue science and math than are girls 
and women, but more recently, some have argued that 
there is an educational crisis for boys and young men, 
as women now signifi cantly outnumber men in the na-
tion’s colleges.

These facts support the argument of conflict 
theorists that educational institutions are a site for 
producing and reproducing inequality in our so-
ciety. Another way to think about this is to see how 
schools reward certain behaviors—behaviors that are 
consistent with the needs of a competitive, capital-
ist workplace. What do you learn in school? Some 
would say you learn more than skills and ideas; that 
is, successful students learn to be obedient, to follow 
the clock, to meet deadlines—all requirements of a 
capitalist economy where workers are subordinate to 
bosses (Bowles and Gintis ). To the extent that 
schools produce compliant workers, education sup-
ports the needs of a capitalist economy—one of the 
major points of conflict theory.
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debunking SOCIETY’S MYTHS
myth: Schools are the great equalizing mechanism 
because everyone in the United States has a chance for 
a good public education.

sociological perspective: Schools repro-
duce inequality. One reason is because public schools are 
funded through local property taxes; thus, schools in high-
income areas receive better funding per pupil than those 
in low-income and poor neighborhoods (Downey and 
Gibbs 2010). •

Schools are also systems of power—not just on 
the level of teacher–student relationships, but also as 
a social system. School boards, principals, parents, 
teachers, and unions all vie for power and control in a 
system that ties them together—not just in stability and 
cooperation as functionalist theory presumes, but also 
in confl ict and through power dynamics, the insight of 
confl ict theory. 

Contrary to the impression given in this photo, girls are 
frequently underrepresented in scientifi c and technical 
classes in school, particularly in upper grades and college.
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DOING sociological research

Research Question: Random searches, 
zero-tolerance policies, metal detectors, 
surveillance cameras, security guards: 
The presence of these things in our 
public schools makes it seem as though 
the school system is a police state. What 
eff ect does such a strong security sys-
tem have on today’s students? Is this 
excessive discipline necessary and eff ec-
tive? These are the questions that drove 
sociologist Aaron Kupchik to study the 
climate of punishment in today’s schools.

Research Method: Kupchik and his re-
search assistants spent two years observ-
ing classrooms, hallways, and disciplinary 
meetings in four high schools located 
in two diff erent states. In each state, 
two high schools were largely white and 
middle class; two, mostly poor with stu-
dents predominantly from racial–ethnic 
minority backgrounds. In addition to par-
ticipant observation, Kupchik interviewed 
100 people, including students, parents, 
teachers, security staff , police, and admin-
istrators, and analyzed data from ques-
tionnaires that were given to all juniors in 
each of the four schools. This was a very 
comprehensive research design. 

Research Results: Kupchik found that an 
atmosphere of punishment, not of learning, 

Homeroom Security

predominates in each of these schools and 
guides the interaction between students, 
faculty, and staff . Although poor, minority 
students are most likely subjected to such 
punishment, this climate also character-
izes the treatment of white, middle-class 
schools. Students in each school perceived 
that the rules were unfair. The primary 
fi nding coming from this research is that 
the practices of punishment and discipline 
far outweigh the threat of actual wrongdo-
ing. No doubt, Kupchik argues, high schools 
are sites of bullying, crime, and victimiza-
tion, but the level of security in schools 
now is disproportionate to the actual risk 
of crime and wrongdoing.

Conclusion and Implications: Ironically, 
Kupchik concludes that increased secu-
rity and surveillance in schools actually 
increases student wrongdoing. Why? 
Because students will follow rules if 
they think they are fair, but will thwart 
them if they perceive the rules as unfair. 
Moreover, the fi xation on rules and pun-
ishment overlooks the real problems stu-
dents face—the context in which student 
wrongdoing actually emerges. With the 
priority given to punishment in schools, 
students’ actual needs are not being met 
and taxpayer dollars may not be being 
used to greatest eff ect.

Questions to Consider 
 1. What kind of security was in place 

in the high school you attended? 
Was it eff ective? Did it decrease or 
increase misbehavior?

 2. Why has there been such an em-
phasis on what Kupchik calls “home-
room security” in recent years? Do 
enhanced security practices in the 
schools address student needs? 

Source: Kupchick, Aaron. 2010. Homeroom 
Security: School Discipline in an Age of Fear. 
New York: New York University Press.
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Symbolic Interaction Theory
Symbolic interaction theory focuses on how people in-
terpret social interaction—in other words, some of the 
subjective dimensions of education and schooling. Th is 
is well illustrated in what has come to be known as the 
teacher expectancy eff ect—the eff ect of teacher expec-
tations on a student’s actual performance. When students 
and teachers interact, certain expectations arise on the 
part of both. Th e teacher may expect or anticipate certain 
behaviors, good or bad, from students. Th rough the oper-
ation of the teacher expectancy eff ect these  expectations 
can actually create the very behavior in question. Th us 
fulfi lled, the behavior is actually caused by the expecta-
tion rather than the other way around. For example, if a 
White teacher expects Latino boys to perform below av-
erage on a math test relative to White students, over time 
the teacher may act in ways that encourage the Latino 
boys to get below average math test scores. Th e point is 
that what the teacher expects students to do aff ects what 
they will do. Teachers’ expectations can dramatically 
 infl uence how much a student learns independent of the 
student’s actual ability.

Insights into the teacher expectancy eff ect come 
from symbolic interaction theory. In a classic study, 
Rosenthal and Jacobson () told teachers of several 
grades in an elementary school that certain children 
in their class were academic “spurters,” who would 
increase their performance that year. Th e rest of the 
students were called “nonspurters.” Th e researchers 
selected the “spurters” list completely at random, un-
beknownst to the teachers. Th e distinction had no re-
lation to an ability test the children took early in the 
school year, although the teachers were told (falsely) 
that it did. At the end of the school year, although all 
students improved somewhat on the achievement test, 
those labeled “spurters” made greater gains than those 
designated “nonspurters.” Variations of this clever and 
revealing study have been conducted many times over, 
and the results are generally similar.

How are expectations converted into performance? 
Th e powerful mechanism of the self- fulfi lling proph-
ecy, in which merely applying a label has the eff ect of 
justifying the it, aff ects performance (Taylor et al. ; 
Cardenas ; Darley and Fazio ). In other words, 
if a student is defi ned (labeled) as a certain type, the 
student often becomes that type. You can see how such 
a process might also be deeply aff ected by various race, 
class, and gender stereotypes (see Figure .).

A very good example of this is the concept of ste-
reotype threat. Th is refers to the fact that perceived 
negative stereotypes about one’s group can actually 
aff ect one’s academic performance. Th is has been 
demonstrated by the research of Claude Steele and his 
associates (Steele et al. ; Steele and Aronson ). 
Many believe that Black students do not perform well 
on math and verbal ability tests. In experimental stud-
ies, when such a stereotype is actually invoked by tes-
ters as Black students are about to take a test (such as 
when told that the test is an actual test of the student’s 
ability), students actually perform less well than when 
the stereotype is not  invoked. Interestingly, the same 
results occur with women  students—that is, when ste-
reotypes that women do not do as well as men on math 
tests are applied.

One of the brilliant insights of symbolic interaction 
theory is that the meaning attributed to a behavior can 
be a powerful predictor of what a person becomes (see 
Table .). 

DOES SCHOOLING MATTER?
How much does schooling really matter? Does more 
schooling actually lead to a better job, more annual 
income, and enhanced opportunities? Certainly, one 
would want to know this if investing in education, but 
the answers to these questions are not just about indi-
vidual success. How much schooling matters and for 
whom results from how education is organized as a 

Affe
cts

Affects

Attachment of
label (such
as track
assignment)

Teacher sees
student’s
performance as
confirming initial
label

Teacher’s actual
behavior toward
student

Student’s actual
behavior and
performance

Student’s
acceptance of
label of self

AffectsTeacher

Student

Step 1 Step 2 Step 3 Step 4 Step 5

Affects

FIGURE 14.2 The Self-Fulfi lling Prophecy 
Source: Taylor, Shelley E.; Peplau, Letitia Anne; Sears, David O., Social Psychology, 12th Edition, © 2006, p. 93. Reprinted by permission of Pearson Edu-
cation, Inc., Upper Saddle River, NJ.
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 social institution and how education is related to sys-
tems of inequality in society.

Education, Occupation, and Income
One way that sociologists measure a person’s social 
class or socioeconomic status (SES) is to determine the 
person’s amount of schooling, income, and type of oc-
cupation. (See Chapter  on class stratifi cation.) Soci-
ologists call these the indicators of SES. In the general 
population, there is a strong relationship between for-
mal education and occupation. Although the relation-
ship is not perfect, it is true that the higher a person’s 
occupational status, the more formal education he or 
she is likely to have received. Th us, on average, doctors, 
lawyers, professors, and nuclear physicists spend many 
more years in school than garbage collectors and shoe 
shiners. Th is relationship is strong enough that you can 
often, although not always, guess a person’s level of ed-
ucational attainment just by knowing his or her occu-
pation. Th ere are indeed instances of laborers, such as 
taxi drivers, who have PhDs, but they are relatively rare. 
Also rare is the reverse: the self-educated, self-made 
individual who completed only high school and is now 
the CEO of a major corporation.

Schools are stratifying institutions; that is, they sort 
people into diff erent categories, based on social factors 
such as one’s social class, one’s race, one’s gender, even 
one’s perceived social worth. Schools themselves are 
stratifi ed institutions, but they also build on the strati-
fi cation that exists in the society at large. Furthermore, 
this is the case not just in the United States, but in other 
societies as well. 

In England, for example, schools are explicitly 
stratifi ed. Students in England take a general ex-
amination at the end of the compulsory high school 
education; the results determine whether the stu-
dent leaves school or goes on to college study. At one 
point, students in England were required to take an 

examination, called the Eleven Plus, at age . A per-
son’s score on this examination determined whether 
he or she was put on a track to prestigious universities 
such as Oxford or Cambridge or went directly into the 
labor force from high school. 

Similarly, in Germany, an examination called the 
Abitur is taken during the equivalent of the junior year 
in high school. A high score on the Abitur facilitates 
admission to a university; a low score inhibits getting 
into a university. Low-scoring students must take two 
or three more years of courses and then reapply to a 
university if they wish to attend. And in Japan, a simi-
lar examination given at age  determines even more 
rigidly a child’s subsequent educational opportuni-
ties. Students who wish to continue their education 
at a college or university must score high enough to 
gain admission to prep schools. Especially high scores 
guarantee admission to prestigious prep schools, 
which is necessary for later admission to the best uni-
versities. Low scorers are virtually shut out from prep 
school admission, and these students become ineli-
gible for a university education. Exams in these coun-
tries create a quite explicit stratifying mechanism for 
sorting students into an educational system that tracks 
them into successful professions—or not.

In the United States, educational stratifi cation is 
not so explicit and, until recently, was not based solely 
on test scores—an issue discussed later in this chapter. 
But education is a stratifi ed system, and it produces 
social mobility at the same time that it reproduces in-
equalities otherwise found in society.

Look, for example, at the connection between in-
come, education, and social factors such as gender. 
Although, on the whole, the higher one’s education, 
the higher one’s income, it is nonetheless true that 
the average income for women is less than the aver-
age income for men at each education level. Men with 
professional degrees (law, medicine, and so forth) 
earn a median annual income (in ) of around 

table 14.1 Sociological Theories of Education

Functionalism Conflict Theory Symbolic Interaction

Education in 
society

Fulfi lls certain societal needs for 
socialization and training; “sorts” 
people in society according to 
their abilities

Refl ects other inequities in 
society, including race, class, 
and gender inequality, and 
perpetuates such inequalities by 
tracking practices, for example

Emerges depending on the 
character of social interaction 
between groups in schools

Schools Inculcate values needed by the 
society

Are hierarchical institutions 
refl ecting confl ict and power 
relations in society

Are sites where social interaction 
between groups (such as teachers 
and students) infl uences chances 
for individual and group success

Social change Means that schools take on functions 
that other institutions, such as the 
family, originally fulfi lled

Threatens to put some groups at 
continuing disadvantage in the 
quality of education

Can be positive as people develop 
new perceptions of formerly 
stereotyped groups
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$, on average; women with that same educa-
tion earn only about $,—less than two-thirds of 
what a man earns. Of course, some of this is because 
women tend to get professional degrees in diff erent 
fi elds than men. Still, the connection between educa-
tion, income, and gender holds across all levels of ed-
ucation. Th us, a man with no graduate education but 
only a bachelor’s degree earns more than a woman 
with a master’s degree. And men with some college, 
but no bachelor’s degree, earn more than women 
with a bachelor’s degree (U.S. Census  Bureau c; 
see Figure .).

Education and Social Mobility
Education has traditionally been viewed in the 
United States as the way out of poverty and low social 
standing—that is, as the main route to upward social 
mobility. Th e assumption has been that a person can 
overcome modest beginnings by staying in school.

Th ere is some truth to this. Th ose with more edu-
cation do have higher earnings, better jobs, and more 
perceived social worth. But, much sociological re-
search has demonstrated that the eff ect of education 
on a person’s eventual job and income greatly de-
pends on the social class that the person was born into 
(Bowles et al. ). 

Class and race also work together to “protect” the 
upper classes from downward social mobility. Educa-
tion is used by the upper classes to avoid downward 
mobility by such means as sending their children to 
elite private secondary schools. A disproportionate 
number of upper-class children attend elite boarding 
schools and day schools compared to working-class 
children who are considerably underrepresented in 
such schools (Rendon and Hope ). 

Among middle-class Whites, education consid-
erably improves the chances of getting middle-class 

jobs, yet access to upper-class positions is limited. 
Among those of the working class, chances of getting 
a good education are not impossible, but they involve 
a lot of social support, fi nancial aid, and, sometimes, 
just plain luck. For the chronically unemployed—the 
underclass—chances of getting a good education are 
minimal. In sum, education is strongly aff ected by 
social-class origins. Occupation and income are heav-
ily infl uenced by social class and by education. Th ese 
interrelationships are summarized in Figure ., 
which shows that social class origin aff ects occupa-
tion and income both directly and indirectly by way of 
education.

Testing and Accountability
Social class not only influences the level of education 
one is likely to receive, but—perhaps it is a surprise 
that it even affects one’s test scores on standardized 
exams. On average, students from lower-income fam-
ilies have lower scores on exams such as the Scholas-
tic Assessment Test (SAT) and the American College 
Testing Program (ACT). As shown in Figure ., there 

FIGURE 14.3 Education, Income, and 
Gender, 2009 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau. 2010d. Educational 
Attainment, Persons 25 Years Old and Older by 
Total Money Earnings in 2009, Work Experience 
in 2009, and Age, Race, Hispanic Origin, and Sex. 
Washington, DC: U.S. Census  Bureau, Current 
Population Reports. www.census.gov
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table 14.2 Average SAT Scores by Ethnicity and Gender

Critical Reading Mathematics Writing

Students who described themselves as: Men Women Men Women Men Women

American Indian or Alaska Native 487 484 508 479 459 474

Asian, Asian American, or Pacifi c Islander 520 519 605 577 520 532

Black or African American 426 432 436 422 408 428

Mexican or Mexican American 459 451 486 451 444 451

Puerto Rican 456 452 468 438 437 448

Other Hispanic, Latino, or Latin American 460 449 484 446 444 449

White 530 526 555 519 508 523

Other 494 494 534 498 484 498

Source: National Report on College-Bound Seniors. Copyright © 2010. The College Board. Reproduced with permission. www.collegeboard.com
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is a smooth and dramatic increase in average (mean) 
SAT score as family income increases, for both SAT 
verbal and math scores. In this sense, one’s SAT score 
is a proxy, or substitute, measure of one’s social class: 
Within a certain range, you can guess someone’s likely 
SAT score from knowing only the income and so-
cial class of his or her parents! As you can see from 
Figure ., each additional $, in family income 
is worth about  to  points on either the SAT ver-
bal or the SAT math tests (thus  or  points more 
for a combined score). This is truly ironic because 
the multiple-choice SAT was originally designed in 

the s as an “objective” test to combat the pattern 
of children from wealthy families having an advan-
tage for admission to college.

With lower scores comes a diminished chance of 
getting into the best colleges or universities. African 
Americans, Latinos, and American Indians score on 
the average lower than Whites, and women tend to 
score lower than men on the mathematical sections 
of the SAT, but better than men on the writing sec-
tion (see Table .). Th ese patterns indicate that the 
SAT has an stratifying eff ect by directing the futures of 
young people. 
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In sum, the educational system in the United States 
appears to allow for some social mobility as the result of 
education, but clearly not as much as people believe. A 
good education is essential for a good job, but the odds 
of getting such an education are considerably shaped by 
one’s social class of origin, one’s race—and, to a lesser 
extent—one’s gender. Of course, as we have seen, all of 
these social factors work together such that the odds of 
mobility are far less for, say, a Black working-class man 
or woman than a White upper-class—or even middle-
class—man or woman. Support and scholarship pro-
grams intended to aid those with greater disadvantages 
in education help, but without such intervention, the 
forces of social stratifi cation are reproduced in the edu-
cational system.   

EDUCATION AND INEQUALITY
Education has reduced many inequalities in society 
since compulsory education began at the turn of the 
twentieth century—a time when many were excluded 
from educational opportunities. But, over the course of 
the last century, the percentage of high school graduates 
has risen among Whites and minorities, both male and 
female.  Furthermore, as more minorities and women 
attend and graduate from two- and four-year colleges, 
the result—at least until the major economic reces-
sion of  and —has been more  employment 
for them in mid-level and high-level jobs. Nonetheless, 
many inequalities still exist in U.S. education. Th ese 
can be shown in numerous ways, including, as we have 
seen, standardized testing, but also debates about ge-
netics and ability, and how schools are  organized—
an organization that shows signifi cant tracking and, 
now, increasing racial segregation. First we turn to the 
 measure of ability.

Intelligence and Its Measurement
Since the time of classical Greece, humans have sought 
to measure a “mental faculty” or “intelligence.” Since 
early in the twentieth century, educators in our soci-
ety, from preschools to universities, have attempted to 
measure intelligence by means of standardized  ability 
tests such as IQ tests or the SAT, which are intended to 
measure ability or potential. Th ese are not the same 
as achievement tests, which are intended to measure 
what has actually been learned. Advanced Placement 
(AP) exams are achievement tests taken before enter-
ing college. Students who score high demonstrate that 
they have already mastered certain material and can, in 
many cases, skip those courses in college.

Th e education system in the United States has re-
lied heavily upon the idea that intelligence, or ability, 
or potential is a single trait—one that can be gauged 
according to the numerical results of the standardized 
tests. Whether standardized tests are a strong mea-
sure of ability—and, in some forms, achievement—has 

become increasingly important as testing has become 
the major measure of school success under current ed-
ucational reforms.

Th ere are three major criticisms regarding the use 
of standardized tests such as the SAT or ACT to mea-
sure ability. First, the tests tend to measure only lim-
ited ranges of abilities (such as quantitative aptitude or 
verbal aptitude) while ignoring other cognitive endow-
ments such as creativity, musical ability, spatial percep-
tion, or even political skill and athletic ability (Zwick 
; Freedle ).

Second, the tests possess at least some degree 
of cultural and gender bias—and also a strong social 
class bias. As a result, they may perpetuate rather than 
reduce inequality between diff erent cultural, racial, 
gender, and class groups. Many studies show that al-
though standardized ability tests are somewhat capa-
ble of predicting future school performance for White 
men, most studies show less accurate forecasts for the 
success of minorities, especially Hispanics, African 
Americans, and American Indians; they also predict 
school performance less accurately for women than 
for men (Taylor ; Darling-Hammond ; Zwick 
; Epps ). In other words, the predictive valid-
ity of the tests, which is the extent to which the tests 
accurately predict later college grades, is compro-
mised for minorities, women, and persons of working-
class origins. 

Th ird, SATs actually do not predict school per-
formance very well for all groups. For example, SAT 
scores are only modestly accurate predictors of college 
grades even for White students (Zwick ). Th is fact 
is not well known. Grade point average in high school 
(and school class rank as well) is also only a modestly 
accurate predictor of success in college. High school 
grades are about as accurate as the SATs in predicting 
college grades—maybe even a little better (Alon and 
Tienda ). 

In general, average scores for tests such as the SAT 
diff er across diff erent groups: Whites score higher on 
average than minorities, and the higher a person’s so-
cial class, the higher his or her test score is likely to be. 
But experts regard these diff erences as primarily en-
vironmental in origin, refl ecting such things as group 
diff erences in years of parental education, social class 
status, childhood socialization, language, nutrition, 
and cultural advantages received in the home and 
during youth. 

Still, occasional claims are made that differences 
in test scores are somehow genetically inherited. A 
notorious example was the publication of a book, 
The Bell Curve (), published in the mid-s. 
The book caused a major stir, one that is still ongoing 
among educators, lawmakers, teachers, public offi-
cials, policymakers, and the general public. Authors 
of The Bell Curve, Herrnstein and Murray, argued 
that the distribution of intelligence in the general 
population closely approximates a bell-shaped curve 
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(called the normal distribution). But primarily they 
argued that there is one basic, fundamental kind of 
intelligence, not several independent kinds of intel-
ligences, and that it is genetically inherited. Using 
great masses of data, they claimed that fundamental 
intelligence is about  percent genetically inherited 
and only  percent determined by environment. 
Therefore, they argue, intelligence is determined pri-
marily by one’s genes rather than by one’s social and 
educational environment. 

Herrnstein and Murray used studies of identical 
twins who were separated early in life as the basis for 
their argument—a method often cited by those claim-
ing a genetic basis to some form of social behavior. 
Th e idea is that because identical twins (as opposed to 
fraternal twins) are genetic clones (exact genetic dupli-
cates of each other), any similarities that remain be-
tween them after their separation (such as having the 
same or similar intelligence) must be caused by their 
identical genes rather than by similarities in their social 
or educational environments.

On the face of it, this seems reasonable. But critics 
point out that some of the identical twins in the studies 
cited by Herrnstein and Murray (and used by other re-
searchers) were actually not very separated at all. Some 
were separated for longer periods during their lives and 
had fewer similarities in their social and educational 
environments. Once this is taken into account, in fact, 
the more separated the identical twins were, the less 
similar they were in intelligence. Th is shows the eff ect of 
their diff ering social environments (such as attending 
diff erent schools or living in very diff erent neighbor-
hoods) over the eff ect of their identical gene. Indeed, 
experts conclude that genetic inheritance actually ac-
counts only for about  percent, not  percent, of in-
telligence (Taylor ; Joseph , ; Kamin and 
Goldberger ).

In the end, it is reasonable to conclude that there 
is some genetic basis to intelligence, but genetic in-
heritance is small relative to the powerful infl uences of 
society and culture. And, as long as society is marked 
by the inequalities that we can sociologically observe, 
then group diff erences in ability must be seen within 
that context. Social practices in education, such as the 
tracking of students, which we examine next, can have 
profound infl uences on people’s life chances—even if 
some people are genetically well-equipped to succeed, 
society can override that ability.

debunking SOCIETY’S MYTHS
myth: Intelligence is mostly determined by genetic 
inheritance.

sociological perspective: Intelligence is a 
complex concept not easily measured by one thing and 
is likely shaped as much by environmental factors as by 
 genetic endowment (Taylor 2011). •

School Tracking. Tracking (also called ability 
grouping) is the separating of students within schools 
according to some measure of ability (Oakes et al. 
). Tracking has taken place for more than sev-
enty years. As early as first grade, children are likely 
divided into high-track, middle-track, and lower-
track groups, or some variation thereof. Perhaps you 
were assigned to one of these tracks in elementary, 
junior high, or high school. In high school, the high-
track students take college preparatory courses in 
math and science and read Shakespeare. Middle-
track students take courses in business administra-
tion and typing. Lower-track students take vocational 
courses in auto mechanics, masonry, or dental hy-
giene. Although this kind of tracking is now on the 
decline in the United States, it is still very much with 
us in many schools (Hallinan ). 

Th e original idea behind tracking is that students 
would get a better education and be better prepared for 
life after high school if they are grouped early accord-
ing to ability. Th eoretically, students in all tracks learn 
faster because the curriculum is tailored to their ability 
level, and the teacher can concentrate on smaller, more 
homogenous groups.

Th e opposite argument is given by advocates 
of detracking. Detracking is based on the belief that 
combining students of varying cognitive abilities ben-
efi ts the students more than tracking, especially by 
the time students get to junior high and high school. 
Students of high and low ability can thus learn from 
each other; the high-ability students are not seen to 
be “held back” by students with less ability, but are 
enriched by their presence. Researchers have pointed 
out that high-achieving nations are now beginning to 
eliminate  tracking (Darling-Hammond ). 

Which approach is better? Most researchers and 
educators who have studied tracking agree that not all 
students should be mixed together in the same classes. 
Th e diff erences between students can be too great and 
their needs too dissimilar. Some degree of tracking has 
always had advocates based on its presumed benefi ts 
for all students. Th is presumption is under attack. One 
of the most consistent research fi ndings on tracking 
is that students in the higher tracks receive positive 
eff ects, but that the lower-track students suff er nega-
tive eff ects. To begin with, students in the lower tracks 
learn less because they are, quite simply, taught less. 
Th ey are asked to read less and do less homework. 
High-track students are taught more; furthermore, 
they are consistently rewarded by teachers and ad-
ministrators for their academic abilities (Oakes et al. 
; Oakes and Lipton ). 

thinking SOCIOLOGICALLY
Were you in a tracked elementary school? What were the 
tracks? Did you get the impression that teachers devoted 
diff erent amounts of actual time to students in diff erent 
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tracks? Did teachers “look down” on those in the lower 
tracks? What about the students—did they treat some 
tracks as “better” or “worse” than others (were they 
perceived as diff ering in prestige)? Based on your recol-
lections, what does this tell you about tracking and social 
class? •

Who gets assigned to which tracks? Research shows 
that track assignment is not solely based on the perfor-
mance in cognitive ability tests. Social class and race 
are involved. Students with the same test scores often 
get assigned to diff erent tracks because of diff erences 
in their social class and race. Few administrators or 
teachers consciously and deliberately assign students 
to tracks based on these criteria, but it occurs neverthe-
less. Researchers have consistently found that when fol-
lowing two students with identical scores on cognitive 
ability tests, the student of higher social class is more 
likely than the student of lower social class status to get 
assigned to the higher track.

Segregation and Resegregation
You can think of tracking as a form of internal segre-
gation—segregation that occurs within schools and 
within classrooms. But another pernicious form of 
 segregation—racial segregation—increasingly charac-
terizes schools in the United States.

In , in a landmark decision, the U.S. Su-
preme Court ruled in the case of Brown v. Board of 
Education that separate but equal in all public facili-
ties, including schools, was unconstitutional. While 
it took years before school districts actually began 
implementing this decision, and only then with 

substantial pressure from the federal government, 
some measure of school desegregation followed the 
Brown decision. Granted, school desegregation was 
not as great as was hoped, but progress was made. By 
the s, many school districts, particularly in the 
American South, had made significant gains in inte-
grating schools by race.

Now, however, that historic change is revers-
ing, and the nation is retreating to highly segregated 
schools. Researchers have found that American 
schools are now more racially segregated by race (and 
by class) than was the case in the s in every part 
of the country for both African Americans and Lati-
nos. Furthermore, resegregation—the process by 
which more integrated schools become more racially 
segregated—is accelerating fastest in the South, the 
region that had actually become most desegregated 
as the result of the Brown decision (Orfield and Lee 
).

School segregation is problematic on many 
counts, one of which is the isolation of groups from 
one another and the resulting loss of friendship, in-
terracial understanding, and co-mingling. But segre-
gated schools that are heavily minority or poor are also 
generally of very poor quality—as the Brown decision 
noted. In other words, segregation breeds inequality, 
and even a cursory look at segregated schools that 
are predominantly minority and/or poor will reveal 
this. Unqualifi ed teachers, ill-equipped science labs, a 
weak curriculum, and a prison-like atmosphere pre-
vail in such schools, thus robbing students who may 
be perfectly smart from achieving the kind of educa-
tion that will lead to a good job (Darling-Hammond 

Schools in the United States are rapidly resegregating by race.
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). Little wonder then that young African Ameri-
can men are more likely to end up in prison than to 
graduate from college (U.S. Census Bureau a; 
Bureau of Justice Statistics ).

EDUCATIONAL REFORM
Clearly there are huge challenges facing the educa-
tional system in the United States. Calls for reform 
are many and are coming from parents, communi-
ties, teachers and administrators, as well as presi-
dents and politicians. To date, the major reform in 
public education has been the No Child Left Behind 
(NCLB) Act of . 

Th e goal of NCLB was, in part, an attempt to nar-
row the achievement and test score gap between 
White students and students of color in U.S. public 
schools. Of course, this act does not address one of 
the fundamental problems of public education—the 
fl ight of White, well-to-do students into private educa-
tion. But the NCLB Act has meant restructuring edu-
cation with an emphasis on “accountability”—that is, 
measured assessments of where and how schools are 
succeeding or failing. Much of the emphasis in NCLB 
has then been on high stakes testing. Students cannot 
not graduate or move on to the next grade without 
reaching certain levels of profi ciency, as measured on 
standardized exams. NCLB also calls for teachers to 
be replaced based on their students’ test scores, and 
schools that were seen as underachieving were threat-
ened with closure. 

Despite assertions by politicians that this law was 
having a positive and “dramatic” eff ect, the results have 
unfortunately shown that wide gaps persist in verbal 
and math test scores. And, the gap has actually wid-
ened during the period when the NCLB law was in ef-
fect. Some of the gap in test scores, as we have seen, can 
be attributed to mismeasurement and cultural bias in 
the tests, but the problems in the education system run 
deep and cannot be measured by test scores alone. 

Under the Obama administration, a new reform is 
being initiated—the so-called Race to the Top. Under 
this plan, states compete for large sums of money (in 
the millions of dollars) to assist them in school reform. 
Th e program targets four specifi c areas:

 . Adopting standards and assessments that will pre-
pare students to succeed in college and the work-
place and to compete in a global economy

 . Developing good measures of student success that 
can be used to inform teachers and administrators 
about improving instruction

 . Recruiting, rewarding, and retaining the best teach-
ers and principals

 . Improving the lowest-achieving schools.

It is too early to see if such a program will make a dif-
ference. In the meantime, educators continue to search 

APLIA HEALTH CARE ENGAGEMENT ACTIVITY

Do you understand how geography and gender aff ect your health? 
Watch a video on longevity to fi nd out.

HEALTH CARE IN THE 
UNITED STATES
Like education, health care in the United States is an 
institution. And like education, health care institutions 
face signifi cant challenges. Th e public wonders: Has 
the quality of health care in the United States declined 
over the last two decades? Why are costs for medical in-
surance so high, and why do so many people not have 
health insurance? Why do some have great-quality 
health care, and others rely on emergency services—
or have none at all? Th ese questions are at the core of 
current political struggles about health care, but they 
are also informed by sociological research and theory. 

Generally speaking, the citizens of the United 
States are quite healthy in relation to the rest of the 
world. And the nation’s health care is some of the best 
in the world. But, as we will see, there are very great 
discrepancies among people within the United States 
in terms of how healthy they are and their access to 
health care. Although health is a physiological phe-
nomenon, it also has social dimensions. Th e social di-
mensions of health care are the subject of this part of 
the chapter. 

The Emergence of Modern Medicine
Th e highly technological, scientifi c, corporate-based 
health care that now characterizes modern medicine in 
the United States is not how health care was delivered in 
the past. In colonial times, American physicians received 
their training in Europe. Th eir competitors in the heal-
ing arts included alchemists, herbalists, ministers, faith 
healers, and even barbers. Treatments were a combina-
tion of folk wisdom, superstition, tried-and-true regi-
mens, and often, dangerous quackery. A simple scratch, 
once infected, could easily cost a limb or a life. Patients 

© 2008 Jose Luis Pelaez/Jupiterimages Corporation

for institutional ways to reduce the score and achievement 
gap between Whites and minorities of color (Darling-
Hammond ; Harris and Robinson ). 

HEALTH CARE
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were often “bled” as a cure, which involved the removal 
of “bad” blood from the patient, sometimes by means of 
drilling holes in the skull. Needless to say, the cure was 
often worse than the disease. And, not surprisingly, life 
expectancy (that is, how long one lives) was short. Unlike 
now, men outlived women—most typically because of 
the risk of death from pregnancy and childbirth.

But, by the start of the nineteenth century, advances 
in biology and chemistry ignited a century of explosive 
growth in medical knowledge. One fruit of the scientifi c 
revolution of the mid-s was the germ theory, the idea 
that many illnesses were caused by microscopic organ-
isms, or germs. Now considered scientifi c fact, the claim 
that something called germs caused illness was then 
hotly debated. Shortly thereafter, germ theory estab-
lished itself as a foundation of medicine. Doctors were 
able to show that isolating infected people and sealing 
infected wounds could stop the spread of illness by stop-
ping the spread of germs. Relentless study and research 
transformed medicine into a science. Coincidentally, the 
social prestige of medicine greatly increased, contribut-
ing mightily to the status of physicians, who had formerly 
enjoyed more modest social standing.

Th e American Medical Association (AMA) was 
founded in  after half a century of sweeping away 
rivals in the healing arts, many of whom were women. 
Th e AMA successfully campaigned to outlaw or dele-
gitimize alternative therapies and emerged as the most 
powerful organization in U.S. health care.

In the late s the image of medicine as an 
 upper-class profession took hold. A medical education 
was expensive, and medical schools drew on White, 
male, urban populations for their students. Th ose 
trained as physicians took their place in the upper 
social strata. Herbalists and faith healers came more 
frequently from the rural lower class and generally 
remained there. As the ranks of the medical profes-
sion swelled with wealthy Whites, African Americans 

and Hispanics became proportionately more affi  liated 
with older folk practices and midwifery. Th is overall 
trend continued through the early part of the twenti-
eth century, although today folk practices continue to 
have adherents among rural lower-class Whites and 
rural and urban lower-class Blacks, Hispanics, and 
Native Americans (Starr ).

Social Dimensions of Disease
Health care now is a vast institution, including not only 
hospitals and doctors but also many auxiliary sectors, 
such as nursing homes, rehabilitation centers, drop-in 
clinics, and various “alternative” health care services, such 
as homeopathy, wellness centers, even exercise and nutri-
tion centers. But the colossal factors in the organization 
of health care institutions are the for-profi t insurance and 
pharmaceutical companies. Health is big business, and 
the connection between for-profi t companies, the govern-
ment, and health care lies at the heart of current debates 
about health care.

Th e United States is one of the few industrialized 
nations that does not provide universal health care to 
its citizens. Instead, health care in the United States is 
a labyrinth of health care deliverers, for-profi t insur-
ance companies, and government programs that pro-
vide health care for the aged and for the poor. While 
some argue to keep government out of the relationship 
between doctors and patients, the reality is that giant, 
profi table companies, and in some cases, the govern-
ment, already stand between individual patients and 
their health care providers. 

Th us, the provision of health care is, on the one 
hand, a matter of science and medicine, but on the 
other hand it is also an elaborate system of social struc-
tures and social behaviors. Th e organization of health 
care as an institution refl ects social and cultural pat-
terns, but in addition, disease itself is infl uenced by 
social factors. Numerous evidence of this point can be 
found, but we examine it by looking at two examples: 
body weight and AIDS.

A Society Too Thin or Too Fat?
Hardly a day goes by without many in this society think-
ing about their weight. Too fat? Too thin? On a diet? 
Getting enough exercise? Th ese issues nag at people, 
often on a daily basis. How much you weigh is an objec-
tive fact, but it is a fact that has social dimensions.

Take obesity. Obesity has recently become defi ned 
as a public health problem. Although obesity has tra-
ditionally been considered a matter of individual habit, 
offi  cials in the Medicare program changed their policy 
in  to include obesity as a disease. Most think of 
obesity as the result of physical, or even psychological, 
causes. But there is a sociological dimension as well 
(Czerniawski ). A society, for example, where most 
people do daily, vigorous, hard physical labor in their 

Super-sized food is contributing to the problem of obesity.
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jobs would not likely produce an obese population. 
Th us, among other causes,  obesity can be seen as a con-
sequence of how work in society is organized.

Th e social dimensions of obesity can also be seen 
by the fact that it is distributed within the  population 
along social lines. For example, poor people are more 
likely than better-off  people to be obese. Is this simply 
because of their habits? Not according to  sociological 
research. Th e simple availability of fresh fruits and 
vegetables and other healthy foods can  depend on 
the neighborhood in which people live.  Surveys 
fi nd that there are fewer supermarkets in African 
American, poor neighborhoods than in White, better-
off  neighborhoods (Zenk et al. ). More likely in 
poor areas are fast-food chains, convenience stores, and 
food outlets where food is full of fats, salt, and other less-
healthy eating options. Little wonder then that there are 
racial and class disparities in diet- related diseases, such 
as diabetes (Centers for Disease Control ). 

see FOR YOURSELF
Mapping Food
Identify two neighborhoods in your community that dif-
fer by their social class and/or racial composition. Draw a 
map of each neighborhood and then take a drive through 

each with your map in hand. Mark every place where you 
see some kind of food outlet, and mark whether it is a 
major grocery chain, a convenience store, fast-food outlet, 
or other provider of meals. You might also note what kind 
of transportation is needed to get to each location. When 
you have fi nished, what patterns do you see about the 
availability of healthy food in each neighborhood? If you 
lived in either, how far would you have to go to purchase 
fresh, good-quality food? Can you get there without a 
car? What does your experiment suggest about class and 
race disparities in health outcomes? •
Obesity has also become a greater problem in recent 
years (see Map .). Super-sized meals have become 
a national habit. Even the average dinner plate size 
has increased from seven to nine inches on average 
to eleven to twelve inches! In a society marked by 
excess consumption, perhaps obesity is not such a 
surprise. 

On the other end of the spectrum are eating hab-
its that make people too thin. Anorexia nervosa (ano-
rexia for short) is an eating disorder characterized 
by compulsive dieting. Anorexics starve themselves, 
sometimes to death, even though they do not typi-
cally defi ne themselves as ill. Although they may be 
dangerously thin, anorexics tend to see themselves as 

MAP 14.1

Mapping Diversity
Source: The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. 2010b. “U.S. Obesity Trends.” Atlanta, GA: Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention. www.cdc.org
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overweight. A related form of eating disorder is buli-
mia, characterized by alternate binge eating and then 
purging or inducing vomiting to lose weight.

Anorexia and bulimia have social as well as biological 
causes. Most of those suff ering from the disease are young 
White women, from well-to-do families where young 
women are pressured to be high achievers. Anorexia is 
least likely to affl  ict African American and Latina women 
where overeating is usually more common, although an-
orexia has been growing among African American women 
recently (Fitzgibbon and Stolley ).

Th e high occurrence of anorexia and bulimia in this 
culture is strongly linked to the socially constructed ideals 
of beauty in our society, ideals that are fi xated on thinness. 
Images of physical “perfection” are emblazoned across 
television, magazines, and billboards, with slenderness 
displayed as the ideal of femininity (Hesse-Biber ).

