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Introduction: Life, Practice, 

and Promise

1

Iam a practicing sociologist, and this book is about what it is that
I practice and what it means and why it matters. This book is
about how the practice finds its way into almost every aspect of

life, from headlines in the morning paper to the experience of grow-
ing older to the ravages of war, injustice, oppression, and terrorism
in the world. It is about things small and large, things simple and
things complex far beyond what we can imagine.

I practice sociology in many ways. I practice it when I think
about how social life works, when I write books, when I work with
people trying to see what’s going on in the world and our lives in it.
I practice as a public speaker and workshop facilitator to help solve
the dilemmas of a diverse and difficult world in which race, gender,
sexual orientation, disability status, and other forms of privilege,
power, and oppression cast dark shadows over people’s lives. I prac-
tice when I read a newspaper or turn on the television or go to the
movies. I practice when I walk down a street, shop in a market, or
sit in a sidewalk restaurant, sip a cup of coffee, and watch the world
go by and wonder what life really is all about, what this stream of



interconnected people’s lives consists of, what knits it all together
and what tears it apart, and what, as my students would say, it’s got
to do with me.

I practice sociology for many reasons. I practice it because there
is so much unnecessary suffering in the world, and to do something
about that suffering we need to understand where it comes from. In
this sense, practicing sociology has a profoundly moral dimension. I
don’t mean “moral” in the sense of being good instead of bad, but
“moral” in a deeper and broader sense that touches on the essence
of what we’re about as human beings and what our life together
consists of. It is impossible to study social life for very long without
coming up against the consequences that social life produces, and a
lot of these consequences do such damage to people’s lives that, un-
less we find ways to deny or ignore reality, we feel compelled to ask,
“Why?” And once we ask that question, we need tools to help make
sense of where it leads and to imagine how we might go from there
toward something better.

We can’t help but be part of the problem, but practicing sociol-
ogy is a way to also be part of the solution. This not only helps the
world but also makes it easier to live in, especially given how crazy a
place it can be. It helps to be able to see how one thing is connected
to another, and, in that, how to find ways to make a difference, how-
ever small. We can’t change the world all by ourselves, but we can
make informed decisions about how to participate in it and thereby
help turn the world toward something better, even if it’s just in our
neighborhoods or families or where we work or go to school.

I wouldn’t do all this if I didn’t believe something better was
possible, so I have to add faith to my list of reasons for practicing so-
ciology. I believe that the choices we make as individuals matter be-
yond our lives more than we can imagine, that things don’t have to
be the way they are but that they won’t get better all by themselves.
We need to do something, and what we do needs to be based on
more than hunches and personal opinion and prejudice. We need
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systematic ways to figure things out, and that’s what sociological
practice offers.

I also practice sociology because it helps me keep in touch with
the essence of my own life in the world, for sociology isn’t simply
about some larger world “out there.” It’s also about us in the world
and the connection between the two, which means it can take us to-
ward basic truths about who we are and what our lives are about. I
practice it because it reminds me that for all that we think we know
about things, beneath that is all that we don’t know, which is good
reason to feel some awe from time to time.

There are times, for example, when I am amazed that social life
works at all, that we’re able to live and work together as much as we
do, to talk, dream, imagine, fight, and create. There is something
miraculous about the simplest conversation, miraculous in the
sense that there is a core truth about how it happens that we can
never get to. We can contemplate the miracle of things by taking
ourselves toward the limit of what we can know. And we can feel the
fringe of core truths and how our lives are part of them. So, while my
practice is usually “about” understanding the world, it is also about
keeping myself in touch with the essentially unknowable essence of
human existence that lies beneath.

Practicing sociology is a way to observe the world and to think
about and make sense of it. It is also a way to be in the world and of
the world, to play a meaningful role in the life of our species as it
shapes and reshapes itself into the mystery of what’s going on and
what it’s got to do with us.

Practice What?

Most people probably have some notion of what I mean by “sociol-
ogy,” but I doubt that it looks much like sociology as it’s practiced. If
you’ve ever looked at a typical introductory sociology text (the only
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glimpse of sociology that most people ever have), you probably see so-
ciology as a collection of facts and terms about almost everything,
from the family to economics to politics to crime to religion to the in-
tricacies of conversation. It’s like high school social studies, but at a
higher level. Looking at all these varied aspects of social life isn’t by it-
self sociological, however, because many disciplines look at these same
areas. Criminal lawyers, legal scholars, and judges, for example, study
crime; economists study economics; political scientists study politics;
anthropologists, psychologists, historians, and divorce lawyers study
families. But this doesn’t mean they’re practicing sociology.

This is why vague definitions of sociology as “about” groups and
societies or “about” social life aren’t of much use. Since few words
are as vague as about, sociology winds up meaning pretty much
whatever you want it to mean, which gets close to meaning nothing
at all. This makes it easy to think that sociological practice is every-
where, that when the New York Times or CNN or PBS or your fa-
vorite blog comments on something “social,” they’re practicing
sociology. It’s also easy to think we can learn as much from reading
the newspaper and watching television or surfing the Web as we can
by practicing sociology. As a result, many sociologists go out of their
way to impress upon people that what they do is more than com-
mon sense. They’re right, of course; it is much more than common
sense (now I’ve done it, too), but having to convince people that it
is more than common sense is a situation that sociologists have
largely brought upon themselves, digging a hole with one hand
while trying to fill it in with the other.

You also won’t