Men are not been exempt from eating disorders 
(Logio-Rau ). One of the most persistent male 
physical ideals has been the rippling physique of the 
bodybuilder or weight lifter. Young men have been 
urged by the media and their peers to “pump iron” for 
the perfect body. Many athletes, professional and am-
ateur, have been goaded by athletic ambitions to use 
anabolic steroids, powerful hormones that stimulate 
the growth of muscle. Used widely (despite dire warn-
ings by physicians), steroids not only build muscle as 
advertised but they also can also shrivel the testicles 
and cause impotence, hair loss, heart arrhythmia, liver 
damage, strokes, and very possibly some forms of can-
cer. Eating disorders are a good example of how social 
factors, like gender norms, can infl uence the presence 
of absence of disease.

AIDS and Sexually Transmitted 
Diseases (STDs)
AIDS (acquired immune defi ciency syndrome) is 
the term for a category of disorders that result from a 
breakdown of the body’s immune system. HIV (human 

immunodefi ciency virus), the virus that causes AIDS, 
was fi rst identifi ed in . Th e incubation period be-
tween infection with HIV and the development of AIDS 
can stretch longer than ten years. Th us, one can be in-
fected with HIV and yet not have full-blown AIDS for 
up to ten years. You can have it, not know it, and thus 
spread it to others over a long period of time. It is not 
the actual HIV infection that causes death; rather, death 
is caused by a complex of severe illnesses that thrive 
in the absence of a working immune system, such as 
pneumonia, certain cancers, and a number of other ill-
nesses rare enough that their presence is judged to be 
diagnostic of AIDS. 

Th e AIDS disease is transmitted through the ex-
change of bodily fl uids, particularly blood and semen. 
More than half of all new cases of AIDS are the result 
of male-to-male sexual contact, but one-third of new 
cases come from heterosexual contact and one-quarter 
from women (Centers for Disease Control ). In the 
United States, AIDS has hit inner-city minority com-
munities disproportionately hard. Th e contextual prob-
lems of poverty, poor health, inadequate health care, 
drug and alcohol abuse, and violence must be taken 
into account in explaining the high rate of AIDS in these 
communities (see Figure .). 

AIDS can be understood in medical terms, and 
new treatment protocols have brought more eff ective 
treatment for many who contract the disease. But to 
reduce the incidence of AIDS requires a sociological 
perspective that takes into account the social networks 
and social norms that contribute to the transmission 
of this disease. Social norms aff ecting the age of fi rst 
intercourse, number of sexual partners, drug use, and 
homosexual and bisexual sexual practices infl uence the 
spread of AIDS.

Th ere are about one million people in the United 
States infected with HIV, about  percent of whom are 
likely unaware of their infection. Worldwide,  mil-
lion adults and children worldwide are infected with 
HIV, about half of whom are women (World Health 
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FIGURE 14.6 AIDS Cases by Race and Gender 
Data: National Center for Health Statistics. 2010. Health United States 2009.  Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. 
www.cdc.gov
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Organization ). Th e global AIDS epidemic among 
women is overwhelmingly the result of heterosexual 
contact, almost entirely so in Africa and South and 
Southeast Asia. 

Analysts have argued that the high rate of trans-
mission to women worldwide results from women’s 
fi nancial dependence on men. Because of such de-
pendence, women may have little control over when 
and with whom they have sex. Many women have to 
exchange sex for fi nancial support, and in highly pa-
triarchal cultures, women are not expected, nor al-
lowed, to make decisions about sex. If they refuse sex 
or request condom use, they risk abuse and violence 
or may be suspected of infi delity, which can also put 
them at great risk, sometimes the risk of death. Th ese 
facts mean that treating the worldwide AIDS epidemic 
requires that an analysis of gender relations in dif-
ferent cultures might be a part of the solution to this 
health epidemic. Once again, we see that, even when 
there is a medical condition, social factors have a 
strong infl uence on the transmission, reception, and 
treatment of disease. 

THE SOCIOLOGY OF 
MEDICINE: THEORETICAL 
PERSPECTIVES 
Th e sociology of medicine is anchored in the same 
major theoretical perspectives that we have studied 
throughout this book: functionalist theory, confl ict the-
ory, and symbolic interaction theory (see Table .).

Functionalist Theory 
Functionalism argues that any institution, group, or 
 organization can be interpreted by looking at its posi-
tive and negative functions in society. Positive func-
tions contribute to the harmony and stability of society. 
Th e positive functions of the health care system are the 
prevention and treatment of disease. Ideally, this would 
mean the delivery of health care to the entire population 

without regard to race, ethnicity, social class, gender, 
age, or any other characteristic. At the same time, the 
health care system is notable for a number of negative 
functions, those that contribute to disharmony and in-
stability of society.

Functionalism also emphasizes the systematic way 
that various social institutions are related to each other, 
together forming the relatively stable character of soci-
ety. You can see this with regard to how the health care 
system is entangled with government through such 
things as federal regulation of new drugs and proce-
dures. Th e government is also deeply involved in health 
care through scientifi c institutions such as the National 
Institutes of Health, a huge government agency that 
funds new research on various matters of health and 
health care policy. As a social institution, health care is 
also one of the nation’s largest employers and, thus, is 
integrally tied to systems of work and the economy.

Conflict Theory 
Confl ict theory stresses the importance of social struc-
tural inequality in society. From the confl ict perspective, 
the inequality inherent in our society is responsible for 
the unequal access to medical care. Minorities, the lower 
classes, and the elderly, particularly elderly women, have 
less access to the health care system in the United States 
than Whites, the middle and upper classes, and the 
middle-aged. Restricted access is further exacerbated 
by the high costs of medical care, stemming from high 
fees and the abuses of the fee-for-service and third-party 
payment systems (explained later in the chapter). Th e ex-
ceptionally high incomes of some medical professionals 
amplify the social chasm between medical practitioners 
and an increasingly resentful public.

Excessive bureaucratization is another affl  iction of 
the health care system that adds to the alienation of pa-
tients. Th e U.S. health care system is burdened by endless 
forms for both physician and patient, including paper-
work to enter individuals into the system, authorize 
procedures, dispense medicines, monitor progress, and 
process payments. Long waits for medical attention are 

table 14.3 Theoretical Perspectives on the Sociology of Health

Functionalism Conflict Theory Symbolic Interaction

Central point The health care system has 
certain functions, both positive 
and negative.

Health care refl ects the 
inequalities in society.

Illness is partly socially 
constructed.

Fundamental problem 
uncovered

The health care system produces 
some negative functions.

Excessive bureaucratization 
of the health care system and 
privatization lead to excess cost.

Patients are patronized and 
infantilized.

Policy implications Policy should decrease negative 
functions of health care system 
for minority groups, the poor, 
and women.

Policy should improve access to 
health care for minority racial–
ethnic groups, the poor, and 
women.

Doctors, nurses, and other medical 
personnel should periodically take 
the sick role of the patient, as an 
instructional device.
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normal, even in the emergency room. Prolonged waits 
have reached alarming proportions in the emergency 
rooms of many urban hospitals in the United States and 
can only deepen the alienation of patients. One study 
showed that up to  percent of emergency room pa-
tients give up and leave before receiving care because of 
long waits—some stretching to an abysmal fi fteen hours.

Symbolic Interaction Theory 
Symbolic interactionists hold that illness is partly  (although 
obviously not totally) socially constructed (Armstrong 
). Th e defi nitions of illness and wellness are culturally 
relative—sickness in one culture may be wellness in an-
other. It is time dependent as well. A condition considered 
optimal in one era (such as being thin) may be defi ned as 
sickness at another time in the same culture (at the turn 
of the twentieth century in this country, a healthy woman 
was supposed to be plump). Similarly, how we behave 
toward the ill is a social creation. Physicians have more 
power in the health care system than nurses and tend to 
be treated with great respect. Nurses are expected to be 
deferent toward physicians, even though nurses spend 
much more time with patients.

Symbolic interaction highlights a number of inter-
esting behaviors in the health care system. Patients, no 
matter their age, may be treated like children—a behav-
ior called infantilization. In this social interaction the 
patient is being assigned a role that is dependent on the 
physician and the health care system, much as an infant 
is dependent on its parents. Doctors and nurses may 
begin patronizing the patient from the initial greeting, 
a condescending “How are we today?” Physicians com-
monly address patients by their fi rst names, yet patients 

virtually always address physicians as “Doctor.” Stud-
ies in emergency rooms fi nd that minority patients are 
infantilized most often (Armstrong ; Weitz ; 
Gonzalez ).

Th e symbolic interaction analysis of the health 
care system allows us to see these problems more 
clearly. Health care professionals are becoming more 
attuned to these social patterns. In some medical 
schools, physicians are required to take seminars in 
“cultural competency,” resulting in increased empathy 
with patients whose cultural frameworks may diff er 
from that of the physician and thus could compromise 
communication between the patient and the doctor 
(White and Channof ). 

HEALTH AND INEQUALITY
Prominent problem areas in the U.S. health care system 
include the following.

• Unequal distribution of health care by race–
ethnicity, social class, or gender. Health care is 
more readily available and more readily delivered 
to White or middle-class individuals in urban and 
suburban areas than to minorities. Th e lack of 
health care delivery to Native American popula-
tions is particularly serious. Likewise, men and 
women receive unequal treatment for certain types 
of medical conditions, with women more likely 
than men to receive truncated treatment.

• Unequal distribution of health care by region. 
Each year, many in the United States die because 
they live too far away from a doctor, hospital, or 
emergency room. Doctors and hospitals are con-
centrated in cities and suburbs; they are much less 
likely to be situated in isolated rural areas. Rural 
people in Appalachia and some parts of the South 
and Midwest may have to travel  miles or more 
to get to a doctor or emergency room.

• Inadequate health education of inner-city and 
rural parents. Many inner-city and rural parents do 
not understand the importance of immunizing their 
children against smallpox, tuberculosis, and other 
illnesses, and they are often suspicious of immuni-
zation programs. Th is hesitancy is reinforced by the 
depersonalized and inadequate health care ghetto 
residents often encounter when care is available 
at all.

Epidemiology is the study of all the biological, 
 social, economic, and cultural factors associated with 
disease in society. Social epidemiology is the study of 
the eff ects of social, cultural, temporal, and regional 
factors in disease and health. From such studies, re-
searchers have identifi ed some of the important so-
cial factors that aff ect disease and health in the United 
States, including race and ethnicity, social class, gender, 
and ability status, among others. 

New medical technologies add to the quality of health care, 
but also to the cost.
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debunking SOCIETY’S MYTHS
myth: The health care system works with the best in-
terests of clients in mind.

sociological perspective: The health care 
system is structured along the same lines as other social 
institutions, thus refl ecting similar patterns of inequality 
in society. •

Race and Health Care
Racial disparities in health mean that African Americans 
are more likely than Whites to fall victim to various 
diseases, including cancer, heart disease, stroke, and 
diabetes. Death of the mother during childbirth is 
almost three times as likely among African American 
women as among White women (Centers for Disease 
Control ), and although the occurrence of breast 
cancer is lower among African American women than 
White women, the mortality rate (death rate) for breast 
cancer for African American women is considerably 
higher than it is for White women (Centers for Disease 
Control ). 

Hispanics, like African Americans, Native Americans, 
and other minorities, are also signifi cantly less healthy 
than Whites (Centers for Disease Control ). His-
panics contract tuberculosis at a rate seven times that 
of Whites. Other indicators of health, such as infant 
mortality, reveal a picture for Hispanics similar to that 
of African Americans and Native Americans. 

Although diff erences in culture, diet, and lifestyle 
account for some of the racial disparities in health care, 
it is well-established in study after study that African 
Americans and Latinos simply do not receive medical 
attention as early as Whites. When they do get treat-
ment, often the stage of their illness is more advanced 
and the treatment they receive is not of the same quality. 
African Americans and Hispanics, especially when they 
are poor, are less likely than Whites to have a regular 
source of medical care. When they do, it is likely to be a 
public health facility or an outpatient clinic. Because of 
language barriers as well as other cultural diff erences, 
Hispanics are less likely than other minority groups to 
use available health services, such as hospitals, doctors’ 
offi  ces, and clinics (Weitz ).

One of the challenges for the health care system 
in a society with increasing diversity is responding to 
the diff erent cultural orientations of various groups in 
society. Immigrants, for example, who may have lim-
ited English language skills and may come from cul-
tures with very diff erent health care practices, may be 
especially confused by the practices within the U.S. 
health care system (Suro ). Developing the ability 
for greater cross- cultural administration of health care 
will likely continue to be a challenge in the future. Also, 
because the majority of physicians are White, patients 
of a diff erent racial or ethnic background will likely 
feel some social distance between themselves and the 

health care provider, contributing to a reluctance to 
seek care (Malat ). At the same time, researchers 
fi nd that patients are much more satisfi ed with their 
care when their physician is of the same race as they are 
(Laveist and Nuru-Jeter ). Such fi ndings indicate 
the continuing signifi cance that race and ethnicity have 
in shaping people’s health.

Social Class and Health Care
In the United States, social class has a pronounced ef-
fect on health and the availability of health services. 
The lower the social class status of the person or fam-
ily, the less access they have to adequate health care 
(Jacobs and Morone ). Consequently, the lower 
one’s social class, the less long one will live. People 
with higher incomes who are asked to rate their own 
health tend to rate themselves higher than people 
with lower incomes. Almost  percent of those in the 
highest income bracket rate their health as excellent, 
whereas only  percent in the lowest income bracket 
do so. In fact, the effects of social class are nowhere 
more evident than in the distribution of health and 
disease, showing up dramatically in the rates of in-
fant mortality, stillbirths, tuberculosis, heart disease, 
cancer, arthritis, diabetes, and a variety of other ill-
nesses. The reasons lie partly in personal habits that 
are themselves partly dependent on one’s social 
class. For example, those with lower socioeconomic 
status smoke more often, and smoking is the major 
cause of lung cancer and a significant contributor to 
cardiovascular disease.

Social circumstances also have an eff ect on 
health. Poor living conditions, elevated levels of pollu-
tion in low-income neighborhoods, and lack of access 
to health care facilities all contribute to the high rate 
of disease among lower classes. Another contributing 
factor is the stress caused by fi nancial troubles. Re-
search has consistently shown correlations between 
psychological stress and physical illness (Taylor et al. 
; Worchel et al. ). Th e poor are more subject 
to psychological stress than the middle and upper 
classes, and it shows up in their comparatively high 
level of illness.

Medicaid is the government program that provides 
medical care in the form of health insurance for the poor, 
welfare recipients, and the disabled. Th e program is 
funded through tax revenues. Th e costs covered per in-
dividual vary from state to state because the state must 
provide funds to the individual in addition to the funds 
that are provided by the federal government. Medicaid, 
together with Medicare (discussed below in the section 
on age and health care) are as close as the United States 
has come to the ideal of universal health insurance. 

Gender and Health Care
Although women live longer on average than men, 
national health statistics show that hypertension is 
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more common among men than women until age , 
when the pattern reverses. Th is may refl ect diff er-
ences in the social environment experienced by men 
and women, with women fi nding their situation to be 
more stressful as they advance toward old age. Under 
the age of , men are more likely to be overweight 
than women; after that, women are more likely to be 
overweight. Women have a higher likelihood of con-
tracting chronic disease than men, although men are 
more likely to be disabled by disease (National Center 
for Health Statistics ). 

Researchers cite differences in male and female 
roles and cultural practices to explain health dispari-
ties between women and men. Traditionally, men’s 
occupational roles, at least for professional men, 
called for more travel and more exposure to other 
people, both of which can be major sources of infec-
tion. In addition, men smoke more, and the overall 
deleterious effect of smoking on health can account 
for some of the differences in infectious diseases be-
tween men and women (National Cancer Institute 
).

The work-oriented, hard-driving lifestyle as-
sociated with the traditional role of men tends to 
produce elevated levels of heart disease and other 
health problems. But, as women’s roles in society 
are changing, there may be associated changes in 
women’s health. 

Th e health of women and men also varies with 
their social circumstances. People who are “tokens” in 
the workplace—meaning mainly women and Blacks, 
especially Black women—suff er more stress in the 
form of depression and anxiety than do nontokens, 
or women and Blacks who work in places where there 
is nothing exceptional about their presence (Jackson 
et  al. ). Research also has found that perceiving 
that there is discrimination against you is signifi cantly 
related to both physical and mental health (Pavalko 
et al. ). Th ose who experience discrimination by 
both gender and race are therefore the most vulner-
able (Andersen ).

Health and Disability
Although for years people thought about disabilities 
solely in terms of some physical, medical, or mental 
characteristic, the sociology of disability focuses on 
the social context in which disability is lived and un-
derstood (Zola ). Th us, disability is understood 
not simply as a medical or physical condition, but as a 
social identity that exists in relationship to other social 
identities and systems of social power.

Th e disability rights movement has transformed 
how people think about disability, challenging many 
preconceived ideas. For example, within a social con-
text there is a tendency for people to see someone with 
a disability solely in terms of that social status—what 
sociologists call a stigma. A stigma is a social identity 

that develops when a person is socially devalued by 
others because of some identifi able characteristic. 
When someone is stigmatized, that identity tends to 
override all other identities, and the person is treated 
accordingly. For example, someone in a wheelchair 
may be stereotyped as not intelligent, despite the fact 
that they may be brilliant!

Understanding the social dynamics associated 
with disabilities has resulted from the eff orts of the dis-
ability rights movement, a movement that has defi ned 
disabled people as a social group with rights similar to 
other minority groups in society. Th e movement has 
called attention to the social realities of disabilities, 
even questioning the very language used to identify 
people with disabilities—for example, using the term 
“physically challenged” rather than the more negative 
connotation of “disabled.”

One of the most signifi cant achievements of the 
disability rights movement is the Americans with Dis-
abilities Act (ADA), passed by Congress in . Th is 
law prohibits discrimination against disabled persons. 
Th e ADA legislates that disabled people may not be 
denied access to public facilities; thus, the presence of 
such things as ramps, wheelchair access on buses and 
stairways, handicapped parking spaces, and chirping 
sounds in crosswalk lights for blind pedestrians, all so-
cial changes that are now so prevalent that you might 
even take them for granted. Th ey have resulted, how-
ever, from the social mobilization of those who saw a 
need for social change. 

The Americans with Disabilities Acts also re-
quires employers and schools to provide “reasonable 
accommodations” such that those with disabilities 
are not denied access to employment and education. 
For many students with various learning disabilities, 

The disability rights movement has opened up new opportunities 
to those who face the challenge of disability.
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this has meant making accommodations for tak-
ing tests with extended time or in settings where the 
test taker is not subject to as much distraction as in 
a crowded classroom. The increased awareness of 
disability rights has transformed society in ways that 
have opened up new opportunities for those who, 
years ago, would have found themselves with less ac-
cess to education and jobs and, therefore, more iso-
lated in society.

Age and Health Care
As people age, no doubt their health care needs are likely 
to increase. And, until recently, many of the nation’s el-
derly were also likely to be low income. Although class 
status varies among the nation’s elderly, at this point 
all older people are benefi ciaries of the national Medi-
care program. Medicare was begun in  under the 
administration of President Lyndon Johnson. It provides 
medical insurance, including hospital care, prescription 
drug plans, and other forms of medical care for all indi-
viduals age  or older. 

Medicare is partially funded through payroll taxes 
whereby both employees and employers pay a small per-
centage of employee wages to cover some of the cost of 
this large (and costly) federal program. But, with so many 
people in the population now living longer, and with the 
now-aging Baby Boomer population being such a large 
share of the total population, many wonder if Medicare 
can be sustained in the near future. With the number 
of workers paying payroll taxes shrinking, the elderly 

population growing, and the cost of health care rising, 
there is a looming fear that Medicare simply cannot be 
fi nancially sustained. Th ough not the sole basis for the 
nation’s challenges in health care, the health needs of 
the older population are clearly a major challenge. 

THE HEALTH CARE CRISIS 
IN THE UNITED STATES
Currently, the cost of medical care in the United States 
is approximately  percent of our gross domestic prod-
uct, making health care the nation’s third leading indus-
try. Th e United States tops the list of all countries in per 
person expenditures for health care (see Figure  .). 
Moreover, the cost of health care is predicted to almost 
double by the year  (www.fi nweb.com). Other 
countries spend considerably less money and deliver a 
level of health care at least as good. For example, Swe-
den and France spend roughly one-half as much per 
capita as the United States, and Great Britain spends 
a bit more than one-third as much, yet these countries 
have national health insurance programs that cover vir-
tually their entire populations and deliver a level of care 
not much diff erent overall from that achieved in the 
United States.

The Cost of Health Care
One of the challenges of health care is sheer cost. 
Most health care is provided by a fee-for-service 
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FIGURE 14.7 Health Care Expenditures as a Percentage of Gross National Product (GNP) 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau. 2008b. Statistical Abstract of the United States, 2007.
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principle whereby the patient is responsible for pay-
ing the fees charged by the health care provider. 
Patients with health insurance are able to pass on 
health expenses, either in full or partially, to the 
insurance company. But the cost for health care 
services is high, in some cases, astronomically ex-
pensive. Hospital care can costs thousands, even 
millions, of dollars for any extended stay. Sophisti-
cated procedures require expensive machinery and 
technicians, and the nation needs to invest in medi-
cal research that allows practitioners to stay abreast 
of new technologies and new treatments for a wide 
array of medical conditions.

But most sectors of the health care system (hospi-
tals, pharmaceutical companies, even physician’s offi  ce 
practices) are structured as for-profi t businesses. Physi-
cians, for example, may have to raise their rates to cover 
the high cost of malpractice insurance where annual 
insurance premiums (costs) have skyrocketed. Th e cost 
of these insurance premiums is passed along to con-
sumers (patients) and has contributed to the rise in the 
overall cost of health care. 

Adding to the high cost of health care is the role 
of big pharmaceutical companies. Spending for pre-
scription drugs in the United States has increased 
from $ billion in  to a whopping $ billion 
in ! And there is little sign that this spending will 
do anything but go up further. Prescription drugs are 
one of the fastest growing components of health care 
costs. The rise in spending on drugs is partially at-
tributed to increased use, but other factors include 
the actual cost of the drugs, the availability of new 
drugs for various maladies, and, without question, 
the cost of advertising directly to the public. The 
money spent on advertising directly to consumers 
has doubled since  (Kaiser Family Foundation 
). You can see this yourself as hardly an hour 
goes by on  television without an advertisement for 
some kind of prescription drug. 

Th e health care crisis in the United States is largely 
a question of cost, but it also entails a debate over the 
nation’s responsibility for the health of its citizens. Who 
should pay for the soaring costs of health care? Who 
receives the benefi ts of such sophisticated medicine? 
Should there be universal health care for all? Th ese 
questions are at the heart of the current national debate 
about health care reform. 

Health Care for All?
Why does the United States not provide health care to its 
citizens in line with other Western nations? Sociologists 
off er several explanations for the nation’s reluctance to 
develop a national health care plan similar to that of 
other Western nations. First, there is an antigovernment 
attitude among many in the United States that fuels re-
sistance to a national health care system. Second, ana-
lysts argue that, unlike in other Western nations, there is 
a relatively weak labor movement in the United States, 
resulting in more limited state-based benefi ts for work-
ers. Th ird, racial politics have also shaped the nation’s 
health care system; federal social welfare programs are 
associated in many people’s minds with racial groups, 
and this, too, fuels the politics of health care reform. 
And, fi nally, the health care system in this country is 
fundamentally structured on private, for-profi t interests 
(Quadagno ).

Taken together, these factors mean that mil-
lions of people in the United States have no health 
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For many without health insurance, emergency rooms are the 
primary source of health care.

The high cost of prescription drugs is indicative of the 
problems generated by a profi t-based health care system.
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Th e passage of the Aff ordable Health Care for 
America Act of  has addressed some of the prob-
lems of making health insurance more widely available, 
but this bill remains controversial and will likely be 
changed. What does the bill provide? Th e plan

 . requires all people to purchase a health insurance 
plan, but establishes an insurance exchange pro-
gram into which those without health insurance 
through their employers can “shop” for a plan;

 . prohibits insurers from rejecting customers based 
on preexisting medical conditions;

 . allows young people to remain on their parent’s 
health care insurance plan until age  if they 
are not provided insurance coverage by an 
employer; 

 . prohibits lifetime caps on insurance benefi ts; and;
 . requires employers with payrolls of $, or 

more to provide health insurance to employees.

Th ese are only the summary features of the bill, and 
it remains to be seen what further changes will come 
as the result of legislative action. At the heart of the 
health care debate about this bill are questions of how 
it is paid for (the bill taxes high-income families, those 
above $ million in earnings, to subsidize the cost) and 
who has the responsibility for health care: the nation? 
private individuals? employers? big business? no one? 
Fundamentally, questions about health care rest on 
questions of social values and social responsibility. Is 
health care a private matter, one best left in the hands 
of individuals, or is it a social right, one that should be 
socially regulated? Struggles over such questions high-
light the fact that health, though partly a medical phe-
nomenon, is also a social reality.
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FIGURE 14.8 Percentage of People without Health 
Insurance by Age Group This chart shows the percentage 
of people in diff erent age groups who, prior to the Aff ordable 
Care Act passed in 2010, did not have health insurance. Why 
do you think lack of coverage would be particularly high 
among young adults? 
Source: DeNavas-Walt, Carmen, Bernadette D. Proctor, and Jessica C. 
Smith. 2010. Income, Poverty, and Health Insurance Coverage in the 
United States: 2009. Washington, DC: U.S. Census Bureau. 

EDUCATION AND HEALTH CARE < 353

insurance and are thus left vulnerable should they 
become sick. Prior to the passage of health care re-
form in ,  million people in the United States 
had no health insurance—. percent of the popu-
lation (DeNavas-Walt et al. ; see Figure .). 
For many, the main source for medical care is a 
hospital emergency room, often called the “doctor’s 
office of the poor.” This is a very expensive way to 
deliver routine health care—and there is rarely any 
follow-up care or comprehensive and preventative 
treatment.

see FOR YOURSELF
Youth and Health Insurance
Young people (aged 18–34) are the age group least 
likely to be covered by health insurance. Identify a 
group of young people you know and ask them if they 
are covered by health insurance. If they are insured, 
where does their insurance come from? Who pays? If 
they are not insured, ask them why not and whether 
they think this is important. Do they support a national 
health insurance program?

Having conducted your interviews, ask yourself 
how social factors such as the age, race, ethnicity, 
gender, and educational/occupational status of those 
you interviewed might have affected what people say 
about their insurance. Do you think any or all of these 
social characteristics are related to the likelihood that 
these people are covered by health insurance and 
whether these characteristics are related to their at-
titudes about coverage? What are the implications 
of your results for public support for new health care 
policies? •

Who manages health care? physicians? the government? 
private insurers?
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chapter summary
What is the importance of the education 
institution?
Education is the social institution that is concerned 
with the formal transmission of society’s knowledge. It 
is therefore part of the socialization process. Although 
the U.S. education system has long produced students 
at the top of the world’s educational achievements, the 
United States is falling behind other nations on stan-
dardized test scores.

How does sociological theory inform our 
understanding of education?
Functionalism interprets education as having various 
purposes for society, such as socialization, occupational 
training, and social control. Confl ict theory emphasizes 
the power relationships within educational institutions, 
as well as how education serves the powerful interests 
in society. Symbolic interaction theory focuses on the 
subjective meanings that people hold, which then in-
fl uence educational outcomes, such as the teacher ex-
pectancy eff ect and stereotype threat.

How does education affect, or not affect, the 
likelihood of social mobility?
Th e number of years of formal education for individu-
als has important, but in many ways modest, eff ects 
on their ultimate occupation and income. Social class 
origin aff ects the extent of educational attainment (the 
higher the social class origins, the more education is 
ultimately attained), as well as occupation and income 
(higher social class origin likely means a more presti-
gious occupation and more income).

Does the educational system perpetuate inequality 
or reduce it?
Although the education system in the United States has 
traditionally been a major means for reducing racial, gen-
der, and class inequalities among people, the education 
institution has perpetuated these inequalities. Test biases 
based on culture, language, race, gender, and class have 
been only slightly reduced in standardized tests, if at all. 
Tracking continues to disproportionately and negatively 
aff ect minorities, women, and the working classes. Even 
after legal changes promoting more racial integration in 
schools, schools are now experiencing racial resegregation.

What current reforms are guiding education?
Th e No Child Left Behind Act has emphasized account-
ability in the schools, largely through testing. Current 
educational reform is occurring under a program called 
Race to the Top, in which reform focuses on achieving 
educational standards, assessing school progress, and 
developing strong measures of student and teacher 
success. 

How does the United States compare to other 
nations in the area of health care?
Th e United States is one of the only industrialized na-
tions that does not provide universal health care for its 
citizens, even though the care available is some of the 
best in the world. Th e health care system is organized 
according to social patterns, including that disease it-
self is infl uenced by social facts, such as race, gender, 
and social class.

How does sociological theory inform our 
understanding of health and health care?
Functionalism interprets the health care system in 
terms of the systematic way that health care institutions 
are related to each other. Confl ict theory addresses the 
inequalities that occur within the health care system. 
Symbolic interaction analyses the interpretations that 
can aff ect people’s health care, such as the tendency to 
place patients in a sick role.

How is education related to social inequality? 
Race–ethnicity, social class, and gender are major 
factors in the state of health care in the United States: 
Whites live longer than Blacks and Hispanics, due 
partly to worse health care and less access to health 
care for minorities. Health care disparities affect 
many groups, including the aged and those with 
disabilities. 

What is the health care crisis in the United States?
High costs and questions about universal health care 
have created a policy crisis today in the U.S. health 
care system. Th e passage of the Aff ordable Health Care 
for America Act has attempted to address some of the 
problems on universal health care, but the bill remains 
controversial.
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Power in the Workplace 

Chapter Summary 

picture a couple lounging together on a public 
beach on a national holiday. This couple is probably giving 
no thought to how much their life is infl uenced by the gov-
ernment at that moment. Permission to walk on the public 
beach comes from the government; the day off  to cele-
brate a holiday is sanctioned by the government; the drive 
to the beach took place in a car registered with the state 
and inspected by the state, driven by a motorist  licensed 
by the state.

Perhaps the couple imagine themselves married 
someday, maybe having children they will send to public 
school. Does the government have anything to say about 
the couple’s children? They may decide to use birth control 
until they are ready for children; if so, their choice of birth 
control methods will be limited to those the government 
allows. What if they cannot have children? They might 
consider adopting if state agencies judge them acceptable 
as parents.

As you imagined this couple, whom did you picture? 
Were they the same race? Not so long ago, the law would 
have forbidden the marriage if it were interracial. Is this a 
man and a woman, or is this a same-sex couple? If they are 
lesbian or gay, despite being in love and wanting to form a 
lifelong relationship, in most states they are prevented by 
law from marrying. The range of things regulated by the 
government is simply enormous, and yet many are never 
noticed.

The reach of government—and the politics associated 
with it—is extensive, indicating a sociological lesson you 
have learned throughout this book: Every day the things 
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POWER, POLITICS, 
AND THE STATE
Sociologists use the term state to refer to the organized 
system of power and authority in society. Th e state is 
an abstract concept that includes the institutions that 
represent offi  cial power in society, including the gov-
ernment, the legal system (law, courts, and the prison 
system), the police, and the military. Th eoretically, the 
state exists to regulate social order, ranging from indi-
vidual behavior and interpersonal confl icts to interna-
tional aff airs. Less powerful groups in the society may 
see the state more as an oppressive force than as a pro-
tector of individual rights. However, they may still turn 
to the state to rectify injustice, for example, by advocat-
ing for civil rights or seeking state-based rights and pro-
tections for people with disabilities.

Th e state has a central role in determining the rights 
and privileges of various groups. Th e state determines 
who is a citizen and who is not. A case in point is the on-
going battle in Arizona and other state legislatures over 
whether United States-born children of foreign-born 
and undocumented Hispanic parents are full-fl edged 
citizens. Furthermore, the state may be called upon to 
resolve confl icts between management and labor (such 
as in airline strikes), and the state may pass legislation 
determining the benefi ts of diff erent groups or make 
decisions that extend rights to various groups, such as 
the right for same-sex marriage.

Numerous institutions make up the state, includ-
ing the government, the legal system, the police, and 
the military. Th e government creates laws and proce-
dures that regulate and guide a society. Th e military is 
the branch of government responsible for defending 
the nation against domestic and foreign confl icts. Th e 
court system is designed to punish wrongdoers and ad-
judicate disputes. Court decisions also determine the 
guiding principles or laws of human interaction. Law 
is a fundamental type of formal social control that out-
lines what is permissible and what is forbidden. Th e 
police are responsible for enforcing law in the commu-
nity and for maintaining public order. Th e prison system 
is the institution responsible for punishing those who 
have broken the law. Under the U.S. Constitution, these 
state institutions treat people equally, although soci-
ologists have documented how often this is not the case 
(see Chapter ).

Sociological analyses of the state focus on several 
diff erent questions. One important issue is the relation-
ship between the state and inequality in society. State 
policies can have very diff erent impacts on diff erent 
groups, as we will see later in this chapter. Another issue 
explored by sociological theory is the connection be-
tween the state and other social institutions—the state 
and religion or the state and the family.

The State and Social Order
Throughout this book we have seen that a variety of 
social processes contribute to order in society, but 
none so explicitly and unambiguously as the official 
system of power and authority in society. In making 
laws, the state decrees which actions are legitimate 
and which are not. Punishments for illegitimate ac-
tions are enforced, and systems for administering 
punishment are maintained. The state also influ-
ences public opinion through its power to regulate 
the media. In some cases the state circulates pro-
paganda, which is disseminated with the intention 
to justify the state’s power. Censorship is another 
means by which the state can direct public opinion 
and uphold dominant group values, such as the Fed-
eral Communications Commission requirement for 

we do and how we behave are infl uenced by social struc-
tures that extend beyond our immediate day-to-day life. 
Sometimes this becomes apparent to people; other times, 
it is less tangible, but the infl uence of social structure and 
social forces is everywhere. You see this, too, in the work 
that people do—or the work they do not do. As the eco-
nomic recession of 2009 evolved and continued through 
2010, people became increasingly aware of how social 
and economic forces far beyond their immediate control 
shaped people’s lives. Thousands of people lost their jobs, 
many lost their homes, and those who had retirement 
funds found themselves losing the fi nancial resources they 
worked a lifetime to save. Young people entering the labor 
market for the fi rst time, even as college graduates, found 
themselves facing possible joblessness—through no fault 
of their own—merely because they exited school at a time 
when broader social and economic forces were shaping 
their life opportunities.

All of this can be understood in a sociological frame-
work. Sociologists study the social forces that shape poli-
tics and government, as well the social changes that are 
aff ecting work and the economy.

APLIA POLITICS ENGAGEMENT ACTIVITY

How do sociologists view politics? Answer these questions to 
fi nd out.
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all TVs with a -inch screen or greater to 
have a V-chip, thus permitting parents to 
control what their children can view.

Th e state’s role in maintaining public 
order is also apparent in how it manages 
dissent. Protest movements perceived by 
those in power to challenge state author-
ity or disrupt society may be repressed 
through state action, such as by surveil-
lance, imprisonment, or police or military 
force. Th roughout the s, the FBI in the 
United States conducted illegal surveillance 
operations targeting Martin Luther King Jr. 
and other civil rights leaders. Finally, the in-
creased security screenings at airports, the 
power to intercept email and voice mail via 
the Patriot Act of , and the presence of 
cameras at traffi  c intersections are evidence 
of increased surveillance by the state in U.S. 
society.

Global Interdependence 
and the State
Th e global character of modern society means that po-
litical systems, along with economic systems, are now 
elaborately entangled—a phenomenon that can be 
observed daily in the newspaper. In late , massive 
youth-led pro-democracy demonstrations broke out 
in Tunisia (on December , ), which was quickly 
followed by demonstrations in Egypt (January , ) 
that demanded the ouster of Egypt’s then-dictator, 
Hosni Mubarak. Despite early opposition by the coun-
try’s police force, the demonstrators were successful, 
given that Mubarak resigned barely a month after the 
onset of the demonstrations. Th ey were greatly aided 
by the military, which sided, at least for the most part 
and after bloody confrontation, with the pro-democracy 
demonstrators. Th is was after over  demonstrators 
had been killed and hundreds injured. 

As a striking example of interdependence between 
separate governments, within days similar demonstra-
tions broke out in the neighboring countries of Algeria 
(on January , ); Jordan (January , ); Yemen 
(January , ); and Sudan (January , ), followed 
by similar demonstrations in Bahrain (February , ); 
Palestine (February , ); Iraq (February , ); and 
Libya (February , ). As of this writing, the most vig-
orous and murderous resistance to the demonstrators 
by a state government was that waged by Libyan dictator 
Muammar Gaddafi , who resorted to out-and-out killing 
and maiming of large numbers of the youthful student 
demonstrators. Th e infl uence of the initial demonstra-
tions in Tunisia as well as Egypt upon the other countries 
was so quick and great that this represented the emer-
gence of an international network of interdependence of 
nations. Th e network aspect of this interdependence was 

greatly assisted by the electronic contacts (via email and 
Facebook) across national borders of the young individu-
als in the demonstrations. Th is would at least partly ex-
plain why the participants in many demonstrations in 
separate societies were youthful. Th e older persons were 
simply less likely to be familiar with such up-to-date elec-
tronic communication. (In network theory, Egypt would 
probably be designated as a “central node” in this net-
work, given its geographic, political, and economic infl u-
ence in the other countries.) 

To cite another example of this network-like inter-
national interdependence, the global economy itself 
profoundly aff ects the character of diff erent nation-
states and their relationships. Th e European Union 
(EU) is an alliance of separate nations established to 
promote a common economic market and develop po-
litical unions with Western Europe. Th e creation of this 
organization has produced a system that transcends 
individual nation-states by formalizing and strength-
ening the rules that govern many aspects of world 
trade.

Th is world interdependence is also occurring at a 
time when in some nations there is increasing nation-
alism. Nationalism is the strong identity associated 
with an extreme sense of allegiance to one’s culture 
or nation, often to the exclusion of interdependent 
relations with others. Nationalism can become a po-
litical movement, such as when groups subordinated 
by external nations use their original national culture 
as the basis for resisting oppression. It can also be a 
political movement when a group identifying itself 
as “a nation” (regardless of its offi  cial status as such) 
tries to become a dominant force in the world. Before 
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Anti-government protestors in Tahrir Square, Egypt, have signs calling 
for the army to oust President Mubarak.
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(Weber /). Traditional authority stems from 
long-established patterns that give certain people or 
groups legitimate power in society. A monarchy is an 
example of a traditional system of authority. Within a 
monarchy, kings and queens rule, not necessarily be-
cause of their appeal, or because they have won elec-
tions, but because of long-standing traditions within 
the society.

Charismatic authority is derived from the per-
sonal appeal of a leader. Charismatic leaders are 
often believed to have special gifts, even magical 
powers, and their presumed personal attributes in-
spire devotion and obedience. Charismatic leaders 
often emerge from religious movements, but they 
come from other realms also. President Obama is for 
many a charismatic person and charismatic leader, 
admired not only for being the first African  American 
president of the United States but also for his bril-
liance and his ability to inspire so many people, es-
pecially young people.

Rational–legal authority stems from rules and 
regulations, typically written down as laws, procedures, 
or codes of conduct. Th is is the most common form of 
authority in the contemporary United States. People 
obey not because national leaders are charismatic or 
because of social traditions, but because there is a legal 
system of authority established by formalized rules and 
regulations. 

thinking SOCIOLOGICALLY
Observe the national evening news for one week, noting 
the people featured who have some kind of authority. List 
each of them and note their area of infl uence. What form of 
authority would you say each represents: traditional, charis-
matic, or rational–legal? How is the kind of authority that a 
person has refl ected in his or her position in society (that is, 
race, class, gender, occupation, education, and so on)? •

The Growth of Bureaucratic 
Government
According to Weber, rational–legal authority leads 
inevitably to the formation of bureaucracies. As we 
noted in Chapter , a bureaucracy is a formal orga-
nization characterized by an authority hierarchy, a 
clear division of labor, explicit rules, and impersonal-
ity. Bureaucratic power comes from the accepted le-
gitimacy of the rules, not personal ties to individuals. 
Th e rules may change, but they do so through formal, 
bureaucratic procedures. People who work within 
bureaucracies are selected, trained, and promoted 
based on how well they apply the rules. Th ose who 
establish the rules are unlikely to be the same people 
who administer them. Bureaucracies are hierarchi-
cal, and the bureaucratic leadership may be quite re-
mote. Power in bureaucracies is dispersed downward 
through the system to those who actually carry out the 

its near-destruction by U. S. military forces, the Taliban 
in Afghanistan served as an example of this. 

POWER AND AUTHORITY
Th e concepts of power and authority are central to soci-
ological analyses of the state. Power is the ability of one 
person or group to exercise infl uence and control over 
others. Th e exercise of power can be seen in relation-
ships ranging from the interaction of two people (hus-
band and wife, police offi  cer and suspect) to a nation, 
or social movement within a nation, threatening or 
dominating other nations. Sociologists are most inter-
ested in how power is structured in society: who has it, 
how it is used, and how it is built into institutions such 
as the state. In the United States, a society that is heavily 
stratifi ed by race, class, and gender, power is structured 
into basic social institutions in ways that refl ect these 
inequalities. Moreover, institutionalized power in so-
ciety infl uences the social dynamics within individual 
and group relationships.

Th e exercise of power may be persuasive or coer-
cive. For example, a strong political leader may per-
suade the nation to support a military invasion or a 
social policy through popular appeal. Or, power may be 
exerted by sheer force. Generally speaking, groups with 
the greatest material resources have the greatest power, 
but not always. A group may by sheer size be able to 
exercise power, through, for example, organized social 
protests. But smaller groups may also be able to exer-
cise power, such as in armed uprisings.

Power can be legitimate—accepted by the mem-
bers of society as right and just—or it can be ille-
gitimate. Authority is power perceived by others as 
legitimate and formal. Authority emerges not from 
the exercise of power, but from the belief of constitu-
ents that the power is legitimate. In the United States, 
the source of the president’s domestic power is not 
just his status as commander of the armed forces but 
also the belief by most people that his power is legit-
imate. Th e law is also perceived by most as a legiti-
mate system of authority. In contrast, coercive power 
is achieved through force, often against the will of the 
people being forced. A dictatorship often relies on its 
ability to exercise coercive power through its control 
of the military or state police, at least until both the 
military and/or the police, sometimes in conjunction 
with a popular social movement or widespread dem-
onstration, overthrow the dictator. Th is is precisely 
what happened early in  with Egypt and the other 
countries that followed suit. 

Types of Authority
Max Weber (–), the German classical soci-
ologist, postulated that three types of authority exist 
in society: traditional, charismatic, and rational–legal 
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table 15.1 Theories of Power in Society

Pluralism Power Elite Autonomous State Feminist Theory

Interprets the 
state

As representing diverse 
and multiple groups in 
society

As representing the 
interests of a small, but 
economically dominant, 
class

As taking on a life of its 
own, perpetuating its 
own form and interests

As masculine in its 
organization and values 
(that is, based on 
rational principles and 
a patriarchal structure)

Interprets 
political power

As derived from the 
activities of interest 
groups and as broadly 
diff used throughout the 
public

As held by the ruling 
class

As residing in the 
organizational structure 
of state institutions

As emerging from the 
dominance of men over 
women

Interprets 
social confl ict

As the competition 
between diverse 
groups that mobilize to 
promote their interests

As stemming from the 
domination of elites 
over less powerful 
groups

As developing between 
states, as each vies to 
uphold its own interests

As resulting from the 
power men have over 
women 

Interprets 
social order

As the result of the 
equilibrium created 
by multiple groups 
balancing their interests

As coming from the 
interlocking directorates 
created by the linkages 
among those few people 
who control institutions

As the result of 
administrative systems 
that work to maintain 
the status quo

As resulting from the 
patriarchal control that 
men have over social 
institutions

bureaucratic functions. It is an odd feature of bureau-
cracy that those with the least power to infl uence how 
the rules are formulated—those at the bottom of the 
hierarchy—are often the most adamant about strict 
adherence to the rules; their job evaluation may rest 
on their enforcement.

Within bureaucracies, personal temperament and 
individual discretion are not supposed to infl uence 
the application of rules. But, bureaucracy has another
face, as we saw in Chapter . Rank-and-fi le bureau-
cratic workers frequently exercise discretion in  applying 
rules and procedures, “working the system,” perhaps 
by personalizing the interaction or dodging bureau-
cratic stipulations. But, most of the time, dealing with 
an elaborate bureaucracy—even an electronic one like 
voice mail—can be very frustrating.

THEORIES OF POWER
Does the state act in the interests of its different con-
stituencies or does it merely reflect the needs of a the 
most powerful? In other words, how is power exer-
cised in society? This question has spawned much 
sociological study and debate and has resulted in 
several theoretical models of state power. Four theo-
retical models have been developed by sociologists to 
answer this question: the pluralist model, the power-
elite model, the autonomous state model, and feminist 
theories of the state. Each begins with a different set 
of assumptions and arrives at different conclusions 
(see Table .).

The Pluralist Model
Th e pluralist model interprets power in society as de-
rived from the representation of diverse interests of 
diff erent groups in society. Th is model assumes that in 
democratic societies, the system of government works 
to balance the diff erent interests of groups in society. 
An interest group can be any constituency in society 
organized to promote its own agenda, including large, 
nationally based groups such as the American Associa-
tion of Retired Persons (AARP) and the National Rifl e 
Association (NRA). Some interest groups are organized 
around professional and business interests, such as the 
American Medical Association (AMA) and the Tobacco 
Institute. Others concentrate on one political or social 
goal, such as NORML, working to reform marijuana 
laws. According to the pluralist model, interest groups 
achieve power and infl uence through their organized 
mobilization of concerned people and groups.

Th e pluralist model has its origins in functionalist 
theory. Th e pluralist model sees power as broadly dif-
fused across the public with people who want to eff ect 
a change or express their points of view needing only 
to mobilize to do so. Th e pluralist model suggests that 
members of diverse groups can participate equally in 
a representative and democratic government. As seen 
from this model, various special interest groups com-
pete for government attention and action. Th e pluralist 
model sees special interest groups as an integral part of 
the political system, even though they are not an offi  cial 
part of government. In the pluralist view, special inter-
est groups make government more responsive to the 
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government. Th ese interests naturally overlap and rein-
force each other.

Members of the upper class do not need to oc-
cupy high offi  ce themselves to exert their will, as long 
as they are in a position to infl uence people who are in 
power (Domhoff  ). Th e majority of the power elite 
are White men, which means that the interests and out-
looks of White men dominate the national agenda.

The Autonomous State Model
A third view of power developed by sociologists, the 
 autonomous state model, interprets the state as its 
own major constituent. From this perspective, the state 
develops interests of its own, which it seeks to promote 
independently of other interests and the public that it 

needs and interests of diff erent people, an especially 
important function in a highly diverse society.

Th e pluralist model helps explain the importance 
of political action committees (PACs), groups of peo-
ple who organize to support candidates they feel will 
represent their views. In , Congress passed legis-
lation enabling employees of companies, members of 
unions, professional groups, and trade associations to 
support political candidates with money they raise col-
lectively. Th e number of political action committees 
has now grown to almost . PACs have enormous 
infl uence on the political process. Th ey are now so pow-
erful that many are critical of the infl uence they have 
on elections. In the  presidential election, counting 
all PAC contributions, PACs spent over $ million to 
infl uence voters (Federal Election Commission ).

The Power  Elite Model
Th e power elite model originated in the work of Karl 
Marx (–) and developed from the framework of 
confl ict theory. According to Marx, the dominant or rul-
ing class controls all the major institutions in society; the 
state itself is simply an instrument by which the ruling 
class exercises its power. Th e Marxist view of the state 
emphasizes the power of the upper class over the lower 
classes, the small group of elites over the rest of the popu-
lation. Th e state, according to Marx, is not a representa-
tive, rational institution, but an expression of the will of 
the ruling class (Marx /).

Marx’s theory was elaborated much later by 
C.  Wright Mills (), who popularized the term 
power elite. Mills attacked the pluralist model, arguing 
that the true power structure consists of people well 
positioned in three areas: the economy, the govern-
ment, and the military. Th ese three institutions are con-
sidered the bastions of the power elite, although some 
have argued that Mills overemphasized the role of the 
military (Domhoff  ). While sharing common be-
liefs and goals, the power elite shape political agendas 
and outcomes in the society along the narrow lines of 
their particular collective interests. 

Th e power elite model posits a strong link between 
government and business, a view supported by the 
strong hand government takes in directing the econ-
omy and by the role of military spending as a principal 
component of U.S. economic aff airs. Th e power elite 
model also emphasizes how power overlaps between 
infl uential groups.

Interlocking directorates are organizational link-
ages created when the same people sit on the board of 
directors for numerous corporations. People in elite 
circles may serve on the boards of several major com-
panies, universities, and foundations at the same time. 
People drawn from the same elite group receive most 
of the major government appointments; thus, the same 
relatively small group of people tends to the inter-
ests of all these organizations and the interests of the 
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theory begins with the premise that an understanding 
of power cannot be sound without a strong analysis of 
gender (Haney ).

GOVERNMENT: POWER 
AND POLITICS IN A 
DIVERSE SOCIETY
Th e terms government and state are often used inter-
changeably. More precisely, the government is one 
of several institutions that make up the state. Th e 
 government includes those institutions that represent 
the population, making rules that govern the society. 
Th e government of the United States is a democracy; 
therefore, it is based on the principle of representing all 
people through the right to vote.

Th e actual makeup of the government, however, is 
far from representative of society. Not all people par-
ticipate equally in the workings of government, either 
as elected offi  cials or as voters, nor do their interests 
receive equal attention. Women, the poor and work-
ing class, and racial–ethnic minorities are less likely to 
be represented by government than are White middle- 
and upper-class men. Sociological research on political 
power has concentrated on inequality in government 
aff airs and demonstrated large, persistent diff erences 
in the political participation and representation of vari-
ous groups in society.

Diverse Patterns of Political 
Participation
One would hope that in a democratic society all people 
would be equally eager to exercise their right to vote 
and be heard. Th at is far from the case. Among demo-
cratic nations, the United States has one of the lowest 
voter turnouts (Figure .). In the  presidential 
election, the percentage of eligible voters who went to 
the polls was only  percent of the population, and 
that was one of the highest voter turnouts ever for a U.S. 
presidential election. A turnout of  percent or less is 
typical of national elections, although elections in , 
, and  had turnouts just over  percent of the 
population. Voter turnout in congressional and local 
elections is even lower.

Generally, older, better educated, and fi nancially 
better-off  people are the most likely to vote. Although 
young people are generally not as politically engaged 
as other groups, the presidential election of  saw 
the highest turnout ever of youth voters (those aged 
–); estimates are that  percent of young people 
voted in the  election, with a two to one margin for 
now President Obama (see Map .). Voter turnout is 
not, however, the only measure of youth participation. 
In the  presidential elections, young people were 
very active in the campaign, attending campaign rallies, 
following the election via the Internet, and contacting 

allegedly serves. Th e state does not refl ect the needs of 
the dominant groups, as Marx and power elite theorists 
would contend. It is an administrative organization 
with its own needs, such as maintenance of its complex 
bureaucracies and protection of its special privileges 
(Rueschmeyer and Skocpol ; Skocpol ; Evans 
et al. ).

Th e huge government apparatus now in place in 
the United States is a good illustration of autonomous 
state theory. Th e government provides a huge array of 
social support programs, including Social Security, un-
employment benefi ts, agricultural subsidies, public as-
sistance, and other economic interventions intended to 
protect citizens from the vagaries of a capitalist market 
system (Collins ). Th e purpose of these programs 
is to serve people in need. Autonomous state theory 
argues that the government has grown into a massive, 
elaborate bureaucracy, run by bureaucrats more ab-
sorbed in their own interests than in meeting the needs 
of the people. As a consequence, government can be-
come paralyzed in confl icts between revenue-seeking 
state bureaucrats and those who must fund them. Th is 
can lead to revolt against the state, as in the tax revolts 
appearing sporadically throughout the country (Lo 
; Collins ).

Feminist Theories of the State
Feminist theorists diverge from the preceding theoreti-
cal models by seeing men as having the most important 
power in society. Th e pluralists see power as widely dis-
persed through the class system, power elite theorists 
see political power directly linked to upper-class inter-
ests, and autonomous state theorists see the state as 
relatively independent of class interests.

Some feminist theorists argue that all state institu-
tions refl ect men’s interests; they see the state as fun-
damentally patriarchal, its organization embodying 
the fi xed principle that men are more powerful than 
women. Feminist theories of the state conclude that de-
spite the presence of a few powerful women, the state is 
devoted primarily to men’s interests, and moreover, the 
actions of the state will tend to support gender inequal-
ity (Haney ; Blankenship ). One historical ex-
ample would be laws denying women the right to own 
property once they married. Such laws protected men’s 
interests at the expense of women.

Evidence that “the state is male” (MacKinnon , 
) is easy to observe by looking at powerful politi-
cal circles. Despite the recent inclusion of more women 
in powerful circles and the presence of some notable 
women as major national fi gures, most of the powerful 
are men. Th e U.S. Senate is  percent men; groups that 
exercise state power, such as the police and military, 
are predominantly men. Moreover, these institutions 
are structured by values and systems that can be de-
scribed as culturally masculine—that is, based on hier-
archical relationships, aggression, and force. Feminist 
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Americans, tend to be markedly Democratic. Ninety-
fi ve percent of Black voters voted for Obama in , 
as did  percent of Latinos and  percent of Asian 
Americans. Traditionally, Latinos and African Ameri-
cans have been more attracted to the Democratic Party, 
in part because of party policies, but also because of 
socioeconomic factors such as age, gender, income, 
education, and religion.

Gender is also a major social factor infl uencing po-
litical attitudes and behavior. Th e gender gap refers to 
the diff erences between men and women in political at-
titudes and behavior. Women tend to have more liberal 
views than men on a variety of social and political issues 
and are more likely to vote Democratic. And, women 
are now more likely to vote than men; in the  elec-
tions, this was even more true as women’s turnout was 
higher in every racial–ethnic group and exceeded men 
overall by  million voters. In fact, in the  election, 
White men dropped in their voter turnout. Th is election 
was particularly interesting for women because of the 
candidacies of both Hillary Clinton and Sarah Palin; 

other voters. Th e most striking thing about young vot-
ers in the  election was that they are more racially 
diverse than older groups of voters;  percent of young 
voters in  were African American or Hispanic; 
among older voters, there was far less racial and ethnic 
diversity (Keeter et al. ).

It is too soon to tell whether the diversity within the 
youth vote will aff ect presidential elections in the fu-
ture. Th e  election saw record turnouts of  African 
Americans, Latinos, and Asian Americans—all of whom 
had been less likely to vote than Whites prior to the 
 election. In fact, the  presidential election was 
the fi rst time that turnout for African Americans nearly 
matched that for White Americans (. percent for Af-
rican Americans, . percent for Whites; Figure .). 
And, for the fi rst time in history, Black women had a 
higher turnout rate than any other group—. percent 
(Pew Research Center ). 

Not only do social factors infl uence the likelihood 
of voting, they also infl uence how people vote. African 
Americans and Latinos, with the exception of Cuban 
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in the end,  percent of women voted for Obama and 
 percent for McCain (Pew Research  Center ; 
www.nytimes.com).  Finally, the recent political rise 
of the conservative Tea Party movement has witnessed 
still further participation of women in politics. As of 
late , fully   percent of the members of the Tea 
Party were women. Furthermore,  to  percent of 
 Americans—of both genders—have a  favorable opin-
ion of the Tea Party (Quinnipiac University Poll ; 
Bruce ).

Political Power: Who’s in Charge?
A democratic government is supposed to be represen-
tative of the people in the nation. Is this the case in the 
United States? Hardly. As Figure . shows, women and 
racial–ethnic minorities are vastly underrepresented in 
our government. Moreover, most members are from 
upper middle-class or upper-class backgrounds; the 
vast majority have law, politics, and business as their 
prior occupation; very few were blue-collar workers 
 before coming to Congress. 

Simply getting into politics requires a substan-
tial investment of money. Th e average cost of a Sen-
ate campaign in  was $ million; in the House of 

UNDERSTANDING diversity

As society has become more diverse, 
has it made a diff erence in the makeup 
of the power elite? Various groups—
women, racial–ethnic groups, lesbians, 
and gays—have vied for more represen-
tation in the halls of power, but have 
their eff orts succeeded? If they make it 
to power, does this change the corpora-
tions, military, or government—the major 
institutions composing the power elite?

Sociologists Richard L. Zweigenhaft 
and G. William Domhoff  examined these 
questions by analyzing the composition 
of boards of directors and chief execu-
tive offi  cers (CEOs) of the largest banks 
and corporations in the United States, as 
well as analyzing Congress, presidential 
cabinets, and the generals and admirals 
who form the military elite. In addition, 
they examined the political party pref-
erences and the political positions of 
people found among the power elite. Do 
women and minorities bring new values 
into power, thereby changing society as 

Diversity in the Power Elite

they move into powerful positions, or 
do their values match those of the tradi-
tional power elite or become absorbed 
by a system more powerful than they 
are? Zweigenhaft and Domhoff ’s study 
looks as well at whether those who do 
make it into the power elite are within 
the innermost circles or whether they 
are marginalized.

They fi nd that women, Jews, gays, 
lesbians, Black Americans, and Hispanics 
have become more numerous within the 
power elite, but only to a small degree. 
The power elite is still overwhelmingly 
White, wealthy, Christian, and male. 
Women and other minorities who make 
it into the power elite also tend to come 
from already privileged backgrounds, as 
measured by their social class and edu-
cation. Among African Americans and 
Latinos, skin color continues to make a 
diff erence, with darker-skinned Blacks 
and Hispanics less likely to achieve prom-
inence compared with lighter-skinned 

people. Furthermore, Zweigenhaft and 
Domhoff  fi nd that the perspectives and 
values of women and minorities who 
rise to the top do not diff er substantially 
from their White male counterparts. 
Some of this is explained by the com-
mon class origins of those in the power 
elite. The researchers also attribute the 
managing of one’s identity to avoid chal-
lenging the system as a sorting factor 
that perpetuates the dominant world-
view and practices of the most powerful.

The authors of this study conclude 
that “the irony of diversity” is that greater 
diversity may have strengthened the posi-
tion of the power elite because its mem-
bers appear to be more legitimate through 
their inclusion of those previously left out. 
But, by including only those who share the 
perspectives and values of those already in 
power, little is actually changed. 

Sources: Zweigenhaft, Richard L, and G. 
 William Domhoff . 2006. Diversity in the Power 
Elite: Have Women and Minorities Reached 
the Top? New Haven: Yale University Press; G. 
William Domhoff . 2002. Who Rules America? 
New York: McGraw-Hill.
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Women and Minorities 
in Government
Although there have been some gains in the number 
of women and minorities in government, they are still 
underrepresented—both at the federal and state level. 
As a result of the  midterm congressional elec-
tion, giving us the th (–) Congress, there are 
now  women in the Senate (out of ) and  in the 
House of Representatives (out of ), an all-time high 
in both houses of government. Among all those in the 
House of Representatives,  are African Americans,  
are Hispanic,  are Asian American, and only  is Na-
tive American. It is truly ironic that the Native American 
population—the “fi rst of this land”—has only  repre-
sentative in Congress. 

Although  percent of the U.S. population is 
 African American, there are no African American 
senators (President Barack Obama served as the only 
African American senator prior to his election to the 
presidency in ). Hispanics are  percent of the 
U.S. population, but there are only two in the Senate. 
Th ere are only two Asian Americans in the Senate, and 
no Native Americans at all. (Ben Nighthorse Campbell, 
elected in , was for a while the only Native American 
in the Senate.) Th e House of Representatives is more di-
verse, but still woefully lacking in refl ecting the actual 
diversity of the nation. (All these data are summarized 
in Figure ..) Th e present Congress has only slightly 
more religious diversity than the previous (th) Con-
gress, with  Protestant and  Catholic represen-
tatives,   Jewish representatives, two Muslims, three 

Representatives, $,. Candidates depend on con-
tributions from individuals and groups to fi nance their 
election campaigns, with wealthy individuals among 
the largest campaign contributors, especially to presi-
dential elections (Allen and Broyles ). Th e  
presidential election was the most costly in U.S. history. 
Candidates spent a total of $. billion dollars! Presi-
dent Barack Obama, the Democratic candidate, spent 
a record $ million, and John McCain, the Republi-
can candidate, spent $ million. For both candidates, 
media expenditures were the largest piece of campaign 
expenses: $ million for Obama ( percent of ex-
penses) and $ million for McCain ( percent of ex-
penses; Center for Responsive Politics ). 

Th e largest contributors to political campaigns are 
typically PACs. Much of the money given by individuals 
and PACs goes to incumbents, who have an overwhelm-
ing edge in elections and already sit on the committees 
where public policy is hammered out. Th is picture of 
elites and business interests funneling money to candi-
dates, who return to the same donors for more money 
when the next campaign rolls around, has shaken the 
faith of many Americans in the political system. 

Th ere is little belief that the political process is a 
democratic and populist mechanism by which the “little 
people” can select political leaders to represent them. In 
fact, national surveys in  showed that only  percent 
of U.S. citizens have a great deal of confi dence in Con-
gress, and only  percent have some confi dence in the 
Supreme Court (Jones ). By , a slight increase in 
the public’s rating of confi dence in Congress was noted 
( per cent), but this is a certainly slight increase. 

450

400

350

300

250

200

150

100

50

0

Men

Women

African Americans

Asians/Pacific Islanders

Hispanics

Native Americans

1981

416

19

17

3

6

0

1991

407

28

25

3

11

0

2010

365

74

33

0

26

1

100

80

60

40

20

0

Men

Women

African Americans

Asians/Pacific Islanders

Hispanics

Native Americans

1981

98

2

0

3

0

0

1991

98

2

0

2

0

0

2010

83

17

0

2

2

0

House of Representatives Senate

N
um

b
er

 in
 H

ou
se

N
um

b
er

 in
 S

en
at

e

FIGURE 15.3 A Representative Government? 
Source: Manning, Jennifer. 2011. Membership in the 112th Congress: A Profi le. D.C.: Congressional Research Service. www.fas.org/sgp/crs/misc/
R41647.pdf

31561_ch15.indd   36631561_ch15.indd   366 8/29/11   12:59 PM8/29/11   12:59 PM

www.fas.org/sgp/crs/misc/R41647.pdf
www.fas.org/sgp/crs/misc/R41647.pdf


POLITICS AND THE ECONOMY < 367

2008 General Election Results, All Voters

… by 18–29 Years Olds
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As in other social institutions, military enlistees are 
carefully socialized to learn the norms of the culture they 
have joined. Military socialization places a high pre-
mium on conformity and eliminates individuality. All 
new recruits have their heads shaved, are issued identi-
cal uniforms, are allowed to retain very few of their per-
sonal possessions, and they are endlessly harassed by the 
infamous “D.I.” (drill instructor). Th ey must quickly learn 
new, strictly enforced codes of behavior.

Most of the military is a part of the institution of 
government, but there has also been privatization of the 
military—meaning that an increasing number of military 
functions have been paid on a contract basis to private, 
for-profi t employers. Under this development, the military 
becomes like a business, with people and corporations 
reaping profi ts on activities that once would have been not 
for profi t. An example of this is the work of Halliburton, a 
company that amassed millions of dollars in contracts 
during the war in Iraq—even when then Vice President 
Dick Cheney was its CEO. Th e privatization of the mili-
tary can include companies that provide specifi c services 
(such as security), as well as engineering and building 
contracts. Critics of this trend warn that it will sacrifi ce 
safety and national security for the sake of corporate and 
individual profi t and could lure the brightest people away 
from traditional military service if they see economic gains 
from private military service (Singer ).

Race and the Military. Th e greatest change in the 
military as a social institution is the representation of 
racial minority groups and women within the armed 
forces. Picture a U.S. soldier. Whom do you see? At one 
time you would have almost certainly pictured a young 
White male, possibly wearing army green camoufl age 
and carrying a weapon. Today the image of the military 
is much more diverse. Drawing on the cultural images 
you have stored in your mind, you are just as likely to 
picture a young African American man in a military 
dress uniform with a stiffl  y starched shirt and a neat 
and trim appearance or perhaps a woman wearing a 
fl ight helmet in the cockpit of a fi ghter plane.

African Americans have served in the military for 
almost as long as the U.S. armed forces have been in ex-
istence. Except for the Marines, which desegregated in 
, the armed forces were offi  cially segregated until 
, when President Harry Truman signed an executive 
order banning discrimination in the armed services. Al-
though much segregation continued after this order, the 
desegregation of the armed forces is often credited with 
promoting more positive interracial relationships and in-
creased awareness among Black Americans of their right 
to equal opportunities than has been the case in society 
at large. Until that time the widespread opinion among 
Whites was that to allow Black and White soldiers to serve 
side by side would destroy soldiers’ morale.

Currently  percent of active military person-
nel are African American and  percent are Hispanic. 
Data on Asian Americans and Native Americans are not 

Buddhists, one Quaker, and one self-identifi ed atheist. 
Clearly, there is a long way to go before we have a rep-
resentative government in this country.

Researchers off er several explanations for why 
women and racial–ethnic minorities continue to be 
underrepresented in government. Certainly, prejudice 
plays a role. It was not long ago, in the  Kennedy–
Nixon election, that Kennedy became the fi rst Catho-
lic president elected. In the  presidential election, 
Joseph Lieberman was the fi rst Jewish candidate to 
appear on a major national ticket. Gender and racial 
prejudice run just as deep in the public mind. Although 
the percentage of Americans who say they would vote 
for a woman for president has climbed to  percent 
( percent in ), a substantial number ( percent) 
also say they think a man would make a better president 
than a woman (Simmons ).

Individual prejudice alone, however, cannot ac-
count for the lack of representation. Societal causes are 
a major factor in the successful elections of women and 
people who are better represented in local political of-
fi ce. Women and minority candidates receive a great 
deal of political support from local groups, but at the 
national level, they do not fare as well. Th e power of in-
cumbents, most of whom are White men, is a disadvan-
tage to any new offi  ce seeker.

The Military
Th e military arm of the state is among the most pow-
erful and infl uential social institutions in almost all 
societies. In the United States, the military is the larg-
est single employer. Approximately  million men and 
women serve in the U.S. military, . million on active 
duty, including those in countries such as Iraq and 
 Afghanistan, and the rest are in the reserves. Th is does 
not include the many hundreds of thousands who are 
employed in industries that support the military, nor 
does it include civilians who work for the Department 
of Defense and other military-affi  liated agencies (U.S. 
Census Bureau a).

The Military as a Social Institution. Institutions are 
stable systems of norms and values that fulfi ll certain 
functions in society. Th e military is a social institution 
whose function is to defend the nation against external 
(and sometimes internal) threats. A strong military is 
often considered an essential tool for maintaining peace. 

Th e military is one of the most hierarchical social in-
stitutions, and its hierarchy is extremely formalized. Peo-
ple who join the military are explicitly labeled with rank, 
and if promoted, they pass through a series of well-defi ned 
levels (ranks), each with clearly demarcated sets of rights 
and responsibilities. An explicit line exists between offi  -
cers (lieutenants and higher ranks) and enlisted person-
nel, and offi  cers have many privileges that others do not. 
Higher ranks are also entitled to absolute obedience from 
the ranks below them, with elaborate rituals created to re-
mind both dominants and subordinates of their status. 
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was a landmark decision that opened new opportunities 
for women who want the rigorous physical and academic 
training that military academies provide (Kimmel ).

Th e involvement of women in the military has 
reached an all-time high in recent years. Women are 
 percent of enlisted military personnel. Now, almost 
, women are on active duty, with an additional 
, in the reserves, not including the Coast Guard 
and its reserves. Th e Air Force has the highest pro-
portion of women ( percent), followed by the Navy 
( percent), the Army (. percent), and the Marines 
(. percent). Women are  percent of the U.S. Coast 
Guard (Department of Veterans Aff airs .) 

Th e former exclusion of women from military service 
was rationalized by the popular conviction that women 
should not serve in combat. Despite this attitude, still pre-
vailing and technically the policy of the military, women 
have been fi ghting in active combat to defend the nation.

Th e presence of women in the military has trans-
formed the armed forces, but it also has raised new 
issues for military personnel. Fully half of military per-
sonnel are married, and there has been an increase 
in the number of dual-military couples ( percent of 
all military marriages). Family separations, frequent 
moves (on average every three years), risk of injury or 
death, living in a foreign country—these are only some 
of the challenges that military personnel face in trying 
to manage their lives (Segal and Segal ).

For women in the military, the highly gendered or-
ganization of which they are a part is also a challenge. 
Indeed, recent reports have documented an alarm-
ingly high rate of sexual assault and sexual harassment 
against women in the military—by other military per-
sonnel. A recent Pentagon report found that one-third 
of women in the military (and  percent of men) expe-
rienced sexual harassment, including unwanted crude 
and off ensive behavior, unwanted sexual attention, 
and sexual coercion; the same report found that  per-
cent of women in the military experienced some form 
of unwanted sexual contact, such as rape, unwanted 
sodomy, or indecent assault (Defense Manpower Data 
Center ). Periodic scandals involving rape, sexual 
harassment, and other forms of intimidation against 
women in the military (including the military acad-
emies) reveal that, although certainly not all military 
men engage in these behaviors, institutions organized 
around such masculine characteristics as aggression, 
domination, and hierarchy put women at risk.

Gays and Lesbians in the Military. Gays and lesbi-
ans have long served in military duty, despite the poli-
cies that have attempted to exclude them. Th e military 
has admitted that there always have been gays and les-
bians in all branches of the U.S. armed forces, but ho-
mophobia is a pervasive part of military culture (Myers 
; Becker ).

President Clinton in the early s introduced 
a “don’t ask, don’t tell” policy, now repealed, in the 

available. For groups with limited opportunities in ci-
vilian society, joining the military seems to promise an 
educational and economic boost. 

Is this actually realized? Within the military today, 
there is a policy of equal pay for equal rank. African 
Americans and Latinos, however, are overrepresented in 
lower-ranking support positions. Often they are excluded 
from the higher-status, technologically based positions—
those most likely to bring advancement and higher earn-
ings both in the military and beyond. Most minorities 
remain in positions with little supervisory responsibility, 
such as service and supply jobs. Although the number of 
racial minorities in offi  cers’ positions has been increas-
ing, they are still underrepresented and are less likely to 
get there via the route of military academies, as is the case 
for White offi  cers (Segal and Segal ). Still, for both 
Whites and racial minorities, serving in the military leads 
to higher earnings relative to one’s nonmilitary peers.

Women in the Military. Th e military academies did not 
open their enrollment to women until . Since then, 
the armed services have profoundly changed their ad-
mission policies, and in  the Supreme Court ruled 
(in United States v. Virginia) that women cannot be ex-
cluded from state-supported military academies such as 
the Citadel and the Virginia Military Institute (VMI). Th is 

With the introduction of the all-volunteer armed services, more 
military personnel are from working-class and/or racial–ethnic 
backgrounds. Should there be a military draft so that all have 
an equal chance of being called for military service? Is your 
answer shaped by your class and/or race background?
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military by which recruiting offi  cers could not ask 
about sexual preference. Th e Obama Administration in 
the fall of  ended the “don’t ask, don’t tell” policy. 
However, it remains unclear whether gays and lesbians 
will be permitted to live openly as homosexuals while 
also pursuing careers in the armed services.

Supporters of the ban on gays in the military often 
use arguments similar to the arguments used before 
 to defend the racial segregation of fi ghting units. 
As in , they claim that the morale of soldiers will 
drop if forced to serve alongside gay men and women, 
national security will be threatened, and known homo-
sexuals serving in the military will upset the status quo 
and destroy the fi ghting spirit of military units. 

as the economy. All societies are organized around an 
economic base. Th e economy of a society is the system 
by which goods and services are produced, distributed, 
and consumed. We fi rst look at the economic signifi -
cance of the historic transformation from agricultur-
ally based societies to industrial and now postindustrial 
societies.

The Industrial Revolution
In Chapter , we discussed the evolution of diff erent 
types of societies. Recall that one of the most signifi cant 
of these changes was, fi rst, the development of agricul-
tural societies and, later, the far-ranging impact of the 
Industrial Revolution. Now, the Industrial Revolution is 
giving way to the growth of postindustrial societies—a 
development in the economic system with far-reaching 
consequences for how society is organized.

Th e Industrial Revolution is usually pinpointed as 
beginning in mid-eighteenth–century Europe, soon 
thereafter spreading throughout other parts of the 
world. Th e Industrial Revolution led to numerous social 
changes because Western economies were organized 
around the mass production of goods. Th e Industrial 
Revolution led to the creation of factories, which sepa-
rated work and family by relocating the place where 
most people were employed.

We still live in a society that is largely industrial, but 
that is quickly giving way to a new kind of social orga-
nization: the postindustrial society. Whereas industrial 
societies are primarily organized around the produc-
tion of goods, postindustrial societies are organized 
around the provision of information and services. Th us, 
in the United States, we have moved from being a man-
ufacturing-based economy to an economy centered 
on the provision of services. Service industry is a broad 
term meant to encompass a wide range of economic 
activities now common in the labor market. It includes 
banking and fi nance, retail sales, hotel and restaurant 
work, and health care; it also includes parts of the infor-
mation technology industry—not electronics assembly, 
but areas such as software design and the exchange of 
information (through the Internet, publishing, video 
production, and the like).

Comparing Economic Systems
Th e three major economic systems found in the world 
today are capitalism, socialism, and communism. Th ese 
are not totally distinct, that is, many societies have a mix 
of these economic systems. Capitalism is an economic 
system based on the principles of market competition, 
private property, and the pursuit of profi t. Within capi-
talist societies, stockholders own corporations—or a 
share of the corporation’s wealth. Under capitalism, 
owners keep a surplus of what is generated by the econ-
omy; this is their profi t, which may be in the form of 
money, fi nancial assets, and other commodities.

The men and women who serve in the Armed Forces, such 
as this young woman returning from Iraq, are often separated 
from families and loved ones for long periods of time.
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APLIA ECONOMY ENGAGEMENT ACTIVITY

How do sociologists view the economy? This activity will help you 
discover the answer.

ECONOMY AND SOCIETY 
We move next to an examination of work and the econ-
omy in society. To understand work, you fi rst must see 
it in the context of the broad social institution known 
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state is the sole owner of the systems of production. 
Communist philosophy argues that capitalism is 
fundamentally unjust because powerful owners take 
more from laborers (and society) than they give and 
use their power to maintain the inequalities between 
the worker and owner classes. Communist theorists 
in the nineteenth century declared that capitalism 
would inevitably be overthrown as workers world-
wide united against owners and the system that ex-
ploited them. Class divisions were supposed to be 
erased at that time, along with private property and all 
forms of inequality. History has not borne out these 
predictions.

THE CHANGING GLOBAL 
ECONOMY
One of the most signifi cant developments of modern 
times is the creation of a global economy, aff ecting 
work in the United States and worldwide. Th e concept 
of the global economy acknowledges that all dimen-
sions of the economy now cross national borders, 
including investment, production, management, mar-
kets, labor, information, and technology (Altman ; 
Carnoy et al. ). Economic events in one nation now 
can have major reverberations throughout the world. 
When the economies of any major nation are unstable, 
the eff ects are felt worldwide.

Multinational corporations—those that draw a 
large share of their revenues from foreign investments 
and conduct business across national borders—have 
become increasingly powerful, spreading their in-
fl uence around the globe. Th e global economy links 
the lives of millions of Americans to the experiences 
of other people throughout the world. You can see 
the internationalization of the economy in everyday 
life: Status symbols such as high-priced sneakers are 
manufactured for just a few cents in China. Th e Bar-
bie dolls that young girls accumulate are inexpensive 
by U.S. standards, yet it would require one month’s 
wages for the Indonesian worker who makes the doll 
to buy it for her child.

In the global economy, the most developed coun-
tries control research and management, and assembly-
line work is performed in nations with less privileged 
positions in the global economy. A single product, such 
as an automobile, may be assembled from parts made 
all over the world—the engine assembled in Mexico, 
tires manufactured in Malaysia, electronic parts con-
structed in China. Th e relocation of manufacturing to 
wherever labor is cheap has led to the emergence of the 
global assembly line, a new international division of 
labor in which research and development is conducted 
in the United States, Japan, Germany, and other major 
world powers, and the assembly of goods is done pri-
marily in underdeveloped and poor nations—mostly by 
women and children.

Socialism is an economic institution characterized 
by state (government) ownership and management of 
the basic industries; that is, the means of production 
are the property of the state not of individuals. Modern 
socialism emerged from the writings of Karl Marx, who 
predicted that capitalism would give way to egalitarian, 
state-dominated socialism, followed by a transition to 
stateless, classless communism.

Many European nations, for example, have strong 
elements of socialism that mix with the global forces 
of capitalism. Sweden supports an extensive array of 
state-run social services, such as health care, educa-
tion, and social welfare programs, but Swedish indus-
try is capitalist. Other world nations are more strongly 
socialist, although they are not immune from the pen-
etrating infl uence of capitalism. Th e People’s Republic 
of China was formerly a strongly socialist society that is 
currently undergoing great transformation to capitalist 
principles, including state encouragement of a market-
based economy, the introduction of privately owned 
industries, and increased engagement in the interna-
tional capitalist economy.

Communism is sometimes described as social-
ism in its purest form. In pure communism, indus-
try is not the private property of owners. Instead, the 

The Industrial Revolution transformed labor, moving it from 
the household to the factory or other sites where work was 
mechanized and oriented to mass production.
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Th ese changes in the social organization of work 
and the economy are creating a more diverse labor 
force, but much of the growth in the economy is pro-
jected to be in service industries, where, for the better 
jobs, education and training are required. People with-
out these skills will not be well positioned for success. 
Manufacturing industries, where racial minorities have 
in the past maintained a foothold on employment, are 
now in decline. New technologies and corporate lay-
off s have reduced the number of entry-level corporate 
jobs that recent college graduates have always used as a 
starting point for career mobility. Many college gradu-
ates are employed in jobs that do not require a college 
degree. College graduates, however, do still have higher 
earnings than those with less education.

Deindustrialization
Deindustrialization refers to the transition from a pre-
dominantly goods-producing economy to one based on 
the provision of services. Th is does not mean that goods 
are no longer produced, but that fewer workers in the 
United States are required to produce goods because 
machines can do the work people once did and many 
goods-producing jobs have moved overseas.

Deindustrialization is most easily observed by 
looking at the decline in the number of jobs in the man-
ufacturing sector of the U.S. economy since the Second 
World War. At the end of the war in , the majority 
of workers ( percent) in the United States were em-
ployed in manufacturing-based jobs. Now the majority 
(at least  percent) are employed in the service sector 
(U.S. Department of Labor ). Th e service sector 
includes two segments: service delivery (such as food 
preparation, cleaning, or child care) and information 
processing (such as banking and fi nance, computer 
operation, or clerical work). Service delivery consists 
of many low-wage, semiskilled, and unskilled jobs and 
employs many women and people of color.

Th e human cost of deindustrialization can be se-
vere. Deindustrialization has led to job displacement, 
the permanent loss of certain job types that occurs 
when employment patterns shift. When a manufac-
turing plant shuts down, many people may lose their 
jobs at the same time, and whole communities can be 
aff ected. Among the areas hardest hit by deindustrial-
ization are communities that were heavily dependent 
on a single industry, such as steel towns or automobile-
manufacturing cities such as Detroit and Cleveland. 
But this also hits rural communities hard because those 
communities often have only one major employer, such 
as a textile plant. 

Job displacement hits people in both rural and 
inner cities hard because emerging new industries tend 
to be located in suburban, not urban or rural areas—
a phenomenon called spatial mismatch. It is then no 
surprise that poverty is highest in central cities and rural 
America. Th is process has also been especially hard on 

Within the United States, the development of a 
global economy has also created anxieties about foreign 
workers, particularly among the working class. Because 
it is easier to blame foreign workers for unemployment 
in the United States than it is to understand the com-
plex processes that have produced this phenomenon, 
U.S. workers have been prone to xenophobia, the 
fear and hatred of foreigners. Campaigns to “buy 
American” refl ect this trend, although the concept of 
buying American is becoming increasingly antiquated 
in a global economy.

When buying a product from a U.S. company, it is 
likely that the parts, if not the product itself, were built 
overseas. In a global economy, distinctions between 
U.S. and foreign businesses blur. Moreover, the label 
“Made in U.S.A.” does not necessarily mean that the 
product was made by well-paid workers in the United 
States. In the garment industry, sweatshop workers, 
many of whom are recent immigrants and primar-
ily women, are likely to have stitched the clothing that 
bears such a label. Moreover, these workers are likely to 
be working under exploitative conditions. 

Th e development of a global economy is part of the 
broad process of economic restructuring, which refers 
to the contemporary transformations in the basic struc-
ture of work that are permanently altering the work-
place. Th is process includes the changing composition 
of the workplace, deindustrialization, and use of en-
hanced technology. Some changes are demographic—
that is, resulting from changes in the population. Th e 
labor force is becoming more diverse, with women 
and people of color becoming the majority of those 
employed. Other changes are driven by technological 
developments. For example, the economy is based less 
on its earlier manufacturing base and more on service 
industries. 

thinking SOCIOLOGICALLY
Identify a job you once held (or currently hold) and make 
a list of all the ways that workers in this segment of the 
labor market are being aff ected by the various dimensions 
of economic restructuring: demographic changes, global-
ization of the economy, and technological change. What 
does your list tell you about how people’s individual work 
experiences are shaped by social structure? •

A More Diverse Workplace
A more diverse workplace is becoming a common result 
of economic restructuring. In a few years, women and 
racial minorities are expected to increase to more than 
one-half of the labor force. Another upcoming change 
in the labor market will be an increase in the number 
of older people (those over age ) as the population 
bulge of the Baby Boomer generation passes through 
late middle age.

31561_ch15.indd   37231561_ch15.indd   372 8/29/11   12:59 PM8/29/11   12:59 PM



POLITICS AND THE ECONOMY < 373

Deskilling is a process whereby the level of skill 
required to perform certain jobs declines over time. 
Deskilling may result when a job is automated or when 
a more complex job is divided into a sequence of easily 
performed units. With deskilling, workers are paid less 
and have less control over their tasks. Jobs may become 
routine and boring. Deskilling contributes to polariza-
tion of the labor force. Th e best jobs require increasing 
levels of skill and technological knowledge, whereas at 
the bottom of the occupational hierarchy, people stuck 
in dead-end positions become alienated from their 
work (Apple ).

Along with deskilling has come an increasing reli-
ance on temporary or contingent workers who do not 
hold regular jobs, but whose employment is dependent 
on demand. Th is includes contract workers, tempo-
rary workers, on-call workers (those called only when 
needed), the self-employed, and day laborers. Women 
are more likely than men to be employed in these jobs, 
and women are concentrated in the least desirable 
jobs—those with the lowest pay and least likelihood of 
providing benefi ts. Considering race, Whites are more 
likely to be independent contractors or self-employed, 
whereas Blacks and Hispanics are more likely to be 
found in temporary and part-time work (Cook ; 
Kalleberg et al. ; Hudson ).

Immigration
One of the most signifi cant changes in the U.S. labor 
force has been the increased presence of immigrant 
labor. Th ere are approximately  million immigrants 
in the United States—one-eighth of all U.S. resi-
dents. Included in this number are about  million 

young people, especially African American and Latino 
youth. Unless young people have the educational and 
technical skills for employment in a new economy, or 
if they live in areas hard hit by job displacement, they 
have little opportunity for getting a good start in the 
now global economy. You see this in the extremely 
high unemployment rates for Black and Hispanic teens   
(Wilson , ).

Technological Change
Coupled with deindustrialization, rapidly chang-
ing and developing technologies are bringing major 
changes in work, including how it is organized, who 
does it, and how much it pays. One of the most in-
fl uential technological developments of the twentieth 
century has been the invention of the semiconductor. 
Computer technology has made possible workplace 
transactions that would have seemed like science fi c-
tion just a few years ago. Electronic information can 
be transferred around the world in less than a second. 
Employees can provide work for corporations located 
on another continent; thus, a woman in Southeast 
Asia or the Caribbean can type a book manuscript 
for a publishing house in New York. Some argue that 
the computer chip has as much signifi cance for social 
change as the earlier inventions of the wheel and the 
steam engine.

Increasing reliance on the rapid transmission of 
electronic data has produced electronic sweatshops, 
a term referring to the back offices found in many 
industries, such as airlines, insurance firms, and 
mail-order houses, where workers at computer ter-
minals process thousands of transactions in a day. 
Workers’ performance is likely monitored by a com-
puter, conjuring up images of “Big Brother” invisibly 
watching. Computers can measure how fast cashiers 
ring up groceries and how fast ticket agents book 
reservations. Records derived from computer moni-
toring then become the basis for job performance 
evaluation.

Technological innovation in the workplace is a 
mixed blessing. Automation—the process by which 
human labor is replaced by machines—eliminates 
many repetitive and tiresome tasks, and it makes rapid 
communication and access to information possible. 
But our increasing dependence on technology may 
make workers subservient to machines. Robots can do 
the spot-welding on automobiles; some are even used 
for human surgery. Sophisticated robots are capable 
of highly complex tasks, enabling them to assemble 
fi nished products or fl ip burgers in fast-food restau-
rants. Will robots replace human workers? Robots are 
expensive to buy, but employers can see other savings 
because “the robot hamburger-fl ipper would need no 
lunch or bathroom breaks, would not take sick days, 
and most certainly would neither strike nor quit” 
(Rosengarten : ).
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Automation means that machines such as these auto 
assembly line robots can now supply the labor originally 
provided by human workers.
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SOCIOLOGICAL 
PERSPECTIVES ON WORK
Most people think of work as an activity for which a 
person gets paid, but work also includes the labor that 
people do without pay. Unpaid jobs such as house-
work, child care, and volunteer activities make up 
much of the work done in the world. Sociologists de-
fi ne work as productive human activity that creates 
something of value, either goods or services. Given 
this defi nition of work, housework, though unpaid, is 
defi ned as work, even though it is not included in the 
offi  cial measures of productivity used to indicate na-
tional work output.

Arlie Hochschild () has introduced the concept 
of emotional labor to address some forms of work that 
are common in a service-based economy. Emotional 
labor is work specifi cally intended to produce a desired 
state of mind in a client and often involves putting on a 
false front before clients. Many jobs require some han-
dling of other people’s feelings, and emotional labor 
is performed where inducing or suppressing a feeling 
in the client is one of the primary work tasks. Airline 
fl ight attendants perform emotional labor—their job 
is to please the passenger and, as Hochschild suggests, 
to make passengers feel as though they are guests in 
someone’s living room.

The Division of Labor
Th e division of labor is the systematic interrelatedness 
of diff erent tasks that develop in complex societies. 
When diff erent groups engage in diff erent economic 
activities, a division of labor is said to exist. In a rela-
tively simple division of labor, one group may be re-
sponsible for planting and harvesting crops, whereas 
another group is responsible for hunting game. As the 
economic system becomes more complex, the division 
of labor becomes more elaborate.

In the United States, the division of labor is af-
fected by gender, race, class, and age—the major axes 
of stratifi cation. Th e class division of labor can be ob-
served by looking at the work done by people with 
diff erent educational backgrounds, because educa-
tion is a fairly reliable indicator of class. People with 
more education tend to work in higher-paid, higher-
prestige occupations. Class also leads to perceived 
distinctions in the value of manual labor versus men-
tal labor. Th ose presumed to be doing mental labor 
(management and professional positions) tend to 
be paid more and have more job prestige than those 
presumed to be doing manual labor. Class thus pro-
duces stereotypes about the working class; manual 
labor is presumed to be the inverse of mental labor, 
meaning it is presumed to require no thinking. By 
extension, workers who do manual labor may be in-
correctly assumed not to be very smart, regardless of 
their intelligence.

undocumented immigrants, so-called illegal immi-
grants. Immigrants constitute more than one-third of 
the labor force in fi elds such as building cleaning and 
maintenance; agriculture; meat, poultry, and fi sh pro-
duction; and construction. Eighty-two percent of im-
migrant households have at least one worker present, 
more than is true for native-born households (where 
the fi gure is seventy-three percent). Immigrants have 
far lower wages than native-born citizens, and they 
also experience higher rates of poverty. Although im-
migrants have been concentrated in particular states 
(California, Florida, Arizona, and Texas, among others), 
the recent trend has been that immigrants have moved 
into geographic regions and smaller towns, thus trans-
forming the character of hundreds of American com-
munities (Camaroto ).

Not only has immigration changed the composi-
tion of the work force, but it has also stimulated intense 
political debate. Should the nation restrict immigra-
tion? Should a guest worker program be created? What 
rights do immigrants have? Th ese issues engage diff er-
ent interest groups—including immigrants themselves 
and the organizations that support them, business 
leaders, nonimmigrant workers, and local communi-
ties where immigrants are employed. Th ese interests 
often diverge, often creating confl ict and certainly cre-
ating questions for policymakers about the best way to 
handle immigration.

Popular wisdom holds that the bulk of new im-
migrants, particularly Hispanic immigrants, are ille-
gal, poor, and desperate, but the data show otherwise 
(Lamphere et al. ; Pedraza and Rumbaut ; 
Rumbaut a, b). In fact, the proportion of pro-
fessionals and technicians among legal immigrants ex-
ceeds the proportion of professionals in the labor force 
as a whole. Th is conclusion, though, is based on formal 
immigration data that exclude undocumented immi-
grants, most of whom are working class. Still, those who 
migrate are usually not the most downtrodden in their 
home country; seldom are the poorest able to migrate. 
Even undocumented immigrants tend to have higher 
levels of education and occupational skills than the 
typical workers in their homeland. Immigrants include 
both the most educated and the least educated seg-
ments of the population.

Some European nations have created guest worker 
programs to allow the labor that immigrants provide. 
Guest worker programs allow immigrants to work in a 
nation for a limited period of time without fear of depor-
tation, but they must return to their nation of origin at the 
end of their time limit. Critics argue that such programs 
threaten jobs for U.S. workers and allow employers to ex-
ploit this unequal class of workers. Supporters say guest 
worker programs allow for better regulation of immigra-
tion and avoid some of the problems of illegal immigra-
tion. It is unclear what direction the United States will 
take in immigration policy, but what is clear is that the 
economy is highly dependent on immigrant labor.
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debunking SOCIETY’S MYTHS
myth: Because of programs such as affi  rmative action, 
women and minorities are taking jobs away from White 
men.

sociological perspective: Although women 
and minorities have made many gains as a result of pro-
grams such as affi  rmative action, women and minority 
workers still are clustered in occupations that are segre-
gated by race and gender. There is little actual evidence 
that the progress of these groups has been at the expense 
of White men. •

Functionalism, Conflict Theory, 
and Symbolic Interaction
Th e major theoretical perspectives identifi ed in this 
book also provide the frameworks for the social struc-
ture of work. Each viewpoint—confl ict theory, function-
alist theory, and symbolic interaction—off ers a unique 
analysis of work and the economic institution of which 
it is a part (see Table .).

Confl ict theorists view the transformations taking 
place in the workplace as the result of inherent ten-
sions in the social systems, tensions that arise from 
the power diff erences between groups vying for so-
cial and economic resources. Class confl ict is then a 
major element of the social structure of work. Confl ict 
theorists see the class division of labor as the source 
of unequal rewards for workers. Confl ict theorists an-
alyze the fact that some forms of work are more highly 
valued than others, both in how the work is perceived 
by society and how it is rewarded. As noted long ago 
by social–economic theorist Th orstein Veblen (), 
mental labor has always been more highly valued 
than manual labor.

Functionalist theorists, in contrast, interpret the 
work and the economy as a functional necessity for 
society. Functionalists argue that society “sorts” peo-
ple into occupations, with the more able sorted into 
prestigious occupations that pay more because they 
are more valuable—more “functional”—for society. 
Functionalist theory also explains that when society 
changes too rapidly, work institutions generate so-
cial disorganization—perhaps creating alienation, a 
feeling of powerlessness and separation from society 
(Chapter ).

Symbolic interaction brings a diff erent perspective 
to the sociology of work. Symbolic interaction theorists 
would be interested in what work means to people and 
how social interactions in the workplace form social 
bonds. Some symbolic interaction studies examine how 
new workers learn their roles and how workers’ identi-
ties are shaped by the social interactions in the work-
place. Symbolic interaction also notes the creative ways 
that people deal with routinized jobs, perhaps perform-
ing exaggerated displays of routine tasks to humanize 
otherwise boring work (Leidner ).

thinking SOCIOLOGICALLY
Think about the labor market in the region where you live. 
What racial and ethnic groups have historically worked in 
various segments of this labor market and how would you 
now describe the racial and ethnic division of labor? •

see FOR YOURSELF
Anatomy of Working-Class Jobs
Identify an occupation that you think of as a working-class 
job. Then, fi nd someone who does this kind of work and 
who would be willing to talk with you. Ask this person to 
tell you exactly what he or she does and what is most dif-
fi cult and most rewarding about the work. Where does 
this job fi t in the division of labor? Who does it and how 
are they rewarded (or not)? How would each of the three 
major theoretical perspectives in sociology (functionalism, 
confl ict theory, and symbolic interaction) interpret this 
work in the context of the broader society? •

Th e gender division of labor refers to the diff er-
ent work that women and men do in society. In soci-
eties with a strong gender division of labor, the belief 
that some activities are women’s work (for example, 
secretarial work) and other activities men’s work (for 
example, construction) contributes greatly to the prop-
agation of inequality between women and men, espe-
cially because cultural expectations usually place more 
value (both social and economic) on men’s work. Th is 
helps explain why librarians and social workers are typ-
ically paid less than electricians despite the likelihood 
the women have higher education.

Race and gender segregation in the labor market mean that 
women of color are concentrated in occupations where most 
other workers are also women of color.
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transformations in the economy, not the individual 
 behaviors of people aff ected by these changes.

Unemployment and Joblessness
Th e U.S. Department of Labor regularly reports the un-
employment rate, defi ned as the percentage of those 
not working but offi  cially defi ned as looking for work. At 
the end of , the unemployment rate was .—that 
is, . percent of the labor force. However, as a result 
of the major recession of –, the overall unem-
ployment rate jumped dramatically to . percent by 
the end of —a spectacular increase attributable to 
the recession (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics a.) To 
date, the United States is a long way from recovering its 
prerecession unemployment rate. 

But, this offi  cial unemployment rate does not in-
clude all people who are jobless. It includes only those 
who meet the offi  cial defi nition of unemployment—
those who do not have a job and who have looked for 
work in the previous four weeks. Th us, the offi  cial mea-
sure excludes people who earned money at any job dur-
ing the week prior to the data being collected; people 
who have given up looking for full-time work (so-called 
discouraged workers); those who have settled for part-
time work; people who are ill or disabled; those who 
cannot aff ord the child care, transportation, or other 
necessities for getting to work; and those who work only 
a few hours a week even though their economic posi-
tion may diff er little from that of someone with no work 
at all. Migrant workers and other transient populations 
are also undercounted in the offi  cial statistics. Work-
ers on strike are also counted as employed, even if they 
receive no income while they are on strike. Because the 

CHARACTERISTICS 
OF THE LABOR FORCE
Data on characteristics of the U.S. labor force typically 
are drawn from offi  cial statistics reported by the U.S. De-
partment of Labor. Th e labor force now includes approxi-
mately  million people (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 
b). However, who works, where, and how varies con-
siderably for diff erent groups in the population.

One of the most dramatic changes in the labor 
force since the Second World War has been the increase 
in the number of women employed. Since , the em-
ployment of women has increased from  to  per-
cent of all women; women now constitute almost half 
( percent) of all workers. Other changes in the labor 
force include that racial minorities are the fastest grow-
ing segment of the labor force. Although White, non-
Hispanic workers are still  percent of the workforce, 
Hispanics, Asians, and African Americans are the fast-
est growing segments of the labor force. Hispanics and 
Asians have the fastest growth in the labor force, largely 
because of immigration.

Th ese trends, however, do not mean—as popularly 
believed—that minorities and women are routinely 
taking jobs from White men. Jobs where White men 
have predominated are precisely those that have been 
declining because of economic restructuring, such as 
in the manufacturing sector. It is jobs in areas of the 
labor market that are race- and gender-segregated that 
have been increasing, such as fast-food work and other 
low-wage service jobs. Th e confl icts that exist about 
work—such as that immigrant and foreign workers are 
taking U.S. jobs or that women and minorities are  taking 
away White men’s jobs—stem from social structural 

table 15.2 Theoretical Perspectives on Work

Functionalism Conflict Theory Symbolic Interaction

Defi nes work As functional for society because 
work teaches people the values 
of society and integrates people 
within the social order; more 
“talented” people rank higher

As generating class confl ict 
because of the unequal rewards 
associated with diff erent jobs

As organizing social bonds between 
people who interact within work 
settings

Views work 
organizations

As functionally integrated with 
other social institutions

As producing alienation, especially 
among those who perform 
repetitive tasks

As interactive systems within 
which people form relationships 
and create beliefs that defi ne their 
relationships to others

Interprets 
changing work 
systems

As an adaptation to social change As based in tensions arising 
from power diff erences between 
diff erent class, race, and gender 
groups

As the result of the changing 
meanings of work resulting from 
changed social conditions

Explains wage 
inequality

As motivating people to work 
harder

As refl ecting the devaluation of 
diff erent classes of workers

As producing diff erent perceptions 
of the value of diff erent 
occupations
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Black men, followed by Hispanic men (Figure .). When 
the government reports the national unemployment 
rate, it is a safe bet that unemployment among African 
Americans will be at least twice the national rate—a pat-
tern that has persisted over time. Although not regularly 
reported by the Department of Labor, unemployment 
among Native Americans is also staggeringly high—the 
greatest barrier being the simple absence of jobs. For Na-
tive Americans living on reservations (about one-quarter 
of the population), there are few jobs available; those that 
do exist are often held by Whites (Snipp ). In urban 
areas, Native Americans face many of the same problems 
as urban African Americans and Hispanics. Were the un-
employment rate that is found among Native Americans, 
African Americans, and Hispanics (with the exception 
of Cuban Americans) the national unemployment rate, 
it would be called a major economic depression (see 
Figure .).

People often attribute unemployment to the indi-
vidual failings of workers, claiming that unemployed 
people do not try hard enough to fi nd jobs or prefer a 
welfare check to hard work and a paycheck. Th is leads 

number of people excluded from the offi  cial defi nition 
of unemployment, the offi  cial unemployment rate seri-
ously underestimates actual joblessness. 

Moreover, the people most likely to be left out of 
the unemployment rate are those for whom unemploy-
ment runs the highest—the youngest and oldest work-
ers, women, and racial minority groups. Th ese groups 
are also those most likely to have left jobs that do not 
qualify them for unemployment insurance, because to 
be eligible for unemployment you have to have worked 
a certain period of time and earned enough wages to 
qualify for a claim. 

Offi  cial unemployment rates also ignore underem-
ployment—the condition of being employed at a skill 
level below what would be expected given a person’s 
training, experience, or education. Th is condition can 
also include working fewer hours than desired. A laid-
off  autoworker fl ipping hamburgers at a fast-food res-
taurant is underemployed and so is a person with a law 
degree who drives a taxi.

Even given the problems in measuring unemploy-
ment, the highest rates of unemployment are among 

all the household chores while parents 
worked, as well as serve customers or 
help in other ways.

Conclusions and Implications: Park’s   
research shows immigration shapes 
 family structures and aff ects children’s 
lives. She challenges simplistic views of 
the family business as an ideal way of life 
and helps us understand some of the so-
cial forces that are part of the immigrant 
experience and that shape the life of 
some Asian American youth.

Questions to Consider
 1. Are there businesses in your commu-

nity run by immigrant families? If so, 
what evidence of children’s involve-
ment in the business do you see and 
how do you think this infl uences the 
children?

 2. In addition to immigrant businesses, 
how are children involved in the work 
that their parents do? In what ways 
does this infl uence the children’s 
identities, values about work, future 
opportunities?

Source: Park, Lisa Sun-Hee. 2002. “A Life of 
One’s Own.” Contexts 1 (Summer): 56–57.

DOING sociological research

A relatively common pattern among 
Asian American immigrants is to estab-
lish a small family business, using the 
labor of family members to establish and 
run it. Owning a family business is part 
of the American dream, thus idealized 
as promoting entrepreneurial and family 
values, including the value of hard work, 
devotion to family, and self-sacrifi ce.

Research Question: What kind of life 
does this produce for the children of 
immigrant families? This is what sociolo-
gist Lisa Park wanted to know in her re-
search on the children of Asian American 
entrepreneurs.

Research Methods: Park, a child of such 
entrepreneurs herself, conducted her 
study by interviewing Korean American 
and Chinese American high school and 
college students who grew up in small 
family businesses. She utilized several 
qualitative research methods, includ-
ing (1) in-depth individual interviews, 
(2) focus group interviews, and (3) par-
ticipant observation in family stores.

All in the Family: Children of Immigrants and Family 
Businesses

Research Results: Although many teens 
hold jobs often to help support their 
families, sometimes for their own spend-
ing money, Park found that the life of 
Asian American teenagers who are sons 
and daughters of entrepreneurs was 
diffi  cult. Her research subjects reported 
wanting to have the freedom to be 
bored that they associated with White, 
middle-class teens. They were critical of 
the popular images of teens in families 
as only worrying about their hair, their 
clothes, and their friends.

In contrast to the stereotype of 
Asian American families as close-knit 
and confl ict-free, Park found that teens 
in these families report feeling over-
worked and with little family “quality 
time.” Some of these young people have 
worked since they were six years old. 
Often parents set up a small “home away 
from home” in the family restaurant or 
business—a small table in the corner 
where children can read, color, or watch 
television. But her subjects also reported 
being burdened and not able to have a 
normal childhood. They often had to do 

31561_ch15.indd   37731561_ch15.indd   377 8/29/11   12:59 PM8/29/11   12:59 PM



378 > C H A P T E R   

known as the dual labor market (see also Chapter ). 
Th e primary labor market off ers jobs with relatively 
high wages, benefi ts, stability, good working condi-
tions, opportunity for promotion, job protection, and 
due process for workers (meaning workers are treated 
according to established rules and procedures that are 
allegedly fairly administered). Blue-collar and service 
workers in the primary labor market are often union-
ized, which leads to better wages and job benefi ts. 
High-level corporate jobs and unionized occupations 
fall into this segment of the labor market.

Th e secondary labor market is characterized by 
low wages, few benefi ts, high turnover, poor working 
conditions, little opportunity for advancement, no job 
protection, no retirement plan, and arbitrary treatment 
of workers. Many service jobs, such as waiting tables, 
nonunionized assembly work, and domestic work, are 
in the secondary labor market. Women and minority 
workers are the most likely groups to be employed in 
the secondary labor market. Th is particular structure in 
the labor market can explain much about race, gender, 
and class inequalities in work.

Occupational Distribution. Occupational distribu-
tion describes the pattern by which workers are located 
in the labor force. Workers are dispersed throughout 
the occupational system in patterns that vary greatly 
by race, class, and gender, revealing a certain occupa-
tional segregation on the basis of such characteris-
tics. Women are most likely to work in technical, sales, 
and administrative support, primarily because of their 
heavy concentration in clerical work. Th is is now true 
for both White women and women of color. White men 
are most likely found in managerial and professional 
jobs, whereas African American and Hispanic men 
are most likely employed as operators and laborers—
among the least well paid and least prestigious in the 
occupational system (Bureau of Labor Statistics a).

Changes in occupational segregation are noticeable 
over time. For example, in ,  percent of all Black 
women were employed as private domestic workers; by 
the s, this had declined to less than  percent. Over 
time, there has also been some increase in the number 
of women employed in working-class jobs traditionally 
held only by men. Today, women are  percent of pre-
cision production, craft, and repair workers, compared 
with  percent in  (U.S. Department of Labor ). 
Th is is a signifi cant increase in the number of women in 
these jobs, although women are still a small proportion 
of all such workers.

Occupational Prestige and Earnings. Occupational 
prestige is the perceived social value of an occupation 
in the eyes of the general public (see Chapter ). Soci-
ologists have found a strong correlation between oc-
cupational prestige and the race and gender of people 
employed in given jobs. African American and Latino 
men are disproportionately found in jobs that have the 

one to attribute unemployment to the “laziness” of the 
personality of the unemployed individual rather than to 
actual, factual structural conditions in society (Morlan 
). Th is viewpoint refl ects the common myth that 
anyone who works hard enough and puts forward suffi  -
cient eff ort can succeed. But, as the economic recession 
of – clearly showed, it is usually economic and 
structural conditions beyond an individual’s control 
that result in unemployment and joblessness. During 
the recession, hundreds of thousands of workers either 
lost jobs or found themselves in highly precarious work-
ing situations. In times like a major recession, it is easier 
to see how structural changes in the economy aff ect 
people at the individual level. (Recall the distinction be-
tween troubles and issues made by C. Wright Mills and 
examined in Chapter  of this book.) But at all times, 
sociologists examine how changes in the social organi-
zation of the economy trickle into the day-to-day real-
ity of people’s lives. Although people do not ordinarily 
interpret their situations as shaped by processes such 
as deindustrialization, corporate downsizing, or spatial 
mismatch, the fact is that these structural conditions 
have enormous infl uence on how we live. Hence un-
employment is rarely caused by personality “laziness.” 

Diversity in the U.S. 
Occupational System
Jobs are organized into an occupational system—the 
array of jobs that together constitute the labor market. 
Within the occupational system, people are distributed 
in patterns that refl ect the race, class, and gender orga-
nization of society. Jobs vary in their economic rewards, 
their perceived value and prestige, and the opportuni-
ties they hold for advancement.

The Dual Labor Market. Th e labor market can be seen 
as comprising two major segments, the primary labor 
market and the secondary labor market, a phenomenon 
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Confl ict theorists strongly disagree with the func-
tionalist point of view, arguing that many talented 
people are thwarted by the systems of inequality they 
encounter in society. Th us, far from ensuring that the 
most talented will fi ll the most important jobs, confl ict 
theorists see that some of the most essential jobs are, 
in fact, the most devalued and underrewarded. From 
a confl ict perspective, wage inequality is one way that 
systems of race, class, and gender inequality are main-
tained. Factors such as the dual labor market, overt race 
and gender discrimination, and persistent and unequal 
judgments about what work is appropriate for what 
groups shape the inequalities that are found in work.

POWER IN THE WORKPLACE
Pay, benefi ts, and prestige are important dimensions 
of people’s work experience. But also important are 
opportunities for advancement and the culture one 
experiences at work. Th e glass ceiling is the term used 
to describe the limits to advancement that women, as 
well as racial–ethnic people and minorities, experience 
at work. Many barriers to the advancement of women 
and minorities have been removed, yet invisible barri-
ers still persist. Th e existence of the glass ceiling is well 
documented. Although there has been an increase in 
the number of managers who are women and minori-
ties, most top management jobs are still held by White 
men, who are far more likely than other groups to con-
trol a budget, participate in hiring and promotion, and 
have subordinates who report to them. Women and ra-
cial minorities remain clustered at the bottom of mana-
gerial hierarchies (see Figure .).

Sexual Harassment
Women workers also are more likely to experience sex-
ual harassment in the workplace. Sexual harassment is 
legally defi ned as unwanted physical or verbal sexual 
behavior that occurs in the context of a relationship of 
unequal power and that is experienced as a threat to 
the victim’s job or educational activities (Saguy ). 
Sexual harassment is of two forms, according to the law. 
Quid pro quo sexual harassment forces sexual compli-
ance in exchange for an employment or educational 
benefi t. A professor who suggests to a student that going 
out on a date or having sex would improve the student’s 
grade is engaging in quid pro quo sexual harassment. 
Th e other form of sexual harassment recognized by 
law is the creation of a hostile working environment 
in which unwanted sexual behaviors are a continuing 
condition of work. Th is kind of sexual harassment may 
not involve outright sexual demands, but includes un-
wanted behaviors such as touching, teasing, sexual jok-
ing, and other kinds of sexual behavior and comment. 

Sexual harassment was fi rst made illegal by Title VII 
of the  Civil Rights Act, which identifi es sexual ha-
rassment as a form of sex discrimination. In , the 

lowest occupational prestige scores; White and Asian 
American men hold the jobs with the highest occupa-
tional prestige, followed by White women, Asian Amer-
ican women, African American women, and  Latinas 
(Xu and Leffl  er ; Stearns and Coleman ). Th e 
gender composition of jobs and their occupational 
prestige is also linked: Jobs that employ mostly women 
are lower in prestige than those that employ more men. 
Indeed, jobs often lose their prestige as many women 
enter a given profession. Likewise, the prestige of jobs 
increases as more men enter the fi eld.

Beyond what people think about jobs, what re-
ally matters is what they pay. Sociologists have ex-
tensively documented that earnings from work are 
highly dependent on race, gender, and class, as 
shown in Figure .. White men earn the most, with 
a gap between men’s and women’s earnings among 
all groups. African American women and Hispanic 
men and women earn the least. Occupations in 
which White men are the numeric majority tend to 
pay more than occupations in which women and mi-
norities are a majority of the workers.

Why are there such disparities? Again, we have to 
turn to theory to put the facts into perspective. Accord-
ing to functionalist theories, workers are paid according 
to their value, which is derived from the characteristics 
they bring to the job: education, experience, train-
ing, and motivation to work. As we saw in Chapter , 
functionalist theorists see inequality as what motivates 
people to work. From this point of view, the high wages 
and other rewards associated with some jobs are the in-
centive for people to spend long years in training and 
garnering experience; otherwise, the jobs would go 
unfi lled. To functionalists, then, diff erential wages are 
a source of motivation and a means to ensure that the 
most talented workers fi ll jobs essential to society and 
that diff erent wages refl ect the diff erently valued char-
acteristics (education, years experience, training, and 
so forth) that workers bring to a job.
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to stop the behavior (Andersen ; Cortina et al. ; 
VanRoosmalen and McDaniel ).

Gays and Lesbians in the Workplace
Th e increased willingness of lesbians and gay men 
to be open about their sexual identity has resulted in 
more attention paid to their experience in the work-
place. Surveys fi nd that a large majority of the U.S. 
population ( percent) endorse the general concept 
that lesbians and gay men should have equal rights in 
job opportunities, but when asked about specifi c oc-
cupations, a signifi cant proportion hold prejudices 
that gays should not be elementary school teachers 
( percent), high school teachers ( percent), or 
clergy ( percent; Gallup Poll ).

Th us, although there is increasing acceptance of les-
bians and gays generally, persistent homophobia can af-
fect the self-esteem, productivity, and general well-being 
of gay and lesbian workers. Gays and lesbians often fear 
they will suff er adverse career consequences if hetero-
sexual coworkers know they are gay. Shielding them-
selves from antagonism or rejection may make them 
appear distant and isolate them from social networks. 
Th ese behaviors can actually have a negative eff ect on 
their performance reviews because fellow workers may 
fi nd them unfriendly and withdrawn. Research fi nds, 
however, that the relationships of gay employees with 
their coworkers are less stressful when the employees are 

U.S. Supreme Court upheld the principle that sexual ha-
rassment violates federal laws against sex discrimination 
(Meritor Savings Bank v. Vinson). Th e law defi nes sexual 
harassment as discriminatory because it places work-
ers at a disadvantage on the basis of their sex. Same-sex 
harassment also falls under the law, as does harassment 
directed by women against men. Th e law also makes em-
ployers liable for fi nancial damages if they do not have 
policies appropriate for handling complaints or have not 
educated employees about their paths of redress.

Fundamentally, sexual harassment is an abuse of 
power when perpetrators use their position to exploit 
subordinates. Th e true extent of sexual harassment 
is diffi  cult to estimate because it tends to be underre-
ported. Surveys indicate though that as many as one-
half of all employed women experience some form of 
sexual harassment at some time in their working lives. 
Men are sometimes the victims of sexual harassment, 
although far less frequently than women—about  per-
cent of all cases. Th ere is some evidence that women of 
color are more likely to be harassed than White women 
(Gruber ). Same-gender harassment also occurs; 
when men are harassed by other men, these men react 
more severely than do men who have been harassed by 
women (DuBois et al. ). Most studies fi nd that typi-
cally neither women nor men are aware of the proper 
channels for reporting sexual harassment. Women are 
less likely than men to report sexual harassment pri-
marily because they believe that nothing will be done 

FIGURE 15.6 The Glass Ceiling Whimsically depicted as an architectural drawing by Norman Andersen, the glass ceiling 
refers to the structural obstacles still inhibiting upward mobility for women workers. Most employed women remain clustered 
in low status, low-wage jobs that hold little chance for mobility. Those who make it to the top often report being blocked and 
frustrated by patterns of exclusion and gender stereotyping.
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What is the state?
Th e state is the organized system of power and authority 
in society. It comprises diff erent institutions, including 
the government, the military, the police, the law and the 
courts, and the prison system. Th e state is supposed to 
protect its citizens and preserve society, but it often pro-
tects the status quo, sometimes to the disadvantage of 
less powerful groups in the society.

How do sociologists define power and authority?
Power is the ability of a person or group to infl uence an-
other. Authority is power perceived to be legitimate and 

formal. Th ere are three kinds of authority: traditional 
authority, based on long-established patterns; charis-
matic authority, based on an individual’s personal ap-
peal or charm; and rational–legal authority, based on 
the authority of rules and regulations (such as law).

What theories explain how power operates 
in the state?
Sociologists have developed four theories of power. Th e 
pluralist model sees power as operating through the in-
fl uence of diverse interest groups in society. Th e power 
elite model sees power as based on the interconnections 
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Th e law prohibits employers with fi fteen or more 
employees from discriminating against job applicants 
who are disabled or current employees who become 
disabled, including job application, wages and benefi ts, 
advancement, and employer-sponsored social activities. 
Th e law applies to state and local governments, as well as 
employers. ADA also legislates that public buses, trains, 
and light rail systems must be accessible to riders with 
disabilities; airlines are excluded from this requirement. 
Th e law also requires businesses and public accommo-
dations to be accessible and requires telephone compa-
nies to provide services that allow people with speech or 
hearing impairments to communicate by telephone.

open about their identity (Schneider ). Th e work or-
ganization is also improved for lesbian, transgender, and 
gay employees when employee assistance programs en-
courage open communication, policies are sensitive to 
lesbian and gay needs, and discriminatory practices can 
be identifi ed and stopped (Sussal ).

Disability and Work
Not too many years ago, people with disabilities were not 
thought of as a social group; rather, disability was thought 
of as an individual frailty or perhaps a stigma. Sociologist 
Irving Zola (–) was one of the fi rst to suggest 
that people with disabilities face issues similar to those 
of minority groups. Instead of using a medical model 
that treats disability like a disease and sees individuals 
as impaired, conceptualizing people with disabilities as 
a minority group enabled people to think about the so-
cial, economic, and political environment that this pop-
ulation faces. Instead of seeing people with disabilities 
as pitiful victims, this approach emphasizes the group 
rights of the disabled, illuminating things such as access 
to employment and education (Zola , ).

Now those with disabilities have the same legal 
protections aff orded to other minority groups. Key 
to these rights is the Americans with Disabilities Act 
(ADA), adopted by Congress in . Building on the 
Civil Rights Act of  and earlier rehabilitation law, in 
particular the Rehabilitation Act of , the Americans 
with Disabilities Act protects people with disabilities 
from discrimination in employment and stipulates that 
employers and other providers (such as schools and 
public transportation systems) must provide “reason-
able accommodation.” People with disabilities must be 
qualifi ed for the jobs or activities for which they seek 
access, meaning that they must be able to perform the 
essential requirements of the job or program without 
accommodation to the disability. For students, reason-
able accommodation includes provision of adaptive 
technology, exam assistants, and accessible buildings.

The Americans with Disabilities Act provides legal protection 
for workers with disabilities, giving them rights to reasonable 
accommodations by employers and access to education and jobs.
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between the state, industry, and the military. Autono-
mous state theory sees the state as an entity in itself that 
operates to protect its own interests. Feminist theorists 
argue that the state is patriarchal, representing primar-
ily men’s interests.

How well does the government represent the 
diversity of the U.S. population?
An ideal democratic government would refl ect and 
equally represent all members of society. Th e makeup of 
the U.S. government does not refl ect the diversity of the 
general population. African Americans, Latinos, Native 
Americans, Asians, and women are underrepresented 
within the government. Political participation also var-
ies by a number of social factors, including income, ed-
ucation, race, gender, and age. African Americans and 
Latinos, however, are overrepresented in the military, in 
part because of the opportunity the military purports to 
off er groups otherwise disadvantaged in education and 
the labor market; however, both are underrepresented 
at the levels of high-level commissioned offi  cers. Th ere 
is an increased presence of women in the military; how-
ever, prejudice and discrimination continue against les-
bians and gays in the military.

How are societies economically organized?
Societies are organized around an economic base. 
Th e economy is the system on which the production, 
distribution, and consumption of goods and services 
are based. Capitalism is an economic system based on 
the pursuit of profi t, market competition, and private 
property. Socialism is characterized by state owner-
ship of industry; communism is the purest form of 
socialism.

How do sociologists define work?
Sociologists defi ne work as human activity that pro-
duces something of value. Some work is judged to be 
more valuable than other work. Emotional labor is work 
that is intended to produce a desired state of mind in a 
client. Th e division of labor is the diff erentiation of work 
roles in a social system. In the United States there is a 
class, gender, and racial division of labor.

How has the global economy changed?
As capitalism has spread throughout the world, multi-
national corporations conduct business across national 
borders. A number of countries have undergone dein-
dustrialization, or changeover from a goods-producing 
economy to a services-producing one. Th is has caused 
many heavy-industry jobs in U.S. cities to vanish, thus 
increasing the unemployment rate in those cities. 
Changes in information technology, plus increased 
automation, have resulted in the further elimination of 
jobs in both the United States and abroad.

What are some of the characteristics of the 
contemporary labor force?
In recent years, the employment of women has been 
increasing, whereas that of men has been decreasing. 
Offi  cial unemployment rates underestimate the actual 
extent of joblessness. Women and racial minorities are 
most likely to be unemployed. Recent immigrants also 
have a unique status in the labor market, often in the 
lowest paying and least prestigious jobs. Th e U.S. occu-
pational system is characterized by a dual labor  market. 
Jobs in the primary sector of the labor market carry 
 better wages and working conditions, whereas those in 
the secondary labor market pay less and have fewer job 
benefi ts. Women and minorities are disproportionately 
employed in the secondary labor market. Patterns of 
 occupational distribution also show tremendous segre-
gation by race and gender in the labor market. Race and 
gender also aff ect the occupational prestige, as well as 
the earnings, of given jobs.

How does power in the workplace affect women, 
racial–ethnic groups, and gays and lesbians?
Women and minorities often encounter the glass 
 ceiling—a term used to describe the limited mobility of 
women and minority workers in male-dominated or-
ganizations. In addition, women more often than men 
face sexual harassment at work—defi ned as the un-
equal imposition of sexual requirements in the context 
of a power relationship. Homophobia in the workplace 
also negatively aff ects the working experience of gays 
and lesbians.
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important topic. Population growth and density are re-
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jams, pollution, family planning, and the threat of dimin-
ishing or tarnished earth resources. At the global level, 
even food shortages have been linked to the threat of 
climate change, posing a threat to the health of the 
world’s population. Many wonder if we can sustain the 
current way of living, giving rise to new concerns about 
“going green” and sustainability. And current debates 
about immigration also reflect basic issues about popu-
lation: Who should be permitted to immigrate into the 
United States?

The estimated population of the United States 
is  presently more than 311 million. Population projec-
tions made by the U.S. Census Bureau predict that by 
 mid-century, the U.S. population will not only be larger 
(439 million) but also older and more diverse. By 2042, 
the nation is expected to be more than half minority—that 
is, more than half made up of African Americans, Hispan-
ics, Asian Americans, and Native Americans. White Ameri-
cans are expected to decline in population, Hispanics and 
Asians to nearly triple. And as soon as 2030, one in fi ve 
 Americans will be over 65; the older population is ex-
pected to double in size by mid-century (U.S. Census Bu-
reau 2008, 2011a). 

These basic population facts will drive many of the 
experiences and attitudes of many people. Young people 
may feel insecure about their future; decisions about hav-
ing or not having children may loom; young people will 
likely have to care for older people; and, hotly debated 
topics like  immigration are likely to continue to shape na-
tional politics. And, the decisions people make—both per-
sonal and national—will ripple forward for years to come. 
Will there be a need for more senior centers? Will minority 
children get a good education? If there is a  decline in the 
number of middle-aged people, who will take care of the 
old? Will environmental resources hold up in such a way as 
to maintain current lifestyles?

Population changes can drive social change, as can 
other factors. Indeed, we are witnessing the strong infl u-
ence of technological innovation in the changing character 
of society. Consider the following: A gigabyte of informa-
tion can travel from China to the United States in less time 
than it takes you to read this paragraph. Early in the year 
2011, electronic communication by techniques such as 
email and Facebook enabled large numbers of youths in 
several African and Middle Eastern countries to coordinate 
antigovernment, antidictator demonstrations that to date 
have led to the overthrow of at least two dictators. Was 
all this imaginable fi fty years ago? Even thirty years ago? 
Not really. 

We are quick to think of change as progress, but 
sometimes people in a changing society wonder if the 
things gained from progress are not overbalanced by 
the things lost. The Alaskan pipeline and related innova-
tions have brought considerable wealth to the communi-
ties of northern Alaska, and many Eskimo entrepreneurs 
have prospered from the changes. Others have fared less 
well. Some researchers have attributed increases in sui-
cide and alcohol-related deaths to changes that simply 

came too rapidly in the social structure and culture of the 
Eskimos.

Social movements can also produce major social 
change in a society. Fads and fashions often serve as a 
basis for relatively permanent social change. For exam-
ple, blue jeans have been around since the late 1800s, 
but have changed from being the functional clothing of 
the working class to sometimes being expensive fashion 
statements. Skateboarding, begun in the early 1960s, has 
endured for over fi fty years. Other social movements have 
resulted in deeper and more far-reaching cultural and 
structural changes in society, such as the civil rights move-
ment, the social movement to protect the environment, 
or the animal rights movement—examples of true social 
movements.

DEMOGRAPHY 
AND THE U.S. CENSUS
Th e scientifi c study of population is called demogra-
phy, which is the study of the current state and changes 
over time in the size, distribution, and composition of 
human populations. Th is fi eld of sociology draws on 
huge bodies of data generated by a variety of sources. 
One source is the U.S. Census Bureau.

A census is a head count of the entire population of 
a country, usually done at regular intervals. Th e census 
conducted every ten years by the U.S. Census Bureau, 
as required by the U.S. Constitution, attempts not only 
to enumerate every individual but also to obtain infor-
mation such as gender, race, ethnicity, age, education, 
occupation, and other social factors.

Th e latest census in , like those before it, likely 
undercounted a small percentage of the country’s pop-
ulation. Among those most likely to have been under-
counted by the census are the homeless, immigrants, 
minorities living in ghetto neighborhoods, and other 
residents of low social status. In general, the lower your 
overall social status, whether via income, occupation, 
race–ethnicity, gender, immigrant status, or other mea-
sures, then the less likely you are to be counted in the 
U.S. Census—by a small but important margin. Even so, 

POPULATION
APLIA POPULATION AND ENVIRONMENT 
ENGAGEMENT ACTIVITY

Do you understand how changes in population will aff ect the 
structure of our society? Watch a video on the aging Baby Boomer 
generation to fi nd out.

Andrew F. Kazmierski /Shutterstock.com
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note from above how many more of those in the popu-
lation are from minority groups.

Th e constitutional requirement for a census was 
 included to ensure fair apportionment of representa-
tives in the federal government. Undercounting mi-
norities and the underclass tends to leave these groups 
underrepresented in government. Th e estimated under-
count for the entire U.S. population overall is only about 
 percent, yet the undercount for African Americans na-
tionally has been estimated to be as high as  percent, 
and for Hispanics as high as  percent (NAACP Legal 
Defense and Education Fund ; Harrison ).

Th e U.S. Congress and the U.S. Census Bureau have 
also fi ercely debated the following issue: Should peo-
ple be allowed to select multiracial (or “mixed race”) 
responses on the census questionnaire, which it now 
does, by allowing someone to check more than one 
racial–ethnic category from among several—such as 
 African American, Hispanic, non-Hispanic White, Na-
tive American, Asian, Eskimo, and Aleut—or, should in-
dividuals be limited to checking one category only? Th e 
use of the multiracial response option gives individu-
als an opportunity to defi ne themselves as mixed race. 
(In fact, a small social movement on some campuses for 
multiracialism is taking shape, as noted in Chapter .) 
One argument against this option is that it subtracts 
from the number of people who would have otherwise 
indicated only one category, especially a racial–ethnic 
minority category, thus further undercounting African 
Americans, Hispanics, and Native Americans. Almost 
. percent of the persons responding actually indi-
cate a multiracial response (U.S. Census Bureau d; 
Morning , ; Harrison ).

DIVERSITY AND 
THE THREE BASIC 
DEMOGRAPHIC PROCESSES
Th e total number of people in a society at any given 
moment is determined by only three variables: births, 
deaths, and migrations. Th ese three variables show dif-
ferent patterns for diff erent racial and ethnic groups, dif-
ferent social strata, and both genders. Births add to the 
total population, and deaths subtract from it. Migration 
into a society from outside, called immigration, adds to 
the population, whereas emigration, the departure of 
people from a society (also called out- migration), sub-
tracts from the population.

Th e total population of the world is increasing at 
a rate of approximately , people per day, or just 
less than  people per minute. Th e world’s popula-
tion does not increase in a linear fashion—the line on a 
graph of population does not rise in a straight line, with 
the same number of people added each year. Instead, 
the population grows exponentially, with an upward 
accelerating curve, as shown in Figure .. An ever in-
creasing number of people are added each year. At the 

present rate of growth, the world’s population will dou-
ble in forty years, barring some major catastrophe such 
as world war, an international epidemic of an untreat-
able disease, or some such global calamity.

Birthrate
Th e crude birthrate of a population is the number of 
babies born each year for every  members of the 
population or, alternatively, the number of births di-
vided by the total population, multiplied by :

Crude birth rate (CBR) �   number of births  ________________  
total population

   � 

Th e crude birthrate for the entire world population 
is approximately  births per  people. Various 
countries and diff erent subgroups within a country can 
have dramatically diff erent birthrates. For example, the 
country with the highest birthrate in the world is Niger, 
with . births per  people. Th e lowest birthrate 
is found in Japan, with only . births per  people 
(U.S. Census Bureau a).

Th e overall birthrate for the United States was ap-
proximately . births per  people in the year  
and is . per  now. Th is contrasts with the all-time 
high rate of  births per  people in , the start of 
the so-called Baby Boom that followed the Second World 
War. Th e rate varies according to racial–ethnic group, re-
gion, socioeconomic status, religion, and other factors. 
Overall, we fi nd that for diff erent racial–ethnic groups, 
the birthrates in the United States vary—Asian Ameri-
cans with the highest (. per thousand) down to Whites 
with the lowest (. per thousand; U.S. Census Bureau 
a). 

Th e eff ects of birthrates are somewhat cumulative. 
For example, minorities tend to be overrepresented at 
the lower end of the socioeconomic scale, compounding 
the likelihood of a high birthrate. Similarly, religious and 
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FIGURE 16.1 World Population Growth, 1950–2050
Data: United Nations Population Division. 2011. World Population 
 Prospects, 2010 revision. www.prb.org
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cultural diff erences can make themselves felt. Catholics, 
for example, have a higher birthrate than non-Catholics 
of the same socioeconomic status. Hispanic Americans 
have a high likelihood of being Catholic, another factor 
that contributes to the higher birthrate among Hispanic 
Americans. Projections that the United States will have a 
signifi cantly greater proportion of minorities are based 
on births, deaths, and migration rates. 

Death Rate
Th e crude death rate of a population is the number 
of deaths each year per  people, or the number of 
deaths divided by the total population, times :

Crude death rate (CDR) �   number of deaths  _________________  
total population

   � 

Th e crude death rate can be an important measure of 
the overall standard of living for a population. In gen-
eral, the higher the standard of living enjoyed by a 
country, or a group within the country, the lower the 
death rate. Th e death rate of a population also refl ects 
the quality of medicine and health care. Poor medical 
care, which goes along with a low standard of living, will 
correlate with a high death rate.

Another measure that can refl ect the standard 
of living in a population is the infant mortality rate, 
which is the number of deaths per year of infants less 
than one year old for every  live births. In the 
United States, the overall infant mortality rate is on av-
erage . infant deaths for every  live births—much 
higher than that for Blacks (.) but lower for Whites 
(.), a big diff erence. Th e highest infant mortality rates 
among seventy-seven countries throughout the world 
are Angola, with a rate of , and Afghanistan, with a 
rate of  (U.S. Census Bureau a).

Infant mortality rates, a measure of the chances 
of the very survival of members of the population, are 
important to compare across racial–ethnic groups and 
across social class strata. Th ey are a good indicator of 
the overall quality of life, as well as the survival chances 
for members of that racial or class group. Th ere are also 
many other causes of higher infant mortality, such as 
presence of toxic wastes, malnutrition of the mother, 
inadequate food, and outright starvation.

Th e life expectancy of a population or group is de-
fi ned as the average number of years a member of the 
group can expect to live. In the United States, life expec-
tancy has gone from forty years of age in  to over 
seventy-eight years of age for people born now. Although 
a life expectancy of seventy-eight years might seem high, 
the truth is that the United States does not compare very 
well to other developed nations in either life expectancy 
or infant mortality. Table . shows that the United 
States ranks near the bottom among industrialized na-
tions in life expectancy, behind Japan, the Netherlands, 
Canada, and several other countries! Th e picture is simi-
lar regarding infant mortality. It is the U.S. treatment of 
racial–ethnic minorities and of lower-class persons that 

is responsible for these disturbing numbers. Russia, with 
whom the United States was engaged in a long-running, 
expensive Cold War, also has a low life expectancy and 
an exceptionally high infant mortality rate.

Migration
Joining the birthrate and death rate as factors in 
 determining the size of a population is the migration 

As shown in this photo, in the 1920s from virtually every 
southern town, African Americans left by the thousands to go 
north to enter northern industry. This has come to be known 
as the Great Black Migration in America.
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table 16.1 Life Expectancy and Infant Mortality 
(by country, industrialized countries only)

Country Life Expectancy Infant Mortality Ratea

Japan 80.8 3.9

Australia 79.8 5.0

Canada 79.4 5.0

Italy 79.1 5.8

France 78.9 4.5

Spain 78.9 4.9

Netherlands 78.4 4.4

United Kingdom 77.8 5.5

Germany 77.6 4.7

United States 77.6 6.8

China 71.6 28.1

Russia 67.3 20.1
aPer 1000 live births
Source: U.S. Census Bureau. 2011a. Statistical Abstract of the United 
States, 2010. Washington, DC: U.S. Census Bureau.
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of people into and out of the country. Migration aff ects 
society in many ways. Israel, since its establishment in 
, has experienced considerable growth in its popu-
lation, primarily due to a tremendous migration of Jews 
from Europe and the United States. Th ese migrants tend 
to be younger on average than the rest of the Israeli 
population, therefore their arrival has certain direct 
consequences, such as increasing the birthrate, which 
is higher among the young than the older Israelis.

Migration can also occur within the boundaries of 
a country. In the s, internal migration by African 
Americans, Hispanics, Asians, and Pacifi c Islanders 
within the borders of the United States has occurred at a 
rate unmatched since the First World War and the Great 
Black Migration from the South to the North in the United 
States early in the twentieth century. In that era, Blacks 
migrated from the South to major industrial urban areas 
in the North, such as Chicago, New York, Detroit, and 
Cleveland, where jobs were available. Th e recent pattern 
of migration for African Americans has been not only 
from the South but also from the major northern urban 
centers to the West, the Southwest, and New England. 
Th is migration has carried many African Americans into 
areas that were previously all White and has frequently 
been associated with the presence of the migrants at in-
stitutions such as military bases or universities.

debunking SOCIETY’S MYTHS
myth: High infant mortality and a high death rate for 
young adults are problems in underdeveloped countries, 
but not in the United States.

sociological perspective: Both infant mortal-
ity and adult death rates are signifi cantly greater among 
lower-class than among middle-class persons in the 
United States, greater among people of color (Latinos, 
Native Americans, and African Americans) than among 
Whites of the same social class, and greater among men 
than women. •

Among Hispanics, migration patterns have 
 traditionally been loosely linked to the agriculture in-
dustry. More recently, these patterns are linked to other 
industries such as meatpacking and textiles and to in-
dustries centered in urban areas (Portes and Haller 
; Portes and Rumbaut ; Edmondson ). 
Although Mexican Americans have traditionally settled 
in the West and Southwest, recent movement has taken 
them to Michigan, Washington State, and New England. 
Farm workers from Mexico have settled near the beet 
fi elds of northern Minnesota, tripling the Hispanic pop-
ulation there since . Puerto Rican Americans have 
migrated northward in increasing numbers to rural, 
urban, and suburban areas. In New England towns 
that were once predominantly White, such as Lynn and 
Lowell, Massachusetts, the Hispanic population has in-
creased  percent since  (Portes and Haller ; 
Portes and Rumbaut ).

As noted in Chapter , the structure of the U.S. 
labor force is being shaped by the employment of recent 
Hispanic immigrants. Contrary to present stereotypes, 
these new immigrants are not poor and unmotivated, 
but in contrast show a proportion of professionals 
and technicians higher than that in the labor force as 
a whole (Portes et al. ; Portes and Rumbaut ).

  POPULATION 
CHARACTERISTICS
Th e composition of a society’s population can reveal 
a tremendous amount about the society’s past, pres-
ent, and future. Th e populations of many nations show 
a striking imbalance in the number of men and women 
of certain ages, with many fewer men than would be 
expected. Quite often, the explanation can be found by 
looking back in time to when men in this category were 
the right age for military service—the demographic va-
cancy usually coincides with a major war from which 
many young men failed to return. Th e demographic data 
are thus a record of national history. Th e Second World 
War was responsible for killing many men, and some 
women, in the early s—people in their twenties. As 
a result, this age category in the United States revealed 
a shortage of people, and considerably fewer men than 
women, as the entire population of the country aged.

Sociologists put together data about population char-
acteristics to develop pictures of the population in slices 
or as a whole. Important characteristics of the population 
are sex ratio, age composition, the age–sex population 
pyramid, and age cohorts. We examine these main ap-
proaches to describing the population in the next section.

Sex Ratio and the Population 
Pyramid
Two factors that aff ect the composition of a population 
are its sex ratio and its age–sex pyramid. Th e sex ratio 
(also called gender ratio) is the number of males per 
 females, or the number of males divided by the 
number of females, times .

Sex ratio �   number of males  __________________  
number of females

   � 

A sex ratio above  indicates there are more males 
than females in the population; below  indicates 
there are more females than males. Th e sex ratio could 
just as easily have been defi ned as the number of fe-
males per  males. A ratio of exactly  indicates the 
number of males equals the number of females. In al-
most all societies, there are more boys born than girls, 
but because males have a higher infant mortality rate 
and a higher death rate after infancy, there are usually 
more females in the overall population. In the United 
States, approximately  males are born for every 
 females, thus giving a sex ratio for live births of . 
After factoring in male mortality, the sex ratio for all 
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ages for the entire country ends up being ; there are 
 males for every  females.

Th e age composition of the U.S. population is presently 
undergoing major changes. More and more people are 
entering the sixty-fi ve and older age bracket. Th is trend is 
known as the graying of America. Th e elderly will soon be-
come the largest population category in our society. As our 
society gets grayer, its older members will have more infl u-
ence on national policy and a greater say in matters such 
as health care, housing, and other areas where the elderly 
traditionally experience age discrimination.

Gender and age data are often combined into a 
graphic format called an age–sex pyramid (or age–gen-
der pyramid) that represents the age and gender struc-
ture of a society (see Figure .). Th e left side of the 
fi gure shows the age–sex pyramid for the United States. 
Note that there are slightly more males than females in 
the younger age ranges (due to the higher birthrate for 
males), a trend that reverses in the middle-age brackets. 
At the upper range of the age scale, women outnumber 
men. Th e pronounced bulge around the middle of the 
pyramid represents the Baby Boom generation, people 
now in their mid-fi fties and sixties. As these Baby Boom-
ers age, the bulge will rise toward the top of the pyramid, 
to be replaced underneath by whatever birth trends 
occur in the coming years. Th is restructuring of the pop-
ulation pyramid will necessitate restructuring of society’s 
institutions. Marketing will have to be directed more 
often toward those over age , considerably more funds 
will be needed for their health care, and recreational fa-
cilities for the elderly will have to be greatly expanded.

Th e right side of Figure . shows the age–sex 
 pyramid for Mexico. It is quite wide at the bottom and 
very narrow at the top—exactly pyramidal in shape. 
Th is suggests a high birthrate and a death rate that in-
creases rapidly with age.

Cohorts
A birth cohort, or more simply, a cohort, consists of all 
the persons born within a given period. A cohort can 
include all persons born within the same year, decade, 
or other time period. Over time, cohorts either stay the 
same size or get smaller owing to deaths, but can never 
grow larger. If we have knowledge of the death rates for 
this population, we can predict quite accurately the size 
of the cohort as it passes through the stages of life from 
infancy to old age. Th is enables us to predict things such 
as how many people will enter the fi rst grade at age  
between the years  and , how many are likely 
to enroll in college, and how many will arrive at retire-
ment decades down the road. Administrators of social 
entities such as schools and pension funds can make 
preparations on the basis of cohort predictions.

To see how dramatically a single cohort can aff ect a 
society over time, consider the eff ect of the cohort born in 
the United States between  and —the Baby Boom 
cohort. Many parents of students reading this book are 
Baby Boomers. Th e Baby Boom has been one of the most 
signifi cant demographic events in all of U.S. history, along 
with the Great Black Migration from the South to the North 
in the late s through the s, the simultaneous mas-
sive immigration of Europeans and other groups, and 
current migration of Hispanic groups (Portes et al. ; 
Portes and Rumbaut ; Weeks ; Kennedy ).

Th e Baby Boom cohort, now comprising nearly one-
third of the entire U.S. population, has had a major im-
pact on the practices, politics, habits, preferences, and 
culture of our society. Raised in the relatively permissive 
late s and s, watching the likes of Howdy Doody 
and the Mickey Mouse Club on television, they became 
a large part of the “greed generation” of the late s 
and s. Some argue this greed generation cohort was 
at least in part responsible for the fi nancial excesses of 
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recent years and the accompanying failures of major 
banks, brokerage houses, and the major automakers.

THEORIES OF POPULATION 
GROWTH LOCALLY AND 
GLOBALLY
Among the major problems facing modern-day 
 civilization is the specter of uncontrolled population 
growth. As noted earlier, the world population increases 
by approximately , people every day. Some view 
overpopulation as an epochal catastrophe about to roll 
over us like a tidal wave. Others dispute whether the prob-
lem exists at all, explaining that there is no scientifi c con-
sensus on the carrying capacity of the planet, the number 
of people the planet can support on a sustained basis, and 
that technological advances that have dependably met 
our needs in the past can be counted on to do so in the 
future as the number of mouths to feed continues to grow.

Is the world overpopulated? Is the United States? 
What can we expect from the future? If the less-optimistic 
scenarios turn out to be accurate, these could be the most 
important questions facing humankind.

Malthusian Theory
Humans, like animals, can survive and reproduce only 
when they have access to the means of subsistence, mean-
ing the necessities of life, such as food and shelter. Human 
populations and animal populations are both prone to 
decline and die off  when encountering checks on popu-
lation growth such as famine, disease, and war. In the 
face of a daunting environment, humans have managed 
to thrive, and their population has doubled many times 
over. Th e period of doubling gets shorter and shorter.

Th omas R. Malthus, a clergyman born in  in 
Scotland and educated in England, pondered the re-
alities of life on earth and assembled his observations 
into a chilling depiction of disastrous population growth 
called Malthusian theory, the idea that a population 
tends to grow faster than the subsistence needed to sus-
tain it. Malthus propounded his gloomy views in his First 
Essay on Population, published in  (Malthus ), 
and predicted wide spread catastrophe and famine.

Malthus noted that populations tend to grow not 
by arithmetic increase, adding the same number of 
new individuals each year, but by exponential increase, 
in which the number of individuals added each year 
grows, with the larger population generating an even 
larger number of births with each passing year. Arith-
metic increase would cause a population to double in 
size at a decelerating rate. Exponential increase, in con-
trast, causes a population to double ever faster.

Unchecked doubling of any population must swiftly 
spawn enough people to carpet the earth many times 
over. Clearly, something prevents populations, human 
and others, from doubling every generation. Malthus 
reasoned that two forces were at work to keep population 

growth in check: () the growth in the amount of food 
produced tends to be only arithmetical and not exponen-
tial and () his surmise that there were three major “posi-
tive” checks on population growth—famine, disease, and 
war. In Malthus’s time, disease could reach apocalyptic 
scales. Th e outbreak of bubonic plague in Europe from 
 to  eliminated one-third of the population; a 
smallpox epidemic in  wiped out three-fourths of the 
populations of Mexico and the West Indies. Wars took a 
toll on European men, with deaths in battle causing semi-
permanent gaps in the population pyramids of European 
populations. Along with “positive” checks on population 
growth, Malthus acknowledged what he called preven-
tive checks, such as sexual abstinence, but he knew that 
sexual abstinence was unlikely to be the behavior change 
that halted uncontrolled population growth.

Malthusian theory actually predicted rather well the 
population of many agrarian societies such as Egypt from 
A.D.  through Malthus’s own lifetime. However, Mal-
thus failed to foresee three revolutionary developments 
that derailed his predictions of growth and catastrophe. 
In agriculture, technological advances have permit-
ted farmers to work larger plots of land and grow more 
food per acre, resulting in subsistence levels higher than 
Malthus would have predicted. In medicine, science has 
fought off  diseases such as the bubonic plague that Mal-
thus expected to periodically wipe out entire nations. 
Finally, the development and widespread use of contra-
ceptives in many countries have kept the birthrate at a 
level lower than Malthus would have thought possible.

Th e technological victories of this century have not 
completely erased the specter of Malthus. Th e world-
wide AIDS epidemic warns us that nature can still hurl 
catastrophes our way. Heartrending pictures of swollen, 
starving babies remind us that famine continues to de-
stroy human populations in some parts of the world just 
as it has for thousands of years. Overall, Malthus’s the-
ory has served as a warning that subsistence and natu-
ral resources are limited. Th e Malthusian doomsday 
has not yet occurred, but some believe that  Malthus’s 
warning was not in error, just premature.

Demographic Transition Theory
An alternative to Malthusian theory is demographic 
transition theory, developed initially in the early s 
by Kingsley Davis (Davis ) and extended by Ansley 
Coale (, ) and others (Weeks ). Demo-
graphic transition theory proposes that countries pass 
through a consistent sequence of population patterns 
linked to the degree of development in the society and 
end with a situation in which the birthrates and death 
rates are both relatively low. Overall, the population 
level is predicted to eventually stabilize, with little sub-
sequent increase or decrease over the long term.

Th ere are three main stages to population 
change, according to demographic transition theory 
(see Figure .). Stage  is characterized by a high 
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birthrate and high death rate. Th e United States dur-
ing its colonial period was in this stage. So was war-torn 
Rwanda in the s. Women began bearing children at 
younger ages, and it was not uncommon for a woman 
to have twelve or thirteen children—a very high birth-
rate. However, infant mortality was also high, as was 
the overall death rate owing to primitive medical tech-
niques and unhealthy sanitary conditions.

Stage  in the demographic transition is characterized 
by a high birthrate but a declining death rate. Hence, the 
overall level of the population increases. Th e United States 
entered stage  in the second half of the nineteenth cen-
tury as industrialization took hold in earnest. Th e norms 
of the day continued to encourage large families, thereby 
causing high birthrates, while advances in medicine and 
public sanitation whittled away at the infant mortality rate 
and the overall death rate. Life expectancy increased, and 
the population grew in size. Uganda, Nigeria, and Angola 
are now in this stage. 

Th e characteristics of stage  did not apply across 
all social groups or social classes, however. Minorities 
at the time (Blacks, and especially Native Americans 
and Chinese in the Midwest and West) were less likely 
to benefi t from medical advances. Th e infant mortality 
and overall mortality rates for Blacks, Native Americans, 
and Chinese remained high, while their life expectancy 
remained considerably shorter than life expectancy for 
the White population. Lack of access to quality medical 
care was particularly devastating to Native Americans, 
who had very high death rates for all ages during this 
period. Demographic transition theory is not completely 
accurate for diff erent racial–ethnic groups within the 
same society.

Stage  of the demographic transition is character-
ized by a low birthrate and low death rate. Th e overall 

level of the population tends to stabilize in stage . Med-
ical advances continue, the general prosperity of the 
society is refl ected in lowered death rates, and cultural 
changes take place, such as a reduction in family size. 
Th e United States entered this stage prior to the Second 
World War, and with the notable exception of the Baby 
Boom, has exhibited stage  demographics since then. 
So have Japan, Italy, and China. 

Demographic transition theory has received some 
criticism primarily because it tends to be based on 
heavily industrialized countries with a White majority 
(Coale ). In this respect the theory is ethnocentric 
(Weeks ). It argues that industrialized countries in 
the past have gone from high birthrates and death rates 
to low birthrates and death rates, with the demographic 
“transition” phase in between. Th e theory carried with 
it the presupposition that nations and ethnic groups of 
color were considerably less industrialized and were 
thus at stage , with high birthrates and death rates. Yet, 
it is not true that such groups are necessarily nonindus-
trialized. Th us, such nations and groups can be indus-
trialized yet still be at stage .

The “Population Bomb” and Zero 
Population Growth
In , a modern Malthus appeared in the form of Paul 
Ehrlich, a biology professor at Stanford University. His 
book, Th e Population Bomb (Ehrlich ), was the fi rst 
in a series of writings in which Ehrlich argued that many 
of the dire earlier predictions of Malthus were not far 
from wrong. Th e growth in world population, accord-
ing to  Ehrlich, was a time bomb ready to go off  in the 
near future, with dismal consequences. Ehrlich stated 
that the sheer mathematics of population growth world-
wide were suffi  cient to demonstrate that world popula-
tion could not possibly continue to expand at its present 
rates.

Ehrlich pointed out that worldwide population 
growth has outgrown food production and that mas-
sive starvation must inevitably follow. He went beyond 
 Malthusian theory, however, to state that the problem 
transcended food production and was in fact a problem 
of the environment. Ehrlich was among the earliest mod-
ern thinkers to argue that the quality of the environment, 
especially the availability of clean air and water, was a 
critical factor in the growth and health of populations.

Many of the dire predictions Ehrlich made back 
in  have come true. In a later book Ehrlich wrote 
with his wife, Anne, Th e Population Explosion (), 
they pointed to a variety of disasters that confi rmed the 
predictions of the  work and even that of  Malthus: 
mass starvation in parts of Africa, starvation in the 
United States among Black and Hispanic populations, 
increased homelessness in cities among minorities in 
particular, acid rain, rampant extinctions of plant and 
animal species, the irrecoverable destruction of en-
vironments such as the rain forests, and, particularly, 

Stage 1
High birthrate,
high death rate 

Stage 2
High birthrate,
declining death rate 

Stage 3
Low birthrate,
low death rate 

Birthrate

Death rate

FIGURE 16.3 Demographic Transition Theory
Sources: Kingsley Davis. 1945. “The World Demographic Transition.” 
Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Sciences 237: 
1–11; Ansley Coale. 1986. “Population Trends and Economic Develop-
ment.” Pp. 96–104 in World Population and the U.S. Population Policy: 
The Choice Ahead, edited by J. Menken. New York: W. W. Norton; 
Weeks 2011.
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global warming (also known as climate change), the 
systematic increase in worldwide surface temperatures. 
Th e eff ect of global warming was underscored in former 
Vice President Al Gore’s book and movie, An Inconve-
nient Truth ().

CHECKING POPULATION 
GROWTH
As early as the s, most countries had accepted 
 population growth as a problem that must be ad-
dressed. By the s, countries representing  per-
cent of the world’s population had formulated some 
policies aimed at stemming population growth; how-
ever, no consensus exists on how to control population. 
For example, many religious and political authorities 
have argued against the use of birth control. Eff orts to 
encourage the use of contraceptives among rapidly 
growing populations have therefore had mixed support, 
whereas other attempts to curb population growth, 
such as encouraging changes in social habits, generally 
meet with little success.

Family Planning and Diversity
Many governments, including that of the United States, 
make contraceptives available to individuals and fami-
lies. Doing so, however, is not always consistent with the 
beliefs and cultural practices of all groups in the society. 
Catholics are taught that it is acceptable to use natural 
means of birth control (such as the “rhythm method”) 
but are forbidden to use contraceptive devices such as 
the “pill.” Many Catholics choose to use contraceptives 
anyway; some studies have shown that the majority of 
Catholics in the United States practice forms of birth 
control forbidden by their church.

Governmental programs that advocate contra-
ception can be successful only if couples themselves 
choose smaller families over larger ones. Th is is most 
likely to occur if the wider culture supports that deci-
sion. Creating a new image of the ideal family size is a 
central concern of those involved in the family planning 
movement.

Before contraceptive devices such as condoms 
and the pill are widely adopted, cultural values in 
favor of undisturbed fertility must be countered 
(Vanlandingham ; Westoff et al. ), although 
some studies have shown that certain countries, such 

table 16.2 A Co mparison of Demographic Theories

Malthusian Theory Demographic Transition Theory
Zero Population 
Growth (ZPG) Theory

Main point A population grows faster 
than the subsistence 
(food supply) needed to 
sustain it.

Populations go through predictable 
stages (transitions) from high birth 
and death rates to a stable population 
with low birth and death rates.

Achievement of zero population 
growth solves the Malthusian 
problem of unchecked 
population growth.

Positive checks on 
population growth

Famine, disease, and war 
are likely.

Famine, disease, and war are 
moderately likely.

Famine, disease, and war are 
unlikely.

Preventive checks 
on population growth

Sexual abstinence. Sexual abstinence, birth control, 
and contraceptive methods.

Sexual abstinence, birth control, 
and contraceptive methods.

Predictions for the 
future

Pessimistic; despite positive 
and preventive checks, a 
population will ultimately 
outstrip its food supply.

Optimistic; given technology and 
medical advances in a population.

Very optimistic; zero population 
growth has already been 
achieved in the United States 
and other countries.

A fi eld worker in Bangladesh explains birth control pills and 
their use to village women.
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as Bangladesh, in stage  of demographic transition, 
have become very receptive to birth control programs 
and contraceptive devices (Stevens ).

URBANIZATION
The growth and development of cities—centers of 
human activity with high degrees of population 
 density—is a relatively recent occurrence in the 
course of human history. Scholars locate the devel-
opment of the first city around  B.C. (Flanagan 
). The study of the urban, the rural, and the 
suburban is the task of urban sociology, a subfield 
of sociology that  examines the social structure and 
cultural aspects of the city compared with rural and 
suburban centers. These comparisons involve what 
urban  sociologist Gideon Sjøberg () calls the 
rural–urban  continuum, those structural and cultural 
differences that exist as a  consequence of differing 
degrees of urbanization.  Urbanization is the process 
by which a community acquires the characteristics 
of city life and the “urban” end of the rural–urban 
continuum.

Urbanization as a Lifestyle
Early German sociological theorist Georg Simmel 
(/) argued that urban living had profound 
social psychological eff ects on the individual. Th us 
he was among the early theorists who argued that so-
cial structure could aff ect the individual. He argued 
that urban life has a quick pace and is stimulating, 
but as a consequence of this intense style of life, indi-
viduals become insensitive to people and events that 
surround them. Th e urban dweller tends to avoid the 
emotional involvement that, according to Simmel, 
was more likely found in rural communities. Interac-
tion tends to be characterized as economic rather than 
social, and close, personal interaction is frowned upon 
and discouraged. Yet, urban dwelling can  increase the 
likelihood of other ills: Early  theorist Emile Durkheim 
noted that the suicide rate per  ,  people was 
greater in more urbanized areas than in rural areas 
(Durkheim /).

Th e sociologist Louis Wirth (), focusing on 
Chicago in the s, also argued that the city was a 
center of distant, cold interpersonal interaction, and as 
a result the urban dweller experienced alienation, lone-
liness, and powerlessness. One positive consequence of 
all this, according to Wirth and Simmel, was the liberat-
ing eff ect that arises from the relative absence of close, 
restrictive ties and interactions. Th us, city life off ered 
individuals a certain feeling of freedom.

A contrasting view of urban life is off ered by 
 Herbert Gans (/), who studied people in 
Boston in the late s and concluded that many 
city residents develop strong loyalties to others and 

are characterized by a sense of community. Such 
subgroupings he referred to as the urban village, 
which is characterized by several “modes of adapta-
tion,” among them cosmopolites— typically students, 
artists, writers, and musicians, who together form a 
tightly knit community and choose urban living to be 
near the city’s cultural facilities. A second category 
are the ethnic villagers, people who live in ethnically 
and racially segregated neighborhoods. Such “urban 
enclaves,” as they are called by researcher Mark Abra-
hamson (), tend to develop their own unique 
identities, such as San Francisco’s Chinatown or 
 Miami’s Little Havana.

The New Suburbanites
The United States ended the twentieth century as it 
began it—in a great wave of immigration. The  
National Origins Quota Law encouraged immigra-
tion from northern and western Europe (England, 
France,  Germany, Switzerland, and the Scandina-
vian countries), but discouraged immigration from 
eastern and southern Europe (Greece, Italy, Poland, 
Turkey, and eastern European Jews generally, among 
others; see Chapter ). Despite this openly discrim-
inatory law, millions of eastern Europeans success-
fully made the journey to Ellis Island and thence the 
U.S. mainland, only to face prejudice, discrimination, 
and the accusation that they were taking jobs that 
would have otherwise gone to the already- present 
White majority.

Once again American shores are receiving mil-
lions from abroad, and once again prejudice and 
discrimination were part of the picture, but often in 
more subtle forms and at times in clearly and for-
tunately decreased forms. Neighborhoods are now 
invigorated and culturally enriched by mosques 
or Buddhist temples; by whole neighborhoods of 
 Vietnamese Catholics, Koreans, or Asian Indians; or 
by war refugees from Somalia and Bosnia. The most 
prominent immigrants in suburban neighborhoods 
are Hispanics and Asians, but increasingly, every 
part of the nation is witnessing diverse groups mak-
ing up the populations. Whereas once immigrants 
settled almost entirely in a small number of cities, 
now immigration is affecting communities through-
out the country (Hirschman and Massey ; 
Weeks ). Still, there is a demographic divide, 
that is, large numbers of today’s immigrants settle 
in a relatively small number of big cities and their 
suburbs (Frey ). This distinction has a number 
of consequences. For example, for immigrant groups 
who are youthful and have a relatively high birthrate, 
schooling has become a major political issue. But in 
other areas with a higher proportion of older immi-
grants, tax cuts for the elderly and Medicare are the 
major issues.
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THE ENVIRONMENT
It should be apparent by now that population size has 
an important social dimension. Social forces can cause 
changes in the size of the population, and population 
changes can transform society. 

Population density is the total number of people per 
unit of area, usually per square mile. As population den-
sity rises to high levels, as it has in today’s cities, the famil-
iar problems of urban living appear, including high rates 
of crime and homelessness. Interacting with these prob-
lems are crises of the physical environment, such as air 
and water pollution, acid rain, and the growing output of 
hazardous wastes with the resultant global warming. Hu-
mans sometimes forget that, like all other creatures, we 
are intimately dependent on the physical environment.

Concerns about climate change and global warm-
ing are driving both scientifi c research and social 
movements to encourage sustainability of the earth’s 
resources. “Going green” has become a common 
theme, witnessed in everyday life in such things as elec-
tric cars, recycling bins, and stores that sell only “green” 
products—that is, those made of recycled material. 
Hydrogen-cell technology used to drive busses, hybrid 
cars that use less gasoline, and other innovations are 
increasingly seen on our nation’s streets. Th ese social 
changes recognize the importance of the connection 
between the social and the physical environment. 

Human ecology is the scientifi c study of the interde-
pendencies that exist between humans and our physi-
cal environment. A human ecosystem is any system of 
interdependent parts that involves human beings in 
interaction with one another and the physical environ-
ment. A city is a human ecosystem; so is a rural farm-
land community. In fact, the entire world is a human 
ecosystem. Two fundamental and closely related prob-
lems confront our present ecosystems: overpopulation 
and the destruction or exhaustion of natural resources 
(Weeks ; Hawley ).

VANISHING RESOURCES
In all ecosystems, whether human, animal, or plant, 
organisms depend for their survival on one another 
as well as on the physical environment. Plants use 
carbon dioxide and give off  oxygen, which all  animals 
need to survive. Terrestrial creatures metabolize 
 oxygen and produce carbon dioxide, which is then 
used by plants, completing a cycle. Humans and other 
animals require nutrients they can get only by  eating 

plants. When they die, they decompose and  provide 
nutrients to the soil that are taken up by plants, 
 completing another cycle.

Th e examination of ecosystems has demonstrated 
two things: Th e supply of many natural resources is fi -
nite, and if one element of an ecosystem is disturbed, 
the entire system is aff ected. For much of the history of 
humankind, the natural resources of the earth were so 
abundant compared with the amounts used by humans 
that they may as well have been infi nite. No more. Some 
resources, such as certain fossil fuels, are simply non-
renewable and will be gone soon. Other resources, such 
as timber or seafood, are renewable as long as we do 
not plunder the sources of supply so recklessly that they 
disappear. Th is is an ecological blunder we have made 
many times before. Finally, some natural resources are 
so abundant that they still seem infi nite, such as the 
planet’s stock of air and water; but at this stage of our 
technological development, we are learning that our 
powers extend to such heights and depths that we can 
even destroy the near-infi nite resources (Gore ).

On the planetary scale, our gaseous wastes are 
gnawing away at the ozone layer, and our buried chem-
ical wastes are trickling into the water table creating 
underground pools of poison. One study (Barlow and 
Clarke ) actually notes that pollution has damaged 
the earth’s surface water so badly that worldwide un-
derground water reserves are being mined faster than 
nature can replenish them.

This woman was told by a gas company in Powder River Basin, 
Wyoming, that the drilling for gas near her house “would never 
cause you to lose your water.” Shortly after drilling began near 
her, her well water turned into a muddy methane slurry, which 
she unhappily holds in a glass in this photo.
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If growing population is a problem of the develop-
ing world, shrinking resources are a problem of the in-
dustrialized world. Th e United States, which is a little 
under  percent of the world’s population, consumes 
more than  percent of the world’s energy and more 
than  percent of the world’s aluminum and coal, as 
well as about  percent of its platinum and copper 
(U.S. Census Bureau a; World Bank ; Ehrlich 
and Ehrlich ; Ehrlich et al. ). 

In the United States alone, real estate development 
takes over millions of acres of farmland each year. In the 
western and southwestern United States, the ground-
water supply is being depleted at a rapid pace. We are 
racing through our nonrenewable natural resources 
and destroying much that should be renewable; how-
ever, some activists have begun to claim that the en-
vironmental situation, though perilous, is improving 
(Simon ). Th ere is evidence to support this view, 
but even optimists who wish to show that things are get-
ting better are quick to point out that “better” is not suf-
fi cient if the situation is bad enough to begin with (for 
example, Montagne ).

see FOR YOURSELF
The Wasteful Society
For just one day (a full 24-hour period), make a list of every-
thing that you use up or discard. Include everything that you 
throw away, including garbage, waste from cooking and eat-
ing, gasoline in your car, and so forth. At the end of the day, 
list the things you discarded. Indicate whether there were any 
alternatives to discarding these things. How might one re-
duce the amount of waste produced in  society generally? •

ENVIRONMENTAL 
POLLUTION DISASTERS 
It would be a bitter irony if we managed to avoid ex-
hausting the resources of the planet only to fi nd that 
what we had conserved was too degraded by pollution 
to be useful. Th e most threatening forms of pollution 
are the poisoning of the planet’s air and water. Air pol-
lution is not only ugly and uncomfortable, it is deadly. 
Th e skies of all major cities around the world are stained 
with pollution hazes, and in cities that rest within geo-
logical basins, such as Mexico City and Los Angeles, 
the concentrations of pollutants can rise so high that 
pollution-sensitive individuals cannot leave their 
homes. Th e occurrence of respiratory cases in the hos-
pitals rises and falls with the passing of weather systems 
that cause the pollutants to concentrate or disperse.

Th e nuclear power plant leakage that occurred fol-
lowing the major earthquake and tsunami (the result-
ing massive ocean wave) in Japan in  showed how 
vulnerable nations can a be to natural disasters that 
aff ect social systems. In , the Chernobyl nuclear 
power plant in Russia melted down and spewed radio-
active poisons over Europe in amounts never accurately 

determined, but now appearing to be far in excess of 
what was once thought to be the worst case imagin-
able. Incredibly, the Chernobyl nuclear complex was 
not shut down until November . Th e impact of the 
nuclear plant damage in Japan is still being assessed. 

A very recent major environmental catastrophe 
 occurred right here in the United States, starting on 
April , . Known now as the massive Gulf oil spill, 
the disaster occurred when a drilling tower for British 
Petroleum (BP) in the Gulf of Mexico blew up, spewing 
thousands upon thousands of gallons of crude oil into 
the Gulf. British Petroleum’s fi rst response—typical of 
many of today’s large bureaucracies—was to attempt to 
deny any and all blame. 

Unfortunately, the gushing spill continued for fi ve 
months before the well was successfully capped on 
 September , , after many unsuccessful attempts. 
Th e company received many millions of dollars from 
U.S. oil companies as well as from private fi shermen and 
shrimpers, whose very livelihood was and still is being 
threatened, and who were thus anxious to have BP make 
amends. Th e spill was so large and disastrous that large 
numbers of fi shermen and shrimpers were forced out of 
business for good, since the spill rapidly polluted major 
marshes surrounding the Gulf, killing off  much fl ora, 
fauna, and wildlife, including birds of several species 
and all varieties of fi sh, shrimp, and mussels. 

Th is destruction continues right up until this day. 
Th e destruction of signifi cant parts of the Gulf will last 
for decades hence. Th e Gulf spill has been called with-
out question America’s greatest oil spill ever. It more 
than rivals the infamous Exxon Valdez tanker ship oil 
spill as a result of it running aground just off  the Alas-
kan coast more than twenty-two years ago: Th ese wa-
ters and coastal areas have not yet recovered from the 
 Valdez spill. At that time, three species of birds were 
wiped out and shall never return. Clearly, we are now in 
for even more devastating, lasting eff ects upon sea life 
and wildlife in and around the Gulf of Mexico.

THE POLLUTION CONTINUES 
A huge portion of the pollutants released into the air 
come from the exhaust pipes of motor vehicles. Th e 
major component of this exhaust is carbon monoxide, 
a highly toxic substance. Also found in exhaust fumes 
are nitrogen oxides, the substances that give smog its 
brownish-yellow tinge. Th e action of sunlight causes 
these oxides to combine with hydrocarbons, also emit-
ted from exhausts, forming a host of health-threatening 
substances (see Figure .).

A daunting international issue has grown around a 
group of chemicals called chlorofl uorocarbons (CFCs), 
used as a coolant in refrigerators, in the manufacture 
of plastics, and as an aerosol can propellant. CFCs re-
leased into the air fi nd their way to the ozone layer in 
the upper atmosphere, where they eliminate the highly 
reactive ozone. Th e ozone layer is a shield that blocks 
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dangerous ultraviolet light, and as this shield is de-
stroyed, more ultraviolet light gets through, causing an 
increase in sunburn, skin cancer, and other illnesses.

Related to the problem of ozone depletion is the 
greenhouse eff ect. As the sun’s energy pours onto 
the earth, some is refl ected from the earth’s surface to 
the  earth’s atmosphere. Of the refl ected energy, a por-
tion is captured by carbon dioxide in the earth’s atmo-
sphere, while the rest radiates into space. If the amount 

of solar energy trapped by carbon dioxide rises, the 
temperature increases, producing, as we have already 
noted, global warming, or climate change. 

Rather small changes in the average temperature 
of the earth can have dramatic consequences. A few 
degrees of diff erence can cause greater melting in the 
Arctic regions, which raises the level of the sea, aff ect-
ing water, land, and weather systems worldwide. Today, 
we see on television images of polar bears drowning 
because of the breakup of ice fl oes, which are their 
habitat, caused by global warming. Some research-
ers have noted that at least until recently, public opin-
ion in countries outside the United States, including 
less-developed nations, reveals more concern about 
global warming than in the United States (Brechin 
). Despite overwhelming scientifi c evidence of it, 
various past U.S. administrations have denied the re-
ality of global warming. Th e current administration 
of President Barack Obama shows considerably more 
awareness concerning doing something about such en-
vironmental ravages than earlier administrations, but 
denial of this scientifi c reality is itself a political reality. 

Th e nation’s rivers and lakes have long been 
dumping grounds for heavy industry. Yet these same 
 industries—paper, steel, automobile, and chemical—
depend on clean water for their production processes, 
during which they take water from the rivers and lakes 
and return it heated and polluted. Th e diff erence in 
temperature can alter aquatic habitats and kill aquatic 
life, earning this change the name of thermal pollution. 
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FIGURE 16.4 The Gulf Oil Spill The British Petroleum (BP) Deepwater Horizon oil rig explosion in the 
Gulf of Mexico on April 20, 2010, shown here as a large gray mass as of July 2010, threatens each and 
every habitat in and around the Gulf. 
Source: Martin Gamache/National Geographic Stock. http://ngm.nationalgeographic.com
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FIGURE 16.5 Worldwide Carbon Dioxide (CO2) Emis-
sions from Burning Fossil Fuels, 1751–2000
Source: U.S. Census Bureau. 2008a. Statistical Abstract of the United 
States, 2007. Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Commerce.
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Th e chemical pollutants that industries discharge into 
rivers, lakes, and the oceans include solid wastes, sew-
age, nondegradable by-products, synthetic materials, 
toxic chemicals, and radioactive substances. Add the 
polluting eff ects of sewage systems of towns and large 
cities, detergents, oil spills, pesticide runoff , and runoff  
from mines, and the enormity of the problem is clear.

Th e Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) esti-
mates that  percent of rural Americans may be drink-
ing water contaminated by agricultural runoff  and the 
improper disposal of toxic substances in landfi lls. Th ou-
sands of rural water wells have been abandoned due to 
contamination. Households served by municipal water 
systems are also endangered; fully  percent of the 
country’s public water systems do not meet the mini-
mum toxicity standards set by the government. While 
many have assumed that the nation’s, indeed the world’s, 
water is safe, free, and available, it is highly questionable 
whether that can still be assumed (Fishman ). 

Federal and state statutes now prohibit industry 
from polluting the nation’s water, but the pollution con-
tinues. Why? Th e answer is economic, political, and 
sociological. Industries that contribute to a vigorous 
economy have traditionally met with little interference 
from the government. Public awareness and outrage can 
force the government to crack down on major polluters. 

Many argue that of all environmental problems 
facing the United States today, the most urgent is the 
dumping of hazardous wastes, if only for the sheer nox-
iousness of the materials being dumped (see Map .). 
It is estimated that since , the production of toxic 
wastes increased ninefold (Weeks ). Th is dramatic 
increase in the amount and variety of hazardous waste 
production is traceable to new and profi table industrial 
technologies.

ENVIRONMENTAL INEQUALITY
Environmental disasters do not hit parts of the society 
equally. Th is was dramatically witnessed by the nation 
following the brutally devastating hurricanes Katrina 
and Rita that hit New Orleans, Louisiana, as well as 
other locations along the country’s southern Gulf Coast 
early in the fall of . Because of the slow response 
by the federal government and by FEMA (the Federal 
Emergency Management Administration), over  
people died from drowning, from direct hits from fl y-
ing debris, and from lack of medical attention. Th e most 
negatively aff ected neighborhoods were the lowest-
lying ones, which were primarily poor and Black or 
Hispanic, thus hypersegregated. News commentators 
and some social scientists argued that if the White and 

MAP 16.1

Mapping America’s Diversity
The total number of waste sites in a state varies greatly from 
state to state. Pick out your home state on this map. What 
is the approximate number of hazardous waste sites in it? 

Data: From the U.S. Census Bureau. 2010a. Statistical Abstract of the 
United States, 2009.  Washington, D.C.: U.S. Census Bureau. www
.census.gov
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wealthy had been so concentrated in such neighbor-
hoods, the response of the federal government and the 
president would probably have been much more rapid 
and perhaps more eff ective (Dyson ).

Adding to the problem is the fact that toxic wastes 
are dumped with disproportionate frequency in areas 
that have high concentrations of minorities, particu-
larly American Indians, Hispanics, and African Ameri-
cans, as well as people of lower socioeconomic status 
(Bullard and Wright ; Mohai and Saha ; Downy 
; Pellow ; Holmes ; Bullard a, b). 
Studies determined that it was “virtually impossible” 
that dumps were being placed so often in minor-
ity and lower socioeconomic status communities by 
chance alone (Bullard and Wright ; Mohai and 
Saha ). Such communities also tended to fall below 
the national average economically and educationally. 
 Environmental racism consists of the dumping of toxic 
wastes with disproportionate frequency at or very near 
areas with high concentrations of minorities.

debunking SOCIETY’S MYTHS
myth: Environmental pollution is in fact more common 
in or near economically poor areas, but race has nothing 
to do with it.

sociological perspective: Even when compar-
ing areas of the same low economic status but diff erent 
racial compositions, the areas with a higher percentage 
of minorities are on average closer to polluted areas than 
those with a lower percentage of minorities. •

One study of households throughout Florida found 
that Native American, Hispanic, and particularly African 
American populations reside disproportionately closer 
to toxic sources than do Whites. Such patterns are not ex-
plainable by social class diff erences alone. Th at is, when 
communities of the same socioeconomic characteristics 
but diff erent racial–ethnic compositions are compared, 
Native Americans, Hispanics, and African Americans of 
a given socioeconomic level live closer to toxic dumps 
than do Whites of the same socioeconomic level (Bullard 
and Wright ; Mohai and Saha ; Holmes ).

One of the largest commercial hazardous waste 
landfi lls in the nation is located in Emelle, Alabama, 
where Blacks make up nearly  percent of the popula-
tion. In Scotlandville, Louisiana, the site of the fourth-
largest toxic landfi ll in the country, Blacks comprise 
 percent of the population. In Kettleman City, Califor-
nia, the site of the fi fth-largest toxic landfi ll, more than 
 percent of the residents are Hispanic. In many cases, 
the siting of the landfi lls was linked to the economic in-
terests of both residents and corporations. Companies 
with profi t in mind negotiated favorable deals with the 
residents of these communities to permit the dumping 
of wastes, often misrepresented as nontoxic, in exchange 
for jobs and other economic incentives, which were 
often slow in coming (Bullard b).

From the s through the s, the Navajo 
population of Shiprock, New Mexico, was exposed to 
waste from uranium mining and dumping that was  
to  times more radioactive than the level permissible 
by law. Kerr-McGee, the corporation responsible, was 
forced out of the area in the early s. When it left, 
it simply abandoned the site, leaving  acres of radio-
active mine tailings (the residue from the separation of 
ores). An even worse situation developed during the 
same time in Laguna, New Mexico, involving the Pueblo 
Indians. Anaconda Copper, a subsidiary of the Atlantic-
Richfi eld Corporation, virtually wrecked the traditional 
Pueblo economy by recruiting the community’s youth 
for hazardous jobs even as it contaminated their envi-
ronment with the wastes from uranium mining. A high 
rate of cancer deaths in these communities serves as 
testimony to the horrible consequences of carelessly 
discarding toxic wastes (Churchill ).

FEMINISM AND THE 
ENVIRONMENT
Women and men do not regard environmental issues 
equally. In general, women tend to be more concerned 
with issues of environmental risk, and this has impor-
tant policy implications. Lack of attention on the part of 
local and federal governments to environmental issues 
can be interpreted as lack of attention to policy that dif-
ferentially aff ects women. In this respect, it is a feminist 
issue.

Environmental racism refers to the pattern whereby people 
living in predominantly minority communities are more likely 
exposed to toxic dumping and other forms of pollution. Nuclear 
waste and testing in the American Southwest, for example, 
have been located in areas predominantly inhabited by Native 
Americans. In other areas, African Americans and Latinos are 
exposed to the eff ects of industrial waste.
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Women consistently show more concern than men 
for environmental issues and perceived themselves to 
be at considerably more risk from environmental haz-
ards than did men. For example, women are more likely 
than men to believe that abandoned waste sites cause 
cancer and produce miscarriages and other health 
problems. Th ey are also more likely than men to feel 
that waste sites posed dangers to trees, fi sh, and other 
wildlife. Women are also more likely than men to per-
ceive dangers in global warming; they were more likely 
to predict, as a result, coastal fl ooding from polar ice 
meltdown; loss of forests; increased killing off  of cer-
tain animal species (such as polar bears); increases in 
hurricanes and tornadoes; and increased air and water 
pollution.

ENVIRONMENTAL POLICY
Environmental policy of the U.S. government over the 
last thirty years or so has been aff ected, to greater or 
lesser degrees, by what has come to be called the envi-
ronmental movement, a social movement consisting of 
various loosely organized groups such as the Earth Day 
groups, NIMBY (“not in my backyard”); the Sierra Club; 
Berkeley, California, tree-sitters; and other similar orga-
nizations. Biologist Rachel Carson’s seminal book, Th e 
Silent Spring (), served as a signifi cant impetus to the 
environmental movement. Th e book was a scathing in-
dictment  concerning the pesticide chemical DDT and its 
 far- reaching polluting eff ects from toxic runoff , including 
the severe reduction of many bird populations and the con-
tamination of human breast milk. Th e Earth Day mobili-
zation in , now noted every year, received  tremendous 
support from the U.S. public (nearly   percent according 
to one survey; Dunlop and Mertig ).

Th e Love Canal debacle of the s is often cited as 
one of the historical spurs to the environmental move-
ment. During this period, in an area of upstate New York 
near Niagara Falls called Love Canal, new homes were 
discovered to have been built on land previously used as 
large toxic waste dumps and landfi lls. Th e pollution was 
so severe that many of the homeowners discovered a dark, 
gray chemical ooze issuing from their backyard lawns 
(Levine ). Th e homeowners abandoned their proper-
ties, which remain unoccupied and unsellable to this day. 
It is diffi  cult to ignore the irony in the name “Love Canal.” 

Antipollution laws have been resisted by indus-
try  because the laws require expensive adaptations of 
 manufacturing processes. Th ey have also been resisted by 
unions that fear the added expense to industry would cost 
jobs. Despite these points of opposition, many antipollu-
tion laws have been passed since the late s and have 
won great public support. However, in the early s, 
 former President Ronald Reagan’s administration relaxed 
 antipollution standards based on the claim that they were 
too costly for industry, and these relaxed policies were 
continued under the administration of former President 
George H.W. Bush.

WHAT IS SOCIAL CHANGE?
Social change is the alteration of social interactions, 
institutions, stratifi cation systems, and elements of cul-
ture over time. Societies are in a constant state of fl ux. 
Some changes are rapid, such as those brought about by 
desktop computers in little more than ten years. Other 
changes are more gradual, such as the increasing ur-
banization that characterizes the contemporary world. 
Sometimes people adapt quickly to change, such as in 
response to the development of electronic communi-
cation. Other times people resist change or are slow to 
adapt to new possibilities. Despite decades of eff ort to 
promote contraceptive methods, in some developing 
nations there are only the most sluggish gains (Menken 
and Rahman ; Goldman et al. ). Th e speed of 
social change varies from society to society and from 
time to time within the same society.

Microchanges are subtle alterations in the day-to-
day interactions between people. A fad “catching on” 
is an example of a microchange. Take the popularity of 
bungee jumping. Although not as widespread as some 
previous fads, this highly dangerous recreation is one 
of a group of “extreme sports,” such as “extreme skiing,” 
that have become popular across the country. Bungee 
jumping and other such “sports” have caused quite a 
few serious injuries and deaths, but has also provided 
thrilling footage for soft-drink commercials. Th is may 
account for why a large number of youths have sud-
denly developed a taste for putting themselves in bone-
smashing danger.

Macrochanges are gradual transformations that 
occur on a broad scale and aff ect many aspects of soci-
ety. In the process of modernization, societies absorb the 
changes that come with new times and shed old ways. 
One frequently noted trend accompanying moderniza-
tion is that societies develop greater diff erentiation in 
social rank, divisions of labor, and so on. Th e eff ects of 
the fast-food industry and its impact on social struc-
ture exemplify a macrochange (see the discussion of 
“McDonaldization” in Chapter ). In the United States, 
the rise of the computer through all its generations 
from vacuum tube to microchip has very dramatically 
changed society, another example of a macrochange. 

SOCIAL CHANGE
APLIA SOCIAL CHANGE ENGAGEMENT ACTIVITY

What is social change? Analyze these photos to understand the 
characteristics of social change and how it aff ects your world.
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Large or small, fast or slow, social change generally 
has in common the following characteristics (Lenksi 
and Nolan ):

 . Social change is uneven. Th e various parts of a 
society do not all change at the same rate; some 
parts lag behind others. Th is is the principle of 
culture lag, a term coined by sociological theo-
rist William F. Ogburn () and fi rst described 
in Chapter . Recall that culture lag refers to the 
delay between when social conditions change 
and when cultural adjustments are made. Often 
the fi rst change is a development in material cul-
ture (such as a technological change in computer 
hardware), which is followed by a change in non-
material culture (meaning the habits and mores of 
the culture).

 . Th e onset and consequences of social change 
are often unforeseen. Th e inventors of the atomic 
bomb in the early s could not predict the vast 
changes in the character of international relations, 
including a Cold War that lasted until the demise 
of the Soviet Union in the early s. Television 
pioneers, who envisioned a mode of mass com-
munication more compelling than radio, could not 
predict television would become such a dominant 
force in determining the interests and habits of 
youth and the activities and structure of the family. 
Culture lag is present in both examples: A change 
in material culture (invention of the atomic bomb, 
invention of television) precedes later changes in 
nonmaterial culture (international relations, youth 
culture, and family structure).

 . Social change often creates confl ict. Change often 
triggers confl icts along racial–ethnic lines, social 
class lines, and gender lines. Terrorism—both in the 
United States and abroad—focuses attention on the 
deep confl icts that exist worldwide in political, eth-
nic, and religious division. Th ese confl icts not only 

produce international tension, they also often drive 
the world events that generate social change.

 . Th e direction of social change is not random. 
Change has “direction” relative to a society’s his-
tory. A populace may want to make a good society 
better, or it may rebel against a status quo regarded 
as unendurable. Whether change is wanted or re-
sisted, when it occurs it takes place within a spe-
cifi c social and cultural context.

Social change cannot erase the past. As a society 
moves toward the future, it carries along its past, its 
traditions, and its institutions (Lenski and Nolan ; 
Lenski ). A generally satisfi ed populace that strives 
to make a good society better obviously wishes to pre-
serve its past, but even when a society is in revolt against 
a status quo that is intolerable, the social change that 
occurs must be understood in the context of the past as 
much as the future.

THEORIES OF SOCIAL CHANGE
As we have seen, social change may occur for diff erent 
reasons. It may occur quickly or slowly, may be planned 
or unplanned, and may represent microchange or mac-
rochange. Diff erent theories of social change empha-
size diff erent aspects of the change process. Th e three 
main lines of contention in social change theory are 
functionalist theories, confl ict theories, and cyclical 
theories (see Table .). Later in this chapter we con-
sider three additional global theories: modernization 
theory, world systems theory, and dependency theory. 
We will consider each individually.

Functionalist and Evolutionary 
Theories
Recall from previous chapters that functionalist the-
ory builds on the postulate that all societies, past and 
present, possess basic elements and institutions that 
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perform certain functions permitting a society to sur-
vive and persist. A function is a consequence of a social 
element that contributes to the continuance of a soci-
ety. For example, the function of an institution such as 
the family is to provide the society with suffi  cient popu-
lation to assure its continuance.

Th e early theorists Herbert Spencer () and 
Emile Durkheim (/) both argued that as 
societies move through history, they become more 
complex. Spencer argued that societies moved from 
“homogeneity to heterogeneity.” Durkheim similarly 
argued that societies moved from a state of mechanical 
solidarity, a cohesiveness based on the similarity among 
its members, to organic solidarity (also called contrac-
tual solidarity), a cohesiveness based on diff erence; a 
division of labor that exists among its members joins 
them together, because each depends on the others 
to perform specialized tasks (see Chapter ). Th rough 
the creation of specialized roles, structures, and institu-
tions, societies thus move from a condition of relative 
 undiff erentiation to higher social diff erentiation.

According to functional theorists, societies that are 
structurally simple and homogeneous, such as foraging 
or pastoral societies, where all members engage in sim-
ilar tasks, move to societies more structurally complex 
and heterogeneous, such as agricultural, industrial, and 
postindustrial societies, where great social diff erentia-
tion exists in the division of labor among people who 
perform many specialized tasks. Th e consequence (or 
function) of increased diff erentiation and division of 
labor is a higher degree of stability and cohesiveness 
in the society, brought about by mutual dependence 
( Parsons , a).

Evolutionary theories of social change are a branch 
of functionalist theory. One variety, called unidimen-
sional evolutionary theory, argued that societies follow 
a single evolutionary path from simple, undiff erentiated 
societies to more complex and highly diff erentiated so-
cieties. Th e more diff erentiated societies are then per-
ceived as more “civilized.” Early theorists such as Lewis 
Morgan () labeled the distinctions between societ-
ies as “primitive” and “civilized,” an antiquated notion 
that has been severely criticized; there is no reason to 
suppose that an undiff erentiated society is necessarily 
more primitive than a more diff erentiated one. Further-
more, these earlier theories off ered no fi rm defi nitions 
for the terms primitive or civilized. Nevertheless, the 
notion that some societies are primitive continues to 
persist today.

Unidimensional theories of social change fell out 
of favor because social change occurs in several 
 dimensions and aff ects a variety of institutions and cul-
tural elements. Meeting the need for a theory that better 
matches what is actually observed,  multidimensional 
evolutionary theory (also called neoevolutionary theory) 
argues that the structural, institutional, and  cultural 
 development of a society can simultaneously follow 
many evolutionary paths, with the  diff erent paths all 

emerging from the circumstances of the  society in 
question.

One formulation of multidimensional evolution-
ary theory is that of Lenski (Lenski ; Lenski et al. 
). Lenski gives a central role to technology, arguing 
that technological advances are signifi cantly (though 
not wholly) responsible for other changes, such as al-
terations in religious preference, the nature of law, the 
form of government, and relations between races and 
genders. Although the role of technology is presented 
as central, other relationships among institutions con-
tinue to be important. For example, advances in com-
puter hardware and software can produce changes in 
the legal system by creating a need for new laws to deal 
with computer crimes, such as identity theft.

In support of the overall argument that social 
change is in fact evolutionary—cumulative and not 
easily reversible—Lenski and his associates point out 
that many agricultural societies have transformed into 
industrial societies throughout history, but few have 
made the reverse trip from industrial to agricultural, al-
though certain countercultural groups have tried, such 
as hippie communes of the s and s.

debunking SOCIETY’S MYTHS
myth: Societies change in linear, directed fashion from 
primitive to civilized.

sociological perspective: Social change can 
occur in several directions at roughly the same time. 
Furthermore, the terms primitive and civilized are out of 
favor as concepts, in that they imply an ethnocentric value 
judgment about the relative sophistication of diverse 
 cultures. •

Conflict Theories
Karl Marx, the founder of confl ict theory (Marx 
/), was infl uenced by the early functionalist 
and evolutionary theories of Herbert Spencer. Marx 
agreed that societies change and social change has di-
rection, the central principle in Spencer’s social evolu-
tionary theory, but Marx placed greater emphasis on 
the role of economics. He argued that societies could 
indeed “advance” and that advancement was to be 
measured by the movement from a class society to a so-
ciety with no class structure. Marx believed that, along 
the way, class confl ict was inevitable.

As noted earlier in this book, the central notion of 
confl ict theory is that confl ict is inherently built into 
social relations (Dahrendorf ). For Marx, social 
confl ict, particularly between the two major social 
classes—working class versus upper class, proletariat 
versus bourgeoisie—was not only inherent in social 
relations but was indeed the driving force behind all 
social change. Marx believed that the most important 
causes of social change were the tensions between so-
cial groups, especially those defi ned along social class 
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lines. Diff erent classes have diff erent access to power, 
with the relatively lower class carrying less power. 
 Although the groups Marx originally referred to were 
indeed social classes, subsequent interpretations in-
clude confl ict between any socially distinct groups that 
receive unequal privileges and opportunities (G. Marx 
; Rodney ). However, be aware that the distinc-
tion between class and other social variables is neces-
sarily murky. For example, confl ict between Whites and 
minorities is at least partly (but not wholly) class con-
fl ict, because minorities are disproportionately repre-
sented among the less well-off  classes.

Racial and ethnic confl ict in the United States in-
volves far more than class diff erences alone: Many 
cultural diff erences exist between Whites and Native 
Americans, Latinos, Blacks, and Asians. Furthermore, 
cultural diff erences exist within broadly defi ned ethnic 
groups as well. We have pointed out earlier in this book 
that there are broad diff erences in norms and heri-
tage among Chinese Americans, Japanese Americans, 
Vietnamese Americans, and so on—all often grouped 
rather coarsely as Asian Americans. Th e same error 
is often made with “Hispanic” groups—Hondurans, 
 Guatemalans, Mexicans, Puerto Ricans, Panamanians, 
and others all lumped together (Mora ). Th e central 
idea of confl ict theory is the notion that social groups 
will have competing interests regardless of how they are 
defi ned. Confl ict is an inherent part of the social scene 
in any society.

Cyclical Theories
Cyclical theories of social change invoke patterns of 
social structure and culture that are believed to recur at 
regular intervals. Cyclical theories build on the idea that 
societies have a life cycle, like seasonal plants, or at least 
a life span, like humans. Arnold J. Toynbee, a social his-
torian and a principal theorist of cyclical social change, 
argues that societies are born, mature, decay, and some-
times die (Toynbee and Caplan ). For at least part of 
his life, Toynbee believed that Western society was fated 
to self-destruct as energetic social builders were replaced 
by entrenched elite minorities who ruled by force, and 
society would wither under the sterile regimes. Some 
believe that societies become more decrepit, only to be 
replaced by more youthful societies. Th is belief is typi-
fi ed in Oswald Spengler’s famous work, Th e Decline of the 
West (), which held that Western European culture 
was already deeply in decline, following a path Spengler 
believed was observable in all cultures.

Sociological theorists Pitrim Sorokin () and, 
more recently, Th eodore Caplow (), have argued 
that societies proceed through three phases or cycles. 
In the fi rst phase, the idealistic culture, the society 
wrestles with the tension between the ideal and the 
practical. An example would be the situation cap-
tured in Gunnar Myrdal’s classic work, An American 
Dilemma (), in which our nation declared a belief 

in equality for all, despite intractable racial, class, and 
gender stratifi cation.

Th e second phase, ideational culture, emphasizes 
faith and new forms of spirituality as a phase in social 
change. Th e current New Age spirituality movement 
stresses nontraditional techniques of meditation and 
the use of such things as crystals, yoga, and chanting 
in a journey toward self-fulfi llment and spiritual peace 
(Wuthnow , ).

Th e third phase is sensate culture, which stresses 
practical approaches to reality and involves the hedo-
nistic and the sensual (for example “sex, drugs, and rock 
and roll” of the s and s). Sorokin may have fore-
seen the hedonistic elements of popular culture in the 
s through the s as indicative of sensate culture. 
 According to the theory, when a society tires of the sen-
sate, the cyclical process begins again with the society 
seeking refuge in idealistic culture. Th e emphasis begin-
ning in the late s and continuing now for a return 
to “family values,” meaning older and more traditional 
values, is an example of a return to idealistic culture, pre-
sumably as a response to a perceived sensate culture.

GLOBAL THEORIES OF 
SOCIAL CHANGE
Globalization is the increased interconnectedness and 
interdependence of numerous societies around the 
world. No longer can the nations of the world be viewed 
as separate and independent societies. Th e irresistible 
current trend has been for societies to develop deep de-
pendencies on each other, with interlocking economies 
and social customs. In Europe, this trend proceeded as 
far as developing a common currency, the euro, for all 
nations participating in the newly constructed com-
mon economy.

As the world becomes increasingly interconnected, 
does this mean we are moving toward a single, homo-
geneous culture? In such a culture, electronic commu-
nications, computers, and other developments would 
erase the geographic distances between cultures and, 
eventually, the cultural diff erences. Th e African and 
Middle Eastern youth antidictator rebellions early in 
 in several countries (among them Egypt, Tunisia, 
Libya, and others; see Chapter ) was no doubt greatly 
aided by electronic communication across international 
borders via email, Facebook, and other such electronic 
media, understood and used by the younger genera-
tions but in little use by their elders in these countries. 

As societies become more interconnected, cul-
tural diff usion between them creates common ground, 
while cultural diff erences may become more important 
as the relationships among nations becomes more in-
timate. Th e diff erent perspectives on globalization are 
represented by three main theories that we will review: 
modernization theory, world systems theory, and de-
pendency theory, which are included in Table ..
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Modernization Theory
Modernization theory states that global development 
is a worldwide process including nearly all societies 
aff ected by technological change. As a result, societ-
ies are more homogeneous in terms of diff erentiation 
and complexity. Modernization theory traces the be-
ginnings of globalization to technological advances in 
Western Europe and the United States that propelled 
them ahead of the less-developed nations of the world, 
which were left to adopt the new technologies years 
later. Homogenization resulted, with developing na-
tions being shaped in the mold of the Western nations 
that had modernized fi rst.

Proponents of modernization theory, such as  William 
McCord and Arline McCord, reject the assumption that 
only Western European countries and the United States 
have led the technological globalization (McCord ; 
McCord and McCord ). Th e McCords argue that non-
Western societies, most notably Japan, have also been 
leaders in modernization. As a result, Japanese culture 
has profoundly infl uenced other countries and cultures 
with its emphasis on the importance of small friendship 
groups in the workplace and a traditional work ethic. Ac-
cording to the McCords, Japan and other technological 
leaders, such as Taiwan and South Korea, have added to 
the impetus of global economic growth.

Dependency Theory
Dependency theory maintains that highly industrial-
ized nations tend to imprison developing nations in 
dependent relationships rather than spurring their up-
ward mobility with transfers of technology and business 
acumen (Reich ; Rodney , ). Dependency 
theory sees the highly industrialized core nations as 
transferring only those narrow capabilities that it serves 
them to deliver. Once these unequal relationships are 
forged, core nations seek to preserve the status quo be-
cause they benefi t from the cheap raw materials and 
cheap labor from the noncore nations. In this sense the 

core nations actively prevent upward mobility within 
the developing noncore nations. In the meantime, the 
developing nations remain dependent on the core na-
tions for markets and support in maintaining what 
industry they have acquired, while they experience 
minimal social development, limited economic growth, 
and increased income stratifi cation among their own 
population. Rodney () has argued that this pattern 
of dependency is to blame for the exceptional underde-
velopment of a number of African countries.

Borrowing dependency is a form of a dependent 
relationship. Former Secretary of Labor Robert Reich 
() has noted that core nations have been willing to 
lend money to noncore nations, but often at high interest 
rates that put severe economic strain on these nations, 
sometimes requiring interventions such as wage and 
price freezes in the developing societies to maintain sol-
vency. Th e hardship produced falls disproportionately 
on the lower social classes; the upper classes are less af-
fected, and occasionally they benefi t extravagantly.

MODERNIZATION
As societies grow and change, in a general sense they 
become more modern. As already noted, sociolo-
gists use the term modernization in a specifi c sense: 
Modernization is a process of social and cultural 
change initiated by industrialization and followed 
by increased social diff erentiation and division of 
labor. Societies can, of course, experience social 
change without industrialization. Modernization 
is a specifi c type of social change that industrializa-
tion tends to bring about. Th e change toward an in-
dustrialized society can have positive consequences, 
such as improved transportation and a higher gross 
national product, or negative consequences, such as 
pollution, elevated stress, and increases in certain job 
discrimination.

Modernization has three general characteris-
tics (Berger et al. ). First, modernization is typi-
fi ed by the decline of small, traditional communities. 

table 16.3 Theories of Social Change

Modernization 
Theory Dependency Theory

Functionalist/
Evolutionary Theory Conflict Theory Cyclical Theory

How do societies 
change?

Societies become 
more homogenous 
as a result of 
technological 
change.

The most successful 
nations control the 
development of less 
powerful nations, 
which become 
dependent on them.

Societies change 
from simple to 
complex and from 
an undiff erentiated 
to a highly 
diff erentiated 
division of labor.

Confl ict is inherent 
in social relations, 
and society 
changes from a 
class-based to a 
classless society.

Societies 
develop in cycles 
from idealistic to 
sensate culture.

What is the 
primary cause 
of social change?

Technology and 
global development

Economic inequality in 
the global economy

Technology Economic confl ict 
between social 
classes

Necessary for 
growth
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Th e individuals in foraging or agrarian societies live in 
small-scale settlements with their extended families 
and neighbors. Th e primary group is prominent in so-
cial interaction. Industrialization causes an overall de-
cline in the importance of primary group interactions 
and an increase in the importance of secondary groups, 
such as colleagues at work. Second, with increasing 
modernization, a society becomes more bureaucra-
tized:  Interactions come to be shaped by formal orga-
nizations. Traditional ties of kinship and neighborhood 
feeling decrease, and members of the society tend to 
experience feelings of uncertainty and powerlessness. 
Th ird, there is a decline in the importance of religious in-
stitutions, and with the mechanization of daily life, peo-
ple begin to feel that they have lost control of their own 
lives: People may respond by building new religious 
groups and communities (Wuthnow ).

From Community to Society
Th e German sociologist Ferdinand Tönnies, who died 
in , formulated a theory of modernization that 
still applies to today’s societies (Tönnies /). 
 Tönnies viewed the process of modernization as a 
progressive loss of gemeinschaft (German for “com-
munity”), a state characterized by a sense of common 
feeling, strong personal ties, and sturdy primary group 
memberships, along with a sense of personal loyalty to 
one another. Tönnies argued the Industrial Revolution, 
which emphasized effi  ciency and task-oriented behav-
ior, destroyed the sense of community and personal 
ties associated with an earlier rural life. At the crux of 
this was a society organized on the basis of self-interest, 
which caused the condition of gesellschaft (German for 
“society”), a kind of social organization characterized by 
a high division of labor, less prominence of personal ties, 
the lack of a sense of community among the members 
of society, and the absence of a feeling of  belonging—
maladies often associated with modern urban life.

Th e United States since the s has become a ge-
sellschaft, with social interaction less intimate and less 
emotional, although certain primary groups such as the 
family and the friendship group still permit strong emo-
tional ties. However, Tönnies noted that the role of the 
family is considerably less prominent in a gesellschaft 
than in a gemeinschaft. Patriarchy is less prominent, 
yet more public, and more women are employed out-
side the home. In the large cities that characterize the 
gesellschaft, people live among strangers and pass peo-
ple on the street who are unfamiliar. In a gemeinschaft, 
most of the people one encounters one has seen before. 
Th e level of interpersonal trust is considerably less in a 
gesellschaft. Social interaction tends to be even more 
confi ned within ethnic, racial, and social class groups. 
To fi nd personal contact and to satisfy the need for in-
timate interaction, individuals often join small church 
groups, training groups, or personal awareness groups 
(Wuthnow ).

Social Inequality, Powerlessness, 
and the Individual
Another product of modernization, along with mass 
society, is pronounced social stratifi cation, according 
to theorists such as Karl Marx (/) and Jurgen 
Habermas (). In their view, the personal feelings of 
powerlessness that accompany modernization are due 
to social inequalities related to race, ethnicity, class, and 
gender stratifi cation. Marx argued that inequalities are 
the inevitable product of the capitalist system. Habermas 
argued that inequalities are the cause of social confl ict.

Th e social structural conditions that arise from 
modernization, such as increased social stratifi cation, 
are infl uenced by the individuals. Building a stable per-
sonal identity is diffi  cult in a highly modernized society 
that presents the individual with complex and confl ict-
ing choices about how to live. Many individuals fl ounder 
among lifestyles while searching for personal stability 
and a sense of self. According to Habermas, individuals 
in highly modernized environments are more likely than 
their less modernized peers to experiment with new re-
ligions, social movements, and lifestyles in search of a fi t 
with their conception of their own “true self.” Th ese in-
dividual responses to social structural conditions reveal 
how the social structure can aff ect personality.

Th e infl uential social theorist Herbert Marcuse () 
has argued that modernized society fails to meet the basic 
needs of people, among them the need for a fulfi lling 
identity. In this respect, modern society and its attendant 
technological advances are not stable and rational, as is 
often argued, but unstable and irrational. Th e technologi-
cal advances of modern society do not increase the feeling 
of having control over one’s life, but instead reduce that 
control and lead to feelings of powerlessness.

Th is powerlessness leads to the alienation of the 
individual from society—the individual experiences 
feelings of separation from the group or society. Th is 
alienation is most likely to aff ect people traditionally de-
nied access to power, such as racial minorities, women, 
and the working class. Th is alienation from the highly 
modernized, technological society is, in  Marcuse’s 
view, one of the most pressing problems of civilization 
today. Marcuse argues that, despite the popular view 
that technology is supposed to yield effi  cient solutions 
to the world’s problems, it may be more accurate to say 
that technology is a primary cause of many problems in 
modern society.

THE CAUSES OF SOCIAL 
CHANGE
Th e causes of social change are many and varied but fall 
into several broad areas, including cultural diff usion, 
inequality, changes in population, war, technological 
innovation, and the mobilization of people through 
collective behavior and social movements. We examine 
each of these topics in the following sections.
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Revolution
A revolution is the overthrow of state or the total trans-
formation of central state institutions. A revolution 
thus results in far-reaching social change. Numerous 
sociologists have studied revolutions and identifi ed 
the conditions under which revolutions are likely to 
occur. Revolutions can sometimes break down a state 
and various disenfranchised groups. An array of groups 
in a society may be dissatisfi ed with the status quo and 
organize to replace established institutions. Dissatis-
faction alone is not enough to produce a revolution, 
however. Th e opportunity must exist for the group to 
mobilize en masse. Th us, revolutions can result when 
structured opportunities are created, such as through 
war or an economic crisis or mobilization through a so-
cial movement, as we will see later in this chapter.

Social structural conditions that often lead to rev-
olution can include a highly repressive state—so re-
pressed that a strong political culture develops out of 
resistance to state oppression. A major economic crisis 
can also produce revolution—as can the development 
of a new economic system, such as capitalism—that 
transforms the world economy.

Cultural Diffusion
Cultural diff usion (as noted in Chapter ) is the trans-
mission of cultural elements from one society or cul-
tural group to another. Cultural diff usion can occur 
by trade, migration, mass communications media, 
and social interaction. Anthropologist Ralph Linton 
() long ago alerted us to the fact that much of what 
many people regard as “American” originally came 
from other lands—cloth (developed in Asia), clocks 
(invented in Europe), coins (developed in Turkey), and 
much more.

Expressions and cultural elements found in the 
English-speaking United States have been harvested 
from all over the world. Barbecued ribs, originally eaten 
by Black slaves in the South after the ribs were dis-
carded by White slave owners who preferred meatier 
parts of the pig, are now a delicacy enjoyed through-
out the United States by virtually all ethnic and racial 
groups. One theorist, Robert Farris Th ompson (), 
points out that an exceptionally large range of elements 
in material and nonmaterial culture that originated in 
Africa have diff used throughout virtually all groups and 
subcultures in the United States, including aspects of 
language, music, dance, art, dress, decorative styles, 
and even forms of greeting. For example, the expres-
sions uh-huh (yes) and unh-unh (no) come from West 
Africa. As another example, you may fi nd a man in the 
Kongo fl apping his thighs in and out, as a dance, in 
front of a woman; Th is is a sign of sexual interest and 
invitation. Th is exact same dance move appeared in 
America in  in the Savoy Ballroom in Harlem and 
periodically appears in nightclubs and dances to this 

day (Th ompson ). Th ese examples illustrate cul-
tural diff usion not only from one place to another (such 
as from West Africa to the United States) but also diff u-
sion across time from a community in the past to many 
diverse ethnic groups in the present.

Similarly, the immigration of Latino groups into the 
United States over time has dramatically altered U.S. 
culture by introducing new food, music, language, slang, 
and many other cultural elements (Muller and Espen-
shade ). By a similar token, popular culture in the 
United States has diff used into many other countries 
and cultures: Witness the adoption of American cloth-
ing styles, rock, rap, hip hop, and Big Macs in countries 
such as Japan, Germany, Russia, and China. In grocery 
shops worldwide, from the rain forests of Brazil to the ice 
fl oes of Norway, can be found the Coca-Cola logo.

At one time, it was thought that slavery killed off  
most of the institutions and cultural elements that 
the slaves brought to the Americas (Herskovits ). 
 Extensive research over the past three decades now 
demonstrates that as Robert Farris Th ompson has 
shown, elements of culture carried from Africa by Black 
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Here members of a predominantly African American 
fraternity, Kappa Alpha Psi (KA�) put on a step show, a highly 
rhythmic and energetic dance form with roots in slave society 
as well as in West Africa.
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slaves continue to survive among African Americans 
and, thanks to cultural diff usion, among many other 
groups as well. A step show is an energetic, highly rhyth-
mic, group choreography performed as a special event 
by predominantly Black fraternities and sororities. Re-
searchers have traced these displays to traditional West 
African and central African group dances (Th ompson 
; Gates , ). Th e step show has recently been 
noticed by non-Black students at universities and col-
leges all over the country, with a few White groups, fra-
ternal, sororal, and otherwise, taking up “steppin’.”

Inequality and Change
Inequalities between people on the basis of class, eth-
nicity, gender, or other social structural characteristics 
can be a powerful spur toward social change. Social 
movements may blossom into full-blown revolution if 
the underlying tension is great enough. An example of 
the mechanism of change can be seen when inequali-
ties between the middle class and the urban underclass 
produce governmental initiatives, such as increased 
education for the poor, which are designed to reduce 
this inequality.

Culture itself can sometimes contribute to the per-
sistence of social inequality and thus becomes a source 
of discontent among the individuals in the society. 
Inequalities within the education system often have a 
cultural basis. For example, a poor child in the United 
States, who adopts a language useful in the ghetto, is 
at a disadvantage in the classroom where standard 
English is used. Culturally specifi c linguistic systems 
such as urban Black English, or “Ebonics,” which is not 
merely a diff erent dialect (as many people assume) but 
a distinct linguistic system with its own grammar and 
syntax (DiAcosta ; Harrison and Trabasso ; 
Dillard ), are generally not adopted by schools. As 
a result, this may serve to strengthen the inequalities 
between the poor and the privileged—unless the child 
is bicultural and can speak both standard English and 
Ebonics, which many African Americans can do.

Compounding the problem, a female student may 
shrink from studying mathematics because she has re-
ceived the cultural message that to be adept at math-
ematics is not feminine (Kiefer ; Lau ; Shih 
et al. ; Sadker and Sadker ). Th e perpetuation 
of the inequalities of class, race, and gender can stoke 
the desire for social change on the part of the disadvan-
taged groups.

War and Social Change
War and severe political conflict result in large and 
far-reaching changes for both the conquering soci-
ety, or a region within a society (as in civil war), and 
for the conquered. The conquerors can impose their 
will on the conquered and restructure many of their 
institutions, or the conquerors can exercise only min-
imal changes.

Th e U.S. victory over Japan and Germany in the 
Second World War resulted in societal changes in 
each country. Th e war transformed the United States 
into a mass-production economy and aff ected fam-
ily structure (father’s absence increasing and women 
not previously employed joining the labor force) and 
education (men of college age went off  to war in large 
numbers). Many in the armed forces who returned 
from the war were educated under a scholarship plan 
called the GI Bill.

Th e war also transformed Germany in countless 
ways, given the vast physical destruction brought on 
by U.S. bombs and the worldwide attention brought 
to anti-Semitism and the Nazi Holocaust. Th e cul-
tural and structural changes in Japan were extensive, 
as well. Th e decimation of the Jewish population in 
Germany and other nations throughout Europe re-
sulted in the massive migration of Jews to the United 
States. Th e Vietnam War also resulted in many social 
changes, including the migration of Vietnamese to the 
United States. If this history of war is any indication, we 
might shortly expect a wave of migration of Iraqis and 
 Afghanis to the United States.

Technological Innovation 
and the Cyberspace Revolution
Technological innovations can be strong catalysts of 
social change. Th e historical movement from agrarian 
societies to industrialized societies has been tightly 
linked to the emergence of technological innovations 
and inventions (see Chapter ). Inventions often come 
about because they answer a need in the society that 
promises great rewards. Th e waterwheel promised 
agrarian societies greater power to raise crops despite 
dry weather, while also saving large amounts of time 
and labor. It is possible to trace a timeline from the use 
of the waterwheel to the use of the large hydroelectric 
dams that power industrialized societies and along 
the way fi nd evidence of how each major advance 
changed society.

In today’s world, the most obvious technological 
change transforming society is the rise of the computer 
and the subsequent development of desktop comput-
ing since the s. Th e invention and development of 
the Internet and the resulting communication is now 
called cyberspace, which includes the use of computers 
for communication between persons and communi-
cation between persons and computers: email, Face-
book, YouTube, LinkedIn, and MySpace, are examples. 
Unique in its vastness and lack of a required central lo-
cation, the Internet has very rapidly become so much 
a part of human communication and social reality that 
it pervades and has transformed literally every social 
institution—educational, economic, political, familial, 
and religious.

Th e cyberspace revolution began with vacuum 
tube mainframe computers in the s and early 
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s, followed by the transistorized computer of the 
mid-s and the integrated circuit computers of the 
late s and s, and was accelerated by the ad-
vent of the PC (personal computer) and the invention 
of the microchip. What can now be stored in a micro-
chip memory the size of a wristwatch, in the late s 
would have required a transistorized computer the size 
of a small auditorium.

Th e path by which technology is introduced into 
society often refl ects the predominant cultural values 
in that society (see Map .). Some cultural values 
may prevent a technological innovation from chang-
ing a society. For example, anthropologists have noted 
that new technologies introduced into an agrarian so-
ciety very often meet with resistance even though the 
new technology might greatly benefi t the society. Th e 
Yanomami, an agrarian society existing deep in the rain 
forests of South America, live without electricity, auto-
mobiles, guns, and other items of material culture as-
sociated with industrialized societies. Th e Yanomami 
place great positive cultural value on their way of hunt-
ing and engaging in war. Th e recent introduction of 
steel into Yanomami culture, however, may have intro-
duced major social changes and changed them into a 
more warlike society (Tierney ).

Mobilizing People for Change
Social change does not develop in the abstract. Change 
comes from the actions of human beings. Collective 
behavior and social movements are ways that people 
organize to promote, or in some cases, to resist change. 

Collective behavior occurs when normal conventions 
cease to guide people’s behavior, and people establish 
new patterns of interaction and social structure. Social 
movements are organized and persistent forms of col-
lective behavior. Th e purpose of a social movement 
is often to initiate or vigorously resist social change. 
Examples abound: the civil rights movement, the 
women’s movement, the environmental movement, 
the militia movement, and very probably the previ-
ously mentioned recent youth rebellions in African 
and Middle Eastern countries, just to name a few. So 
signifi cant are the changes that result from collective 
behavior and social movements that we examine them 
in detail now.

COLLECTIVE BEHAVIOR 
AND SOCIAL MOVEMENTS
Social change is propelled by the actions of people 
who engage in collective behavior and social move-
ments. As we have seen, collective behavior occurs 
when the usual conventions that guide behavior are 
suspended and people establish new norms of behav-
ior in response to an emerging situation (Turner and 
Killian ).  Although collective behavior may emerge 
spontaneously, it can be predicted. Some phenomena 
defi ned as collective behavior are whimsical and fun, 
such as fads and fashions and certain crowds (fl ash 
mobs, for example). Other collective behaviors can be 
terrifying, as in panics or riots. Whether whimsical or 
awesome, collective behavior is innovative, sometimes 
revolutionary; it is this feature that links collective be-
havior to social change.

Social movements are led by groups that act with 
some continuity and organization to promote or re-
sist change in society (Turner and Killian ). Social 
movements tend to persist over time more than other 
forms of collective behavior. Evidence of social move-
ments can be seen throughout society, in movements to 
protect the environment, promote racial justice, defend 
the rights of diverse groups (including animal rights), 
attack the government (such as militia groups), or advo-
cate particular beliefs (such as the Christian Coalition).

Characteristics of Collective 
Behavior
Collective behavior exhibits certain common char-
acteristics.

 . Collective behavior always represents the actions 
of groups of people, not individuals. Th e action 
of a lone gunman who opens fi re in a high school 
cafeteria is not collective behavior because it is one 
person acting alone. However, groups that gather at 
the scene of the incident to observe the emergency 
response are engaged in collective behavior.
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The Kaipo people of Brazil wear colorful formal dress. 
Technology from outside this society (TV, guns) presently 
threatens the persistence of such cultural practices. Recently, 
the Kaipo have mobilized to oppose outside intervention 
such as oil drilling.
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 . Collective behavior involves new or emergent 
relationships in groups that arise in unusual 
or unexpected circumstances. Th e behavior of 
people who commute to work together is not con-
sidered collective behavior because commuting is 
an ordinary part of their everyday life. But when a 
community is struck by a natural disaster, such as 
a fl ood, earthquake, or hurricane such as Hurri-
cane  Katrina, or the Gulf oil spill of , suddenly 
nothing can be taken for granted—not food, water, 
transportation, electricity, nor shelter. Collective 
behavior emerges to meet the new needs that peo-
ple in the community face.

 . Collective behavior captures the more novel, dy-
namic, and changing elements of society. An ex-
ample is a fad that introduces something new into 
everyday social life. Collective behavior may mark 
the beginnings of more organized social behavior 
and often precedes the establishment of formal so-
cial movements. People who spontaneously orga-
nize to protest something may develop structured 
ways of sustaining their protest. Th e environmen-
tal justice movement includes a wide array of 

 Native American, African American,  Latino, and 
other communities that have organized to pro-
test the dumping and pollution that imperil their 
neighborhoods.

 . Collective behavior is patterned and not the ir-
rational, overly emotional behavior of crazed 
individuals. People may follow new guidelines of 
social behavior, but they do follow guidelines. Even 
episodes of panic, which appear to be asocial and 
disorganized, follow a relatively orderly pattern. 
Episodes of collective behavior often exhibit the 
more emotional side of life.

 . During collective behavior, people may com-
municate extensively through rumors. Lack-
ing communication channels or distrusting the 
ones available, people use rumors to help defi ne 
an otherwise ambiguous situation. Rumors are 
transmitted by people who are piecing together 
information about a story whose facts are partly 
obscured. Rumoring is most common when there 
is inadequate information to interpret a problem-
atic situation or event (Dahlhamer and Nigg ; 
Shibutani ).

MAP 16.2

Viewing Society in Global Perspective
Technological development is a major source of cultural 
change in any society. Cell phones, for example, are now 
commonplace in the United States and other nations. What 
cultural changes inspire the use of cell phones? And what 

cultural changes does the increased use of cell phones then 
create? Data: U.S. Census Bureau. 2010a. Statistical Abstract of the 
United States, 2009. Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Offi  ce. 
www.census.gov
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The Organization of Social 
Movements
Social movements are both spontaneous and struc-
tured, although within movements tension typically 
exists between spontaneity and structure. Unlike ev-
eryday organizations, movements thrive on spontane-
ity and often must swiftly develop new strategies and 
tactics in the quest for change. During the civil rights 
movement, students improvised the technique of sit-
ins, which quickly spread because they succeeded in 
gaining attention for the activists’ concerns. Social 
movements diff er from other forms of collective behav-
ior, however, by containing routine elements of organi-
zation and lasting for longer periods.

Th ere are three broad types of social movements: 
personal transformation movements, political or social 
change movements, and reactionary movements. Per-
sonal transformation movements aim to change the 
individual. Rather than pursuing social change, partici-
pants adopt a new identity, one they use to redefi ne their 
life, both in its current and former state. Th ey focus on 
the development of new meaning within individual lives 
(Klapp ). Th e New Age movement defi nes main-
stream life as stressful and overly rational and promotes 
relaxation and spiritualism as an emotional release and 
route to expanded perceptions. New Age music, crystals, 
massage therapy, and meditation are intended to restore 
the New Age person to a state of unstressed wholeness. 

Social/political change movements aim to change 
some aspect of society, such as the environmental move-
ment, the gay and lesbian movement, the civil rights 
movement, the animal rights movement, and the reli-
gious right movement. All seek social change, although 
in distinct and sometimes oppositional ways. Some 
movements want radical change in existing social insti-
tutions, and others want a retreat to a former way of life 
or even a move to an imagined past (or future) that does 
not exist. Social movements use a variety of tactics, strat-
egies, and organizational forms to achieve their goals. 
Th e civil rights movement, starting in the mid s, used 
collective action during sit-ins and organizational activ-
ity to overturn statutes that supported the “separate but 
equal” principle of segregation. Th ese eff orts culminated 
in the U.S. Supreme Court decision Brown v. Board of Ed-
ucation of Topeka, Kansas, which declared the “separate 
but equal” doctrine unconstitutional (Morris ).

Social change movements may be either reform-
ist or radical (Turner and Killian ). Reform move-
ments seek change through legal or other mainstream 
political means, typically working within existing insti-
tutions. Radical movements seek broader-based fun-
damental change in the basic institutions of society. 
Instead of working within society’s institutions, radi-
cal social movements tend to work outside of society’s 
institutions. Although most movements are primar-
ily reformist or radical, within a given movement both 
factions may exist. In the environmental movement, 

for example, the Sierra Club is a classic reform move-
ment that lobbies within the existing political system 
to promote legislation protecting the environment. 
Greenpeace, in contrast, is a more radical group that 
sometimes uses dramatic tactics to disrupt activities the 
group fi nds objectionable, such as the killing of whales.

Reactionary movements are organized to resist 
change or to reinstate an earlier social order that partici-
pants perceive to be better, and they are reacting against 
contemporary changes in society. Th e Aryan Nation, a 
White supremacist coalition, is a reactionary movement 
that wants to suppress Jews and minorities and insti-
tute a “racially pure” decentralized state (Ferber ). 
Th e militia movement is also a reactionary movement, 
seeking to resist government authority and reinstate the 
perceived lost power of White people (Esterberg ). 
Reactionary movements represent an organized back-
lash against social values and societal changes that par-
ticipants fi nd deeply objectionable. Rather than adjust 
to the future, they may instead hark back to some mythi-
cal past that their movement ideology defi nes as ideal.

see FOR YOURSELF
Identify a social movement in your community or school 
that you fi nd interesting. By talking to the movement 
leaders and participants, and if possible, by examining any 
written material from the movement, how would you de-
scribe this movement in sociological terms? Is it reform, 
radical, or reactionary? How have the available resources 
helped or hindered the movement’s development? What 
tactics does the movement use to achieve its goals? How 
is it connected to other social movements? •
Origins of Social Movements
Social movements do not typically develop out of thin 
air. For a movement to begin, there must be a pre-
existing communication network (Freeman ). Th e 
importance of a preexisting communication network 
is well illustrated by the beginning of the civil rights 
movement, which most historians date to December , 
, the day Rosa Parks was arrested in Montgomery, 
 Alabama, for refusing to give up her seat on a municipal 
bus to a White man. Although she is typically under-
stood as simply too tired to give up her seat that day, 
Rosa Parks had been an active member of the move-
ment against segregation in Montgomery. Parks was 
secretary of the local NAACP chapter that had already 
been organizing to boycott the Montgomery buses. 
She was the one chosen to be the plaintiff  in a test case 
against the bus company because she was soft-spoken, 
middle-aged, and a model citizen. NAACP leaders be-
lieved her to make a credible and sympathetic plain-
tiff  in what they had long hoped would be a signifi cant 
legal challenge to segregation in public transportation.

When, according to plan, Rosa Parks refused to 
give up her seat, the movement stood ready to mobi-
lize. News of her arrest spread quickly via networks of 
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Jewish Defense League, and the National Rifl e Asso-
ciation. As social movements become institutionalized, 
they are most likely to take on bureaucratic form.

Theories of Social Movements
Sociologists have developed several theories to explain 
the development of social movements, including re-
source mobilization theory, political process theory, 
and new social movements theory.

Resource mobilization theory is an explanation of 
the development of social movements that focuses on 
how movements gain momentum by successfully gar-
nering resources, competing with other movements, and 
mobilizing the resources available to them (Marx and 
 McAdam ; McCarthy and Zald ). Money, com-
munication technology, special technical or legal knowl-
edge, and people with organizational and leadership skills 
are all examples of resources that can be put to use in or-
ganizing a social movement (Zald and  McCarthy ). 
Interpersonal contacts are one of the most important re-
sources a group can mobilize because the contacts pro-
vide a continuous supply of new recruits, as well as money, 
knowledge, skills, and other assistance. Sometimes social 
movement organizations acquire the resources of other 
organizations.

Aldon Morris, an African American sociologist, has 
used resource mobilization theory to explain the devel-
opment of the civil rights movement. Th at nationwide 
movement relied heavily on Black churches and col-
leges for resources such as money, leadership, meet-
ing space, and administrative support (Morris ). In 
other words, it mobilized existing resources on behalf of 
its own cause.

friends, kin, church, and school organizations. A small 
group, the Women’s Political Council, had previously 
discussed plans to announce a boycott of the bus sys-
tem. Th e arrest of Rosa Parks presented an opportu-
nity for implementation. One member of the Women’s 
 Political Council, Jo Ann Gibson Robinson, called a 
friend who had access to the mimeograph machine 
at Alabama State College. In the middle of the night, 
 Robinson and two of her students duplicated , 
leafl ets calling for the boycott to be distributed among 
Black neighborhoods (Morris ; Robinson ).

Celebrities can advance the cause of social move-
ments by bringing visibility to the movement, although 
sociologists have found that celebrities typically involve 
themselves in less controversial movements that already 
have widespread popular support. Th e entry of celeb-
rities (such as Marlon Brando or Brad Pitt) into social 
movements might unintentionally hurt a movement’s 
development because celebrities tend to depoliticize 
it (Meyer and Gamson ). Th eir endorsement and 
presence, nonetheless, brings visibility to a movement.

Another cause for a movement to begin must be a 
perceived sense of injustice among the potential partici-
pants. Th e environmental justice movement has emerged 
largely from grassroots organizations formed in commu-
nities where residents have organized to clean up a toxic 
waste site, close a polluting industry, or protect children 
from a perceived threat to their health and safety.

As movements develop, they quickly establish 
an organizational structure. Th e shape of the move-
ment’s organization may range from formal bureau-
cratic structures to decentralized, interpersonal, and 
egalitarian arrangements. Many movements combine 
both. Examples of what are now large bureaucracies 
are the National Organization for Women, the National 
Association for the Advancement of Colored People 
(NAACP), Amnesty International, Greenpeace, the 
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Social movements often use highly visible tactics to 
promote their causes, as in the March for Women’s Lives in 
Washington, DC.
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a decade (Simile ). Among Mexican farm laborers 
in the valley, there was already a long tradition of labor 
organizing, including a cannery workers’ strike in  
(Amott and Matthaei ; Bardacke ). After the 
 earthquake, these groups mobilized around the is-
sues of temporary and permanent housing and the way 
that aid had been distributed to Latinos. In other words, 
groups already organized for protest on other issues 
were ready to squeeze an opportunity out of disaster.

Resource mobilization theory and political process 
theory are social structural as opposed to individual 
level explanations. Other explanations of social move-
ments are more cultural in focus (see Table .). Peo-
ple will not organize within social movements unless 
they develop a shared defi nition of the situation that 
gives meaning to their action, in other words, a culture.

Sociologists use the concept of framing to explain 
this process. Frames are specifi c schemes of interpre-
tation that allow people to perceive, identify, and label 
events within their lives that can become the basis for 
collective action (Snow and Benford ; Goff man 
). Th e framing process emphasizes that social move-
ments do not emerge unless people have a shared under-
standing of the causes of a perceived injustice or a shared 
defi nition of their opposition. As an example, framing 
can help you understand the emergence of Ralph Nader 
and the Green Party. Here the frame is a shared under-
standing of corporate domination as the major source 
of political grievance, providing the lens through which 
people have been mobilized to join this movement.

Cultural and social structural explanations of social 
movements come together in what is called new social 
movement theory, which conceptually links culture, 
ideology, and identity to explain how new identities 
are forged within social movements. Whereas resource 
mobilization theory emphasizes the rational basis for 
social movement organization, new social movement 
theorists are especially interested in how identity is so-
cially constructed through participation in social move-
ments (Gamson ; Calhoun ; Larana et al. ). 
Th is new development in social movement theory 
links structural explanations with cultural and social-
psychological theories, investigating how social move-
ments provide foundations for people to construct new 
identities (Gamson ; Gamson ; Morris and 
Mueller ).

debunking SOCIETY’S MYTHS
myth: Social movements develop usually as a result of 
extremists who are single-minded in their interests.

sociological perspective: Social movements 
often develop from the everyday concerns of ordinary 
people who mobilize to address conditions in their lives 
that they fi nd unacceptable. •
Resource mobilization theory, among other things, 
notes how movements are connected to each other. 
Th e gay and lesbian movement has borrowed many 
strategies used by the anti–violence against women 
movement in developing its own campaign to halt hate 
crimes against gay men and lesbian women (Jenness 
and Broad ; Jenness ).

Political process theory posits that movements 
achieve success by exploiting a combination of internal 
factors, such as the ability of organizations to mobilize 
resources, and external factors, such as changes occur-
ring in the society (McAdam ). Some structural 
conditions provide opportunities for collective action. A 
war, pressure from international parties, demographic 
shifts, or an economic crisis may create the possibility 
for those who challenge the social order to mobilize a 
movement (McAdam ). Political process theory ex-
plicitly acknowledges the eff ects that larger social and 
political processes have on the mobilization of social 
movements. Large-scale changes such as industrializa-
tion, urbanization, or ending repression may provide 
opportunities for the mobilization of social movements 
not present previously. Sociologist Charles Tilly argued 
that as capitalism developed after popular uprisings in 
seventeenth-century France, markets emerged in cities 
for grain from the countryside. To meet the needs of the 
new markets, grain had to be stored and transported. 
Rural peasants, angry that their food supply was being 
transported away, saw the opportunity for collective ac-
tion and attacked and sabotaged storage and transpor-
tation facilities (Tilly ).

Political process theory also stresses the vulnerabil-
ity of the political system to social protest. For example, 
several groups in Watsonville, California, used the Loma 
Prieta earthquake in  as an opportunity to protest. 
Organized Latino groups had demanded better low-
income housing in that community for approximately 

table 16.4 Sociological Theories of Social Movements

Resource Mobilization Theory Political Process Theory New Social Movement Theory

How do social 
movements start?

People garner resources and 
organize movements by utilizing 
such things as money, knowledge, 
and skills.

Movements exploit social 
structural opportunities, such 
as economic crises and wars.

New forms of identity are created 
as people participate in social 
movements.

What does the 
theory emphasize?

Linkages among groups within 
a movement.

Vulnerability of political 
system to social protest.

Interconnection between social 
structural and cultural perspectives.
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Each theoretical viewpoint is helpful in explain-
ing diff erent aspects of how movements organize and 
how, in some cases, they fail. One team of sociolo-
gists has examined the demise of the American Indian 
Movement (AIM)—a specifi c organization that was 
prominent in the Native American liberation move-
ment from about  to . Th ese sociologists argue 
that AIM ultimately failed to reach its goal of building 
a pantribal sense of identity among American Indians 
because they were unable to mobilize resources in 
the face of strong government repression. AIM was a 
threat to both government and corporate interests be-
cause of its focus on reclaiming energy resources on 
lands Native Americans argued were rightfully theirs. 
Th e authors conclude that resource mobilization the-
ory, political process theory, and new social move-
ment theory each explain diff erent dimensions of this 
movement (Stotik et al. ). Th is is a good illustra-
tion of how sociological theory can be used to explain 
the contemporary social movement activity.

DIVERSITY, GLOBALIZATION, 
AND SOCIAL CHANGE
Social movements are a major source of social 
change. Around the world, as people have organized 
to protest what they perceive to be oppressive forms 
of government, the absence of civil rights, or eco-
nomic injustices, social change often results. What 
would the United States be like had the civil rights 
movement not been inspired by Mahatma Gandhi’s 
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Dramatic tactics are often used by social movements to bring 
attention to their causes. Here, La Tigresa protests the logging 
of redwood forests, calling attention to the environmental 
movement.
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al Qaeda or even the Taliban. Although al Qaeda is not 
typically thought of as a social movement, analyzing it 
as such helps explain how al Qaeda works and the im-
pact it has on world aff airs. 

In the United States, the most signifi cant social 
movements are those associated with the nation’s di-
verse population. Th e women’s movement, the civil 
rights movement, and the gay and lesbian movement 
are all major sources of activism in contemporary so-
ciety, and these movements have generated some of 
the most transformative changes in the nation’s social 
institutions. Despite the persistence of class, race, and 
gender inequality, no longer is segregation legally man-
dated. Equal opportunity laws, at least in theory, protect 
diverse minority groups from discriminatory treatment. 
Large segments of the public have become more con-
scious of the eff ects of racism, sexism, and homopho-
bia in society. All these changes can be attributed to the 
successful mobilization of diverse social movements. 
Finally, the administration of President Barack Obama 
shows promise in helping to fulfi ll the goals of each of 
these social movements, such as his recent (February 
) proposal to go before the Supreme Court to for-
merly declare as unconstitutional state laws prohibiting 
same-sex marriages. 

liberation movement in India? How would contem-
porary politics be diff erent had the African National 
Congress and other movements for the liberation of 
Black South Africans not dismantled apartheid? How 
is the world currently aff ected by the development of 
a more fundamental  Islamic religious movement in 
the Middle East?

Th ese and countless other examples show the sig-
nifi cance of collective behavior and social movements 
for the many changes aff ecting our world. Sometimes 
collective behavior and social movements can be the 
basis for revolutionary events—those that change the 
course of world history. At other times, the persistence 
of social movements more slowly change the world—or 
a particular society. Persistence has been the case for 
the civil rights movement in the United States, a move-
ment that not only has transformed American society 
but also has inspired similar movements throughout 
the world. Likewise, the women’s movement is now a 
global movement, although the particular issues for 
women vary from place to place.

Another way to think about globalization and social 
movements is through the concept of a transnational 
social movement, in which an organization crosses na-
tional borders, such as the reactionary terrorist group 

populations of Hispanics have become upwardly oc-
cupationally mobile and have become new suburban-
ites. Th e study of a cohort, the Baby Boomers, showed 
how a demographic cohort can both use and produce 
cultural change.

What is the Malthusian problem and why is it 
important?
Malthusian theory, still relevant today, warns us about 
the dangers of exponential population growth along with 
only arithmetic increases in food and natural resources. 
To avoid the so-called Malthusian positive checks of fam-
ine and war, population control can be, and is being, insti-
tuted by programs for family planning and birth control.

What are the current problems pertaining to 
urbanization, human ecology, and the environment?
Any society is a human ecosystem with interacting and 
interdependent forces, consisting of human popula-
tions, natural resources, and the state of the environment. 
Urbanization has caused such forces to become more 
prominent. Depletion of one natural resource aff ects 
many other things in the ecosystem. Th e dumping of toxic 
wastes is a very major problem in our society, especially 
when toxic dumps are found more frequently, as they are, 
in or very near African American, Hispanic, and Native 
American communities. Such practices constitute what 
some researchers call environmental racism. Surveys 
have shown that environmental risks are of more concern 

What is demography?
Demography is the study of population, a field that 
focuses on three fundamental processes, all of which 
determine the level of population at a given mo-
ment: births, deaths, and migrations. We noted that 
the United States ranks very low in life expectancy 
and high in infant mortality relative to other Western 
countries.

How is diversity relevant?
Diversity is of great signifi cance since both infant mor-
tality and life expectancy are not equal across all races, 
social classes, or for men and women. Women have a 
greater life expectancy than men in virtually all coun-
tries and at all social class levels. However, the lower 
one’s social class, the lower one’s life expectancy, re-
gardless of gender, and the greater the infant mor-
tality. Minority group individuals, especially African 
Americans, Hispanics, and American Indians, all have 
lower life expectancies and higher infant mortality than 
Whites.

What about current migration patterns?
Current migration patterns show that in addition to 
movement from city to suburb, not only by Whites 
but by people of color as well, including the “new 
suburbanite” populations from other countries and 
cultures, large portions of populations, such as the 
underclass, remain stuck in central cities. Yet, recent 

chapter summary
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to women than to men. As a consequence, environmental 
policy has more impact on women than on men.

What is social change and what are its types?
Social change is that process by which social interac-
tion, the social stratifi cation system, and entire institu-
tions in a society change over time. Social change can 
take place quickly or it can take longer, sometimes in-
volving microchanges (such as a fad that “catches on”), 
and at other times, macrochanges (such as a technolog-
ical innovation).

How do sociologists explain social change?
Functionalist theories and evolutionary theories pre-
dict that societies move or evolve from the structurally 
simple to the structurally complex. Unidimensional 
evolutionary theory predicts that societies evolve along 
a path from simpler socially undiff erentiated societies 
to more complex highly diff erentiated ones. Multidi-
mensional evolutionary theory predicts that societies 
follow not one but several diff erent paths in the process 
of social change. Confl ict theories predict that social 
confl ict is an inherent part of any social structure and 
that confl ict between social class strata or racial–ethnic 
groups can bring about social change. Cyclical theories, 
such as those of Arnold J. Toynbee and Pitirim Sorokin, 
predict that certain patterns of social structure and cul-
ture recur in a society at diff erent times. Modernization 
theory states that global development among societies 

is a worldwide process not confi ned to any one society. 
Dependency theory notes that industrialized core na-
tions tend to keep noncore nations economically de-
pendent, and this retards the economic development 
and upward mobility of the noncore nations.

What are the causes of social change?
Sources of social change include revolution, cultural 
diff usion, social inequalities, war, technological inno-
vation, collective behavior, and social movements.

What are collective behavior and social movements?
Collective behavior occurs when the usual conventions 
to guide behavior are suspended and people establish 
new norms of behavior. Social movements are organized 
social groups that have some continuity and promote 
or resist social change. Social movements start when 
there is a preexisting communication network, a collec-
tive sense of grievance, a precipitating factor initiating 
the movement, and mobilization of a group of people. 
Resource mobilization theory suggests that social move-
ments develop when people can compete for and gain 
resources needed for mobilization. Political process the-
ory and framing suggest that large-scale social changes, 
such as industrialization or urbanization, provide the 
conditions that spawn social movements. New social 
movement theory adds that social movements are places 
where people construct their identities.
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Glossary

absolute poverty: the situation in which 
individuals live on less than $365 a year, or 
$1.00 a day

achieved status: a status attained by eff ort

achievement test: test intended to 
measure what is actually learned rather 
than potential

adult socialization: the process of learning 
new roles and expectations in adult life

affi  rmative action: a method for 
opening opportunities to women and 
minorities that specifi cally redresses 
past discrimination by taking positive 
measures to recruit and hire previously 
disadvantaged groups

Aff ordable Health Care for America 
Act: passed in 2010, but subject to change, 
the nation’s health care reform law that has 
extended some health care insurance to 
larger segments of the U.S. population

age cohort: an aggregate group of people 
born during the same time period

age discrimination: diff erent and unequal 
treatment of people based solely on their 
age

age prejudice: a negative attitude about 
an age group that is generalized to all 
people in that group

age stereotype: preconceived judgments 
about what diff erent age groups are like

age stratifi cation: the hierarchical ranking 
of age groups in society

ageism: the institutionalized practice of 
age prejudice and discrimination

age–sex (or age–gender) pyramid; 
also population pyramid: a graphic 
representation of the age and gender 
structure of a society

alienation: the feeling of powerlessness 
and separation from one’s group or society

altruistic suicide: the type of suicide 
that can occur when there is excessive 
regulation of individuals by social forces

anomic suicide: the type of suicide 
occurring when there are disintegrating 
forces in the society that make individuals 
feel lost or alone

anomie: the condition existing when 
social regulations (norms) in a society 
break down

anorexia nervosa: a condition 
characterized by compulsive dieting 
resulting in self-starvation

anticipatory socialization: the process of 
learning the expectations associated with a 
role one expects to enter in the future

anti-Semitism: the belief or behavior 
that defi nes Jewish people as inferior 

and that targets them for stereotyping, 
mistreatment, and acts of hatred

ascribed status: a status determined at 
birth

assimilation: process by which a minority 
becomes socially, economically, and 
culturally absorbed within the dominant 
society

attribution error: error made in 
attributing the causes for someone’s 
behavior to their membership in a 
particular group, such as a racial group

attribution theory: the principle that 
dispositional attributions are made about 
others (what the other is “really like”) 
under certain conditions, such as out-
group membership

authoritarian personality: a personality 
characterized by a tendency to rigidly 
categorize people and to submit to 
authority, rigidly conform, and be 
intolerant of ambiguity

authority: power that is perceived by 
others as legitimate

automation: the process by which human 
labor is replaced by machines

autonomous state model: a theoretical 
model of the state that interprets the 
state as developing interests of its own, 
independent of other interests

aversive racism: subtle, nonovert, and 
nonobvious racism

beliefs: shared ideas held collectively by 
people within a given culture

bilateral kinship: a kinship system where 
descent is traced through the father and the 
mother

biological determinism: explanations 
that attribute complex social phenomena 
to physical characteristics

bioterrorism: a form of terrorism 
involving the dispersion of chemical or 
biological substances intended to cause 
widespread disease and death

Brown vs. Board of Education: the 
1954 Supreme Court decision that ruled 
separate but equal public facilities to be 
unconstitutional

bureaucracy: a type of formal 
organization characterized by an authority 
hierarchy, a clear division of labor, explicit 
rules, and impersonality

capitalism: an economic system based 
on the principles of market competition, 
private property, and the pursuit of profi t

caste system: a system of stratifi cation 
(characterized by low social mobility) 

in which one’s place in the stratifi cation 
system is determined by birth

census: a count of the entire population of 
a country

charisma: a quality attributed to 
individuals believed by their followers to 
have special powers

charismatic authority: authority derived 
from the personal appeal of a leader

church: a formal organization that sees 
itself and is seen by society as a primary 
and legitimate religious institution

class: see social class

class consciousness: the awareness that 
a class structure exists and the feeling of 
shared identifi cation with others in one’s 
class with whom one perceives common 
life chances

class system:  the organized pattern of 
social class in society

coalition: an alliance formed by two or 
more individuals or groups against another 
individual or one or more groups in order 
to achieve certain ends 

coercive organization: organizations 
for which membership is involuntary; 
examples are prisons, mental hospitals

cohort (birth cohort): see age cohort

collective behavior (action): behavior 
that occurs when the usual conventions 
are suspended and people collectively 
establish new norms of behavior in 
response to an emerging situation

collective consciousness: the body of 
beliefs that are common to a community 
or society and that give people a sense of 
belonging

colonialism: system by which Western 
nations became wealthy by taking raw 
materials from other societies (the 
colonized) and reaping profi ts from 
products fi nished in the homeland

color-blind racism: ignoring legitimate 
racial, ethnic, and cultural diff erences 
between groups, thus denying the reality of 
such diff erences

coming out: the process of defi ning 
oneself as gay or lesbian

commodity chain: the network of 
production and labor processes by 
which a product becomes a fi nished 
commodity. By following the commodity 
chain, it is evident which countries gain 
profi ts and which ones are being 
exploited

communism: an economic system where 
the state is the sole owner of the systems of 
production
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deviant community: groups that are 
organized around particular forms of social 
deviance

deviant identity: the defi nition a person 
has of himself or herself as a deviant

diff erential association theory: theory 
that interprets deviance as behavior one 
learns through interaction with others

digital racial divide: indicates that 
Blacks and Hispanics are on average less 
likely than Whites to use digital modes 
of communication and information, 
particularly the Internet

discrimination: overt negative and 
unequal treatment of the members of 
some social group or stratum solely 
because of their membership in that group 
or stratum

disengagement theory: theory predicting 
that as people age, they gradually withdraw 
from participation in society and are 
simultaneously relieved of responsibilities

diversity: the variety of group experiences 
that result from the social structure of 
society

division of labor: the systematic 
interrelation of diff erent tasks that develops 
in complex societies

doing gender: a theoretical perspective 
that interprets gender as something 
accomplished through the ongoing social 
interactions people have with one another

dominant culture: the culture of the most 
powerful group in society

dominant group: the group that assigns a 
racial or ethnic group to subordinate status 
in society

downsizing: process by which an 
organization or bureaucracy decreases its 
size, such as by phasing out certain jobs 
and individuals, in order to cut operating 
costs

dual labor market: the division of the 
labor market into two segments: the 
primary and secondary labor markets

dyad: a group consisting of two people

economic restructuring: contemporary 
transformations in the basic structure 
of work that are permanently altering 
the workplace, including the changing 
composition of the workplace, 
deindustrialization, the use of enhanced 
technology, and the development of a 
global economy

economy: the system on which the 
production, distribution, and consumption 
of goods and services is based

educational attainment: the total years of 
formal education

ego: the part of the self representing 
reason and common sense

egoistic suicide: the type of suicide that 
occurs when people feel totally detached 
from society

elite deviance: the wrongdoing of 
powerful individuals and organizations

only in relationship to the cultural context 
in which it appears

culture: the complex system of meaning 
and behavior that defi nes the way of life for 
a given group or society

culture lag: the delay in cultural 
adjustments to changing social conditions

culture of poverty: the argument that 
poverty is a way of life and, like other 
cultures, is passed on from generation to 
generation

culture shock: the feeling of 
disorientation that can come when one 
encounters a new or rapidly changed 
cultural situation

cyberspace interaction: interaction 
occurring when two or more persons share 
a virtual reality experience via electronic 
communication and interaction with each 
other

cyberterrorism: the use of the computer 
to commit one or more terrorist acts

cyclical theory: the idea that societies go 
through a “life cycle,” for example, from 
idealistic through hedonistic culture and 
back to idealistic

data: the systematic information that 
sociologists use to investigate research 
questions

data analysis: the process by which 
sociologists organize collected data to 
discover what patterns and uniformities are 
revealed

debriefi ng: a process whereby the 
researcher explains the true purpose of a 
research study to the subject (respondent); 
usually done after completion of the study

debunking: looking behind the facades of 
everyday life

deductive reasoning: the process of 
creating a specifi c research question about 
a focused point, based on a more general 
or universal principle

deindividuation: the feeling that one’s self 
has merged with a group

deindustrialization: the transition from a 
predominantly goods-producing economy 
to one based on the provision of services

democracy: system of government based 
on the principle of representing all people 
through the right to vote

demography: the scientifi c study of 
population

dependency theory: the global theory 
maintaining that industrialized nations 
hold less-industrialized nations in a 
dependent, thus exploitative, relationship 
that benefi ts the industrialized nations at 
the expense of the less-industrialized ones

dependent variable: the variable that 
is a presumed eff ect (see independent 
variable)

deviance: behavior that is recognized as 
violating expected rules and norms

deviant career: continuing to be labeled 
as deviant even after the initial (primary) 
deviance may have ceased

concept: any abstract characteristic 
or attribute that has the potential to be 
measured

confl ict theory: a theoretical perspective 
that emphasizes the role of power and 
coercion in producing social order

conspicuous consumption: the 
ostentatious display of goods to mark one’s 
social status

contact theory: the theory that prejudice 
will be reduced through social interaction 
with those of diff erent race or ethnicity but 
of equal status

content analysis: the analysis of meanings 
in cultural artifacts such as books, songs, 
and other forms of cultural communication

contingent worker: those who do not 
hold regular jobs, but whose employment 
is dependent upon demand

controlled experiment: a method of 
collecting data that can determine whether 
something actually causes something else

core countries (core nations): within 
world systems theory, those nations that 
are more technologically advanced

correlation: the degree of positive (direct) 
or negative (inverse) association between 
two variables 

counterculture: subculture created as a 
reaction against the values of the dominant 
culture

covert participant observation: the form 
of participant observation wherein the 
observed individuals are not told that they 
are being studied

creationism: the belief that humans 
have evolved not via a Darwinian natural 
selection process, but via the action of a 
god

crime: one form of deviance; specifi cally, 
behavior that violates criminal laws

criminology: the study of crime from a 
scientifi c perspective

cross-tabulation: a table that shows how 
the categories of two variables are related

crude birthrate: the number of babies 
born each year for every 1000 members of 
the population

crude death rate: the number of deaths 
each year per 1000 members of the 
population

cult: a religious group devoted to a specifi c 
cause or charismatic leader

cultural capital: (also known as social 
capital) cultural resources that are socially 
designated as being worthy (such as 
knowledge of elite culture) and that give 
advantages to groups possessing such 
capital

cultural diff usion: the transmission of 
cultural elements from one society or 
cultural group to another

cultural hegemony: the pervasive 
and excessive infl uence of one culture 
throughout society

cultural relativism: the idea that 
something can be understood and judged 
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gendered institutions: the total pattern 
of gender relations that structure social 
institutions, including the stereotypical 
expectations, interpersonal relationships, 
and the diff erent placement of men and 
women that are found in institutions

generalization: applying information 
obtained on a small sample of units (such 
as people) to a larger population of the 
units

generalized other: an abstract composite 
of social roles and social expectations

gesellschaft: a type of society in which 
increasing importance is placed on the 
secondary relationships people have—that 
is, less intimate and more instrumental 
relationships

glass ceiling: popular concept referring 
to the limits that women and minorities 
experience in job mobility

global assembly line: an international 
division of labor where research and 
development is conducted in an industrial 
country (for example, United States, 
Germany, Japan), and the assembly of 
goods is done primarily in underdeveloped 
and poor nations, mostly by women and 
children

global culture: the diff usion of a single 
culture throughout the world

global economy: term used to refer to the 
fact that all dimensions of the economy 
now cross national borders

global outsourcing: process by which jobs 
are located overseas even while supporting 
U.S.-based businesses

global stratifi cation: the systematic 
inequalities between and among diff erent 
groups within nations that result from the 
diff erences in wealth, power, and prestige 
of diff erent societies relative to their 
position in the international economy

global warming: the systematic increase 
in worldwide surface temperatures

globalization: increased economic, 
political, and social interconnectedness 
and interdependence among societies in 
the world

government: those state institutions that 
represent the population and make rules 
that govern the society

greenhouse eff ect: a rise in the earth’s 
surface temperature caused by heat 
trapped by excess carbon dioxide in the 
atmosphere; global warming

gross national income (GNI): the total 
output of goods and services produced by 
residents of a country each year plus the 
income from nonresident sources, divided 
by the size of the population

group: a collection of individuals who 
interact and communicate, share goals 
and norms, and who have a subjective 
awareness as “we”

group size effect: the effect upon the 
person of groups of varying sizes

groupthink: the tendency for group 
members to reach a consensus at all 
costs

feminism: a way of thinking and acting that 
advocates a more just society for women

feminist theory: analyses of women 
and men in society intended to improve 
women’s lives

feminization of poverty: the process 
whereby a growing proportion of the poor 
are women and children

feral children: children who come of 
age with very little, if any, interaction with 
humans; “wild children”

fi rst-world countries: industrialized 
nations based on a market economy and 
with democratically elected governments

folkways: the general standards of 
behavior adhered to by a group

formal organization: a large secondary 
group organized to accomplish a complex 
task or set of tasks

forms of racism: types or versions of 
racism, such as traditional racism, aversive 
racism, institutional racism, and others

frames: specifi c schemes of interpretation 
that allow people to perceive, identify, 
and label events within their lives that can 
become the basis for collective action

functionalism: a theoretical perspective 
that interprets each part of society in terms 
of how it contributes to the stability of the 
whole society

game stage: the stage in childhood when 
children become capable of taking a 
multitude of roles at the same time

game theory: a mathematical theory that 
regards human interaction as a game, thus 
characterized by strategies, rewards and 
punishments, and winners and losers

gemeinschaft: German for community, a 
state characterized by a sense of common 
feeling among the members of a society, 
including strong personal ties, sturdy 
primary group memberships, and a 
sense of personal loyalty to one another; 
associated with rural life

gender: socially learned expectations and 
behaviors associated with members of each 
sex

gender apartheid: the extreme 
segregation and exclusion of women from 
public life

gender gap: gender diff erences in 
behavior, such as voting behavior

gender identity: one’s defi nition of self as 
a woman or man

gender inequality index: measure 
of three key components of women’s 
lives, including reproductive health, 
empowerment, and labor market status

gender segregation: the distribution of 
men and women in diff erent jobs in the 
labor force

gender socialization: the process 
by which men and women learn the 
expectations associated with their sex

gender stratifi cation: the hierarchical 
distribution of social and economic 
resources according to gender

emigration (vs. immigration): migration 
of people from one society to another (also 
called out-migration)

emotional labor: work that is explicitly 
intended to produce a desired state of mind 
in a client

empirical: refers to something that 
is based on careful and systematic 
observation

Enlightenment: the period in eighteenth- 
and nineteenth-century Europe 
characterized by faith in the ability of 
human reason to solve society’s problems

environmental racism: the dumping 
of toxic wastes with disproportionate 
frequency at or very near areas with high 
concentrations of minorities

epidemiology: the study of all factors—
biological, social, economic, and cultural—
that are associated with disease and health

Equal Rights Amendment: a 
constitutional principle, never passed, 
guaranteeing that equality of rights under 
the law shall not be denied or abridged on 
the basis of sex

estate system: a system of stratifi cation 
in which the ownership of property and 
the exercise of power is monopolized by 
an elite or noble class that has total control 
over societal resources

ethnic group: a social category of people 
who share a common culture, such as a 
common language or dialect, a common 
religion, or common norms, practices, and 
customs

ethnocentrism: the belief that one’s 
in-group is superior to all out-groups

ethnomethodology: a technique for 
studying human interaction by deliberately 
disrupting social norms and observing how 
individuals attempt to restore normalcy

eugenics: a social movement in the early 
twentieth century that sought to apply 
scientifi c principles of genetic selection to 
“improve” the off spring of the human race

evaluation research: research assessing 
the eff ect of policies and programs

expressive needs: needs for intimacy, 
companionship, and emotional support

extended families: the whole network of 
parents, children, and other relatives who 
form a family unit and often reside together

extreme poverty: the situation in which 
people live on less than $275 a year, or 75 
cents a day

false consciousness: the thought resulting 
from subordinate classes internalizing the 
view of the dominant class

family: a primary group of people—
usually related by ancestry, marriage, 
or adoption—who form a cooperative 
economic unit to care for any off spring 
(and each other) and who are committed to 
maintaining the group over time

Family and Medical Leave Act 
(FMLA): federal law requiring employers 
of a certain size to grant leave to employees 
for purposes of family care
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law: the written set of guidelines that 
defi ne what is right and wrong in society

liberal feminism: a feminist theoretical 
perspective asserting that the origin of 
women’s inequality is in traditions of 
the past that pose barriers to women’s 
advancement

life chances: the opportunities that people 
have in common by virtue of belonging to a 
particular class

life course: the connection between 
people’s personal attributes, the roles they 
occupy, the life events they experience, and 
the social and historical context of these 
events

life expectancy: the average number of 
years individuals and particular groups can 
expect to live

looking glass self: the idea that people’s 
conception of self arises through refl ection 
about their relationship to others

macroanalysis: analysis of the whole 
of society, how it is organized and how it 
changes

macrochange: gradual transformations 
in a society that occur on a broad scale and 
aff ect many aspects of a society

Malthusian theory: after T. R. Malthus, the 
principle that a population tends to grow 
faster than the subsistence (food) level 
needed to sustain it

mass media: channels of communication 
that are available to very wide segments of 
the population

master status: some characteristic of a 
person that overrides all other features of 
the person’s identity

material culture: the objects created in a 
given society

matriarchal religion: a religion based 
on the centrality of a female goddess or 
goddesses

matriarchy: a society or group in which 
women have power over men

matrilineal kinship: kinship systems in 
which family lineage (or ancestry) is traced 
through the mother

matrilocal: a pattern of family residence 
in which married couples reside with the 
family of the wife

McDonaldization: the increasing and 
ubiquitous presence of the fast-food model 
in vast numbers of organizations

mean: the sum of a set of values divided by 
the number of cases from which the values 
are obtained; an average

mechanical solidarity: unity based on 
similarity, not diff erence, of roles

median: the midpoint in a series of values 
that are arranged in numerical order

median income: the midpoint of all 
household incomes

Medicaid: a governmental assistance 
program that provides health care 
assistance for the poor, including the 
elderly

inductive reasoning: the process of 
arriving at general conclusions from 
specifi c observations

infant mortality rate: the number of 
deaths per year of infants under age 1 for 
every 1000 live births

informant: in covert participant 
observation research, single group member 
who provides “inside” information about 
the group being studied

informed consent: a formal 
acknowledgment by the research subject 
(respondent) that she/he understands the 
purpose of the research and agrees to be 
studied

institutional racism: racism involving 
notions of racial or ethnic inferiority that 
have become ingrained into society’s 
institutions

instrumental needs: emotionally neutral, 
task-oriented (goal-oriented) needs

interest group: a constituency in society 
organized to promote its own agenda

interlocking directorate: organizational 
linkages created when the same people sit 
on the boards of directors of a number of 
diff erent corporations

internalization: a process by which a part 
of culture becomes incorporated into the 
personality

international division of labor: system 
of labor whereby products are produced 
globally, while profi ts accrue only to a few

intersexed person: a person born with the 
physical characteristics of both sexes

issues: problems that aff ect large numbers 
of people and have their origins in the 
institutional arrangements and history of 
a society

job displacement: the permanent loss 
of certain job types when employment 
patterns shift, as when a manufacturing 
plant shuts down

kinship system: the pattern of 
relationships that defi ne people’s family 
relationships to one another

labeling theory: a theory that interprets 
the responses of others as most signifi cant 
in understanding deviant behavior

labor force participation rate: the 
percentage of those in a given category who 
are employed

laissez-faire racism: maintaining the 
status quo of racial groups by persistent 
stereotyping and blaming of minorities 
themselves for achievement and 
socioeconomic gaps between groups

language: a set of symbols and rules that, 
when put together in a meaningful way, 
provides a complex communication system

latent functions: subtle, unintended 
consequences of an institutional element 
of which the participants (the people) are 
usually unaware

hate crime: assaults and other malicious 
acts (including crimes against property) 
motivated by various forms of bias, 
including that based on race, religion, 
sexual orientation, ethnic and national 
origin, or disability

Hawthorne eff ect: the eff ect of the 
research process itself on the groups or 
individuals being studied; hence, the 
act of studying them often itself changes 
them

hermaphroditism: a condition produced 
when irregularities in chromosome 
formation or fetal diff erentiation produces 
persons with biologically mixed sex 
characteristics

heterosexism: the institutionalization 
of heterosexuality as the only socially 
legitimate sexual orientation

homophobia: the fear and hatred of 
homosexuality

human capital theory: a theory that 
explains diff erences in wages as the 
result of diff erences in the individual 
characteristics of the workers

hypersegregation: a pattern of extreme 
racial, ethnic, and/or social class 
residential segregation, such that nearly all 
individuals in an area are of one such group

hypothesis: a statement about what one 
expects to fi nd in research

id: the part of the personality that includes 
various impulses and drives, including 
sexual passions and desires, biological 
urges, and human instincts

identity: how one defi nes oneself

ideology: a belief system that tries to 
explain and justify the status quo

imitation stage: the stage in childhood 
when children copy the behavior of those 
around them

immigration (vs. emigration): the 
migration of people into a society from 
outside it (also called in-migration)

impression management: a process 
by which people attempt to control how 
others perceive them

imprinting: a process whereby a newly 
hatched or newborn member of a species 
attaches itself to the fi rst object “seen” 
by it, whether it is the mother or not, 
and whether it is an animal, human, or a 
physical object

income: the amount of money brought 
into a household from various sources 
during a given year (wages, investment 
income, dividends, etc.)

independent variable: a variable that is 
the presumed cause of a particular result 
(see dependent variable)

index crimes: the FBI’s tallying of violent 
crimes of murder, manslaughter, rape, 
robbery, and aggravated assault, plus 
property crimes

indicator: something that points to or 
refl ects an abstract concept
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peripheral countries (nations): poor 
countries, largely agricultural, having little 
power or infl uence in the world system

personal crimes: violent or nonviolent 
crimes directed against people

personal transformation 
movements: social movements that aim 
to change the individual

personality: the cluster of needs, drives, 
attitudes, predispositions, feelings, and 
beliefs that characterize a given person

play stage: the stage in childhood when 
children begin to take on the roles of 
signifi cant people in their environment

pluralism: pattern whereby groups 
maintain their distinctive culture and 
history

pluralist model: a theoretical model 
of power in society as coming from the 
representation of diverse interests of 
diff erent groups in society

polarization shift: a shift of group opinion 
in terms of risk, either an increase or a 
decrease in degree of risk, from before 
discussion to after discussion

political action committees (PACs): 
groups of people who organize to support 
candidates they feel will represent their 
views

political process theory: explanation 
of social movements positing that 
movements achieve success by exploiting 
a combination of internal organizational 
factors as well as external changes in 
society

polygamy: a marriage practice in which 
either men or women can have multiple 
marriage partners

polytheism: the worship of more than one 
deity

Ponzi scheme: a criminal method (a 
type of “pyramid scheme”) of using new 
investors’ funds to pay off  original investors 
under the guise that the funds are being 
legitimately invested in stocks and bonds

popular culture: the beliefs, practices, and 
objects that are part of everyday traditions

population: a relatively large collection 
of people (or other unit) that a researcher 
studies and about which generalizations 
are made

population density: the number of people 
per square mile

positivism: a system of thought that 
regards scientifi c observation to be the 
highest form of knowledge

postindustrial society: a society 
economically dependent upon the 
production and distribution of services, 
information, and knowledge

poverty line: the fi gure established by 
the government to indicate the amount of 
money needed to support the basic needs 
of a household

power: a person or group’s ability to 
exercise influence and control over 
others

growth and have emerged as developed 
countries

nonmaterial culture: the norms, laws, 
customs, ideas, and beliefs of a group of 
people

nonverbal communication: 
communication by means other than 
speech, as by touch, gestures, use of 
distance, eye movements, and so on

normative organization: an organization 
having a voluntary membership and that 
pursues goals; examples are the PTA or a 
political party

norms: the specifi c cultural expectations 
for how to act in a given situation

nuclear family: family in which a married 
couple resides together with their children

occupational prestige: the subjective 
evaluation people give to jobs as better or 
worse than others

occupational segregation: a pattern 
in which diff erent groups of workers are 
separated into diff erent occupations

old-fashioned racism: overt and obvious 
expressions of racism, such as physical 
assaults, lynchings, and other such acts 
against a minority

organic (contractual) solidarity: unity 
based on role diff erentiation, not similarity

organic metaphor: refers to the similarity 
early sociologists saw between society and 
other organic systems

organized crime: crime committed by 
organized groups, typically involving the 
illegal provision of goods and services to 
others

out-group homogeneity eff ect: the 
tendency for an in-group member to 
perceive members of any out-group as 
similar or identical to each other

outsourcing: transferring a specialized 
task or job from one organization to a 
diff erent organization, usually in another 
country, as a cost-saving device

overt participant observation: the form 
of participant observation wherein the 
observed individuals are told that they are 
being studied

participant observation: a method 
whereby the sociologist becomes both a 
participant in the group being studied and 
a scientifi c observer of the group

patriarchal religion: religion in which 
the beliefs and practices of the religion are 
based on male power and authority

patriarchy: a society or group where men 
have power over women

patrilineal kinship: a kinship system that 
traces descent through the father

patrilocal: a pattern of family residence 
in which married couples reside with the 
family of the husband

peers: those of similar status

percentage: the number of parts per 
hundred

medicalization of deviance: explanations 
of deviant behavior that interpret deviance 
as the result of individual pathology or 
sickness

Medicare: a governmental assistance 
program established in the 1960s to provide 
health services for older Americans

meritocracy: a system in which 
one’s status is based on merit or 
accomplishments

microanalysis: analysis of the smallest, 
most immediately visible parts of social life, 
such as people interacting

microchange: subtle alterations in the 
day-to-day interaction between people, 
such as a fad “catching on”

minority group: any distinct group 
in society that shares common group 
characteristics and is forced to occupy low 
status in society because of prejudice and 
discrimination

mode: the most frequently appearing 
score among a set of scores

modernization: a process of social 
and cultural change that is initiated by 
industrialization and followed by 
increased social diff erentiation and 
division of labor

modernization theory: a view of 
globalization in which global development 
is a worldwide process aff ecting nearly 
all societies that have been touched by 
technological change

monogamy: the marriage practice of 
a sexually exclusive marriage with one 
spouse at a time

monotheism: the worship of a single god

mores: strict norms that control moral and 
ethical behavior

multidimensional poverty index: 
measure of poverty that accounts for 
health, education, and the standard of 
living

multinational corporation: corporations 
that conduct business across national 
borders

multiracial feminism: form of feminist 
theory noting the exclusion of women 
of color from other forms of theory and 
centering its analysis in the experiences of 
all women

nationalism: the strong identity 
associated with an extreme sense of 
allegiance to one’s culture or nation

neocolonialism: a form of control of 
poor countries by rich countries, but 
without direct political or military 
involvement

net worth: the value of one’s fi nancial 
assets minus debt

new social movement theory: a theory 
about social movements linking culture, 
ideology, and identity conceptually to 
explain how new identities are forged 
within social movements

newly industrializing countries 
(NICs): countries that have shown rapid 
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risky shift (also polarization shift): the 
tendency for group members, after 
discussion and interaction, to engage in 
riskier behavior than they would while 
alone

rite of passage: ceremony or ritual that 
symbolizes the passage of an individual 
from one role to another

ritual: symbolic activities that express a 
group’s spiritual convictions

role: behavior others expect from a person 
associated with a particular status

role confl ict: two or more roles associated 
with contradictory expectations

role modeling: imitation of the behavior 
of an admired other

role set: all roles occupied by a person at 
a given time

role strain: confl icting expectations within 
the same role

sacred: that which is set apart from 
ordinary activity, seen as holy, and 
protected by special rites and rituals

salience principle: categorizing people 
on the basis of what initially appears 
prominent about them

sample: any subset of units from a 
population that a researcher studies

Sapir–Whorf hypothesis: a theory that 
language determines other aspects of 
culture because language provides the 
categories through which social reality is 
defi ned and perceived

scapegoat theory: argument that 
dominant group aggression is directed 
toward a minority as a substitute for 
frustration with some other problem

schooling: socialization that involves 
formal and institutionalized aspects of 
education

scientifi c method: the steps in a research 
process, including observation, hypothesis 
testing, analysis of data, and generalization

secondary group: a group that is relatively 
large in number and not as intimate or long 
in duration as a primary group

second-world countries: socialist 
countries with state-managed economies 
and typically without a democratically 
elected government

sect: groups that have broken off  from an 
established church

secular: the ordinary beliefs of daily life 
that are specifi cally not religious

segregation: the spatial and social 
separation of racial and ethnic groups

self: our concept of who we are, as formed 
in relationship to others

self-concept: a person’s image and 
evaluation of important aspects of oneself

self-fulfi lling prophecy: the process by 
which merely applying a label changes 
behavior and thus tends to justify the label

semiperipheral countries: semi-
industrialized countries that represent 

that group, as intellectually, socially, and 
culturally inferior to one’s own group

radical feminism: feminist theoretical 
perspective that interprets patriarchy as the 
primary cause of women’s oppression

random sample: a sample that gives 
everyone in the population an equal 
chance of being selected

rate: parts per some number (e.g., per 
10,000; per 100,000)

rational–legal authority: authority 
stemming from rules and regulations, 
typically written down as laws, procedures, 
or codes of conduct

reactionary movements: social 
movements organized to resist change 
or to reinstate an earlier social order that 
participants perceive to be better

reference group: any group (to which 
one may or may not belong) used by the 
individual as a standard for evaluating her 
or his attitudes, values, and behaviors

refl ection hypothesis: the idea that the 
mass media refl ect the values of the general 
population

reform movements: social movements 
that seek change through legal or other 
mainstream political means, by working 
within existing institutions

relative poverty: a defi nition of poverty 
that is set in comparison to a set standard

reliability: the likelihood that a particular 
measure would produce the same results if 
the measure were repeated

religion: an institutionalized system of 
symbols, beliefs, values, and practices by 
which a group of people interprets and 
responds to what they feel is sacred and 
that provides answers to questions of 
ultimate meaning

religiosity: the intensity and consistency 
of practice of a person’s (or group’s) faith

religious extremism: actions and beliefs 
that are driven by high levels of religious 
intolerance

replication study: research that is 
repeated exactly, but on a diff erent group of 
people at a diff erent point in time

research design: the overall logic and 
strategy underlying a research project

resegregation: the process by which once 
integrated schools become more racially 
segregated

residential segregation: the spatial 
separation of racial and ethnic groups in 
diff erent residential areas

resocialization: the process by which 
existing social roles are radically altered or 
replaced

resource mobilization theory: theory 
of how social movements develop 
that focuses on how movements gain 
momentum by successfully garnering 
organizational resources

revolution: the overthrow of a state or 
the total transformation of central state 
institutions

power elite model: a theoretical model 
of power positing a strong link between 
government and business

predictive validity: the extent to which a 
test accurately predicts later college grades 
or some other criterion, such as likelihood 
of graduating

preindustrial society: one that directly 
uses, modifi es, and/or tills the land as a 
major means of survival

prejudice: the negative evaluation of a 
social group, and individuals within that 
group, based upon conceptions about that 
social group that are held despite facts that 
contradict it

prestige: the value with which diff erent 
groups or people are judged

primary group: a group characterized 
by intimate, face-to-face interaction and 
relatively long-lasting relationships

profane: that which is of the everyday, 
secular world and is specifi cally not 
religious

propaganda: information disseminated 
by a group or organization (such as the 
state) intended to justify its own power

property crimes: crimes involving theft of 
or harm to property without bodily harm to 
the victim(s)

Protestant ethic: belief that hard work and 
self-denial lead to salvation

proxemic communication: meaning 
conveyed by the amount of space between 
interacting individuals

psychoanalytic theory: a theory of 
socialization positing that the unconscious 
mind shapes human behavior

qualitative research: research that is 
somewhat less structured than quantitative 
research but that allows more depth of 
interpretation and nuance in what people 
say and do

quantitative research: research that uses 
numerical analysis

queer theory: a theoretical perspective 
that recognizes the socially constructed 
nature of sexual identity

race: a social category, or social 
construction, that we treat as distinct on 
the basis of certain characteristics, some 
biological, that have been assigned social 
importance in the society

racial formation: process by which groups 
come to be defi ned as a “race” through 
social institutions such as the law and the 
schools

racial profi ling: the use of race alone as 
the criterion for deciding whether to stop 
and detain someone on suspicion of their 
having committed a crime

racialization: a process whereby some 
social category, such as a social class or 
nationality, is assigned what are perceived 
to be race characteristics

racism: the perception and treatment 
of a racial or ethnic group, or member of 
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sociology: the study of human behavior 
in society

spatial mismatch: the pattern whereby 
jobs are located in geographic area located 
away from groups who need work

spurious correlation: a false correlation 
between X and Y, produced by their 
relationship to some third variable (Z) 
rather than by a true causal relationship to 
each other

standardized ability test: tests given to 
large populations and scored with respect 
to population averages

state: the organized system of power and 
authority in society

status: an established position in a social 
structure that carries with it a degree of 
prestige

status attainment: the process by which 
people end up in a given position in the 
stratifi cation system

status inconsistency: exists when 
the diff erent statuses occupied by the 
individual bring with them signifi cantly 
diff erent amounts of prestige

status set: the complete set of statuses 
occupied by a person at a given time

stereotype: an oversimplifi ed set of beliefs 
about the members of a social group or 
social stratum that is used to categorize 
individuals of that group

stereotype interchangeability: the 
principle that negative stereotypes are 
often interchangeable from one racial 
group (or gender or social class) to another

stereotype threat: the eff ect of a negative 
stereotype about one’s self upon one’s own 
test performance

stigma: an attribute that is socially 
devalued and discredited

Stockholm Syndrome: a process whereby 
a captured person identifi es with the captor 
as a result of becoming inadvertently 
dependent upon the captor

structural strain theory: a theory that 
interprets deviance as originating in the 
tensions that exist in society between 
cultural goals and the means people have 
to achieve those goals

subculture: the culture of groups 
whose values and norms of behavior are 
somewhat diff erent from those of the 
dominant culture

superego: the dimension of the self 
representing the cultural standards of 
society

symbolic interaction theory: a theoretical 
perspective claiming that people act toward 
things because of the meaning things have 
for them

symbols: things or behavior to which 
people give meaning

taboos: those behaviors that bring the 
most serious sanctions

tactile communication: patterns of 
touch, infl uenced by gender, that express 

social diff erentiation: the process by 
which diff erent statuses in any group, 
organization, or society develop

social epidemiology: the study of the 
eff ects of social and cultural factors upon 
disease and health

social facts: social patterns that are 
external to individuals

social institution: an established and 
organized system of social behavior with a 
recognized purpose

social interaction: behavior between two 
or more people that is given meaning

social learning theory: a theory of 
socialization positing that the formation 
of identity is a learned response to social 
stimuli

social media: the term used to refer to the 
vast networks of social interaction that new 
media have created 

social mobility: a person’s movement 
over time from one class to another

social movement: a group that acts 
with some continuity and organization to 
promote or resist social change in society

social network: a set of links between 
individuals or other social units such as 
groups or organizations

social organization: the order established 
in social groups

social sanctions: mechanisms of social 
control that enforce norms

social stratifi cation: a relatively fi xed 
hierarchical arrangement in society by 
which groups have diff erent access to 
resources, power, and perceived social 
worth; a system of structured social 
inequality

social structure: the patterns of social 
relationships and social institutions that 
make up society

social/political change movement: a 
type of social movement that intends to 
change some status quo aspect of society, 
such as the civil rights movement or the 
environmental movement

socialism: an economic institution 
characterized by state ownership and 
management of the basic industries

socialist feminism: a feminist theoretical 
perspective that interprets the origins of 
women’s oppression as lying in the system 
of capitalism

socialization: the process through which 
people learn the expectations of society

socialization agents: those who pass on 
social expectations

society: a system of social interaction 
that includes both culture and social 
organization

socioeconomic status (SES): a measure 
of class standing, typically indicated 
by income, occupational prestige, and 
educational attainment

sociological imagination: the ability to 
see the societal patterns that infl uence 
individual and group life

a kind of middle class within the world 
system

serendipity: unanticipated, yet 
informative, results of a research study

sex: used to refer to biological identity as 
male or female

sex ratio (gender ratio): the number of 
males per 100 females

sex traffi  cking: refers to the practice 
whereby women, usually very young 
women, are forced by fraud or coercion 
into commercial sex acts

sexual harassment: unwanted physical 
or verbal sexual behavior that occurs in the 
context of a relationship of unequal power 
and that is experienced as a threat to the 
victim’s job or educational activities

sexual identity: the defi nition of oneself 
that is formed around one’s sexual 
relationships

sexual orientation: the attraction that 
people feel for people of the same or 
diff erent sex

sexual politics: the link feminists argue 
exists between sexuality and power and 
between sexuality and race, class, and 
gender oppression

sexual revolution: the widespread 
changes in men’s and women’s roles and a 
greater public acceptance of sexuality as a 
normal part of social development

sexual scripts: the ideas taught to us 
about what is appropriate sexual behavior 
for a person of our gender

sexual tourism: practice whereby people 
travel to particular parts of the world 
specifi cally to engage in commercial sexual 
activities

signifi cant others: those with whom we 
have a close affi  liation

social capital: see cultural capital

social change: the alteration of social 
interaction, social institutions, stratifi cation 
systems, and elements of culture over time

social change movements: movements 
that aim to change some aspect of society

social class: the social structural 
hierarchical position groups hold relative 
to the economic, social, political, and 
cultural resources of society

social construction perspective: a 
theoretical perspective that explains sexual 
identity (or any other identity) as created 
and learned within a cultural, social, and 
historical context

social control: the process by which 
groups and individuals within those groups 
are brought into conformity with dominant 
social expectations

social control agents: those who regulate 
and administer the response to deviance, 
such as the police or mental health workers

social control theory: theory that explains 
deviance as the result of the weakening of 
social bonds

social Darwinism: the idea that society 
evolves to allow the survival of the fi ttest
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validity: the degree to which an indicator 
accurately measures or refl ects a concept

values: the abstract standards in a society 
or group that defi ne ideal principles

variable: something that can have more 
than one value or score

verstehen: the process of understanding 
social behavior from the point of view of 
those engaged in it

victimless crimes: violations of law not 
listed in the FBI’s serious crime index, such 
as gambling or prostitution

wealth: the monetary value of everything 
one actually owns

work: productive human activity that 
produces something of value, either goods 
or services

world cities: cities that are closely linked 
through the system of international 
commerce

world systems theory: theory that 
capitalism is a single world economy and 
that there is a worldwide system of unequal 
political and economic relationships that 
benefi t the technologically advanced 
countries at the expense of the less 
technologically advanced

xenophobia: the fear and hatred of 
foreigners

zero-sum game: an interpersonal game in 
which for all concerned, the total amount 
of reward (winnings) exactly equals the 
total amount of punishment (losses)

certain people or groups legitimate power 
in society

transgendered: those who deviate from 
the binary (that is, male or female) system 
of gender

transnational family: families where one 
parent (or both) lives and works in one 
country while the children remain in their 
country of origin

triad: a group consisting of three people

triadic segregation: the tendency for a 
triad to separate into a dyad and an isolate

troubles: privately felt problems that 
come from events or feelings in one 
individual’s life

underemployment: the condition of 
being employed at a skill level below 
what would be expected given a person’s 
training, experience, or education

unemployment rate: the percentage of 
those not working, but offi  cially defi ned as 
looking for work

urban underclass: a grouping of people, 
largely minority and poor, who live at the 
absolute bottom of the socioeconomic 
ladder in urban areas

urbanization: the process by which a 
community acquires the characteristics of 
city life

utilitarian organization: a profi t or 
nonprofi t organization that pays its 
employees salaries or wages; examples 
are Ford Motor Co. (for profi t); Microsoft 
Corp. (for profi t); a college or university 
(nonprofi t)

emotional support, assert power, or express 
sexual interest

taking the role of the other: the process 
of imagining oneself from the point of view 
of another

teacher expectancy eff ect: the eff ect of 
the teacher’s expectations on the student’s 
actual performance, independent of the 
student’s ability

Temporary Assistance to Needy Families 
(TANF): federal program by which grants 
are given to states to fund welfare

tenure: a guarantee of continuing 
employment in an organization

terrorism: the unlawful use of force or 
violence against persons or property to 
intimidate or coerce a government or 
population in furtherance of political or 
social objectives

third-world countries: countries that 
are poor, underdeveloped, largely rural, 
and with high levels of poverty; typically 
governments in such countries are 
autocratic dictatorships and wealth is 
concentrated in the hands of a small elite

Title IX: legislation that prohibits 
schools that receive federal funds from 
discriminating based on gender

total institution: an organization cut off  
from the rest of society in which individuals 
are subject to strict social control

totem: an object or living thing that a 
religious group regards with special awe 
and reverence

tracking: grouping, or stratifying, students 
in school on the basis of ability test scores

traditional authority: authority stemming 
from long-established patterns that give 
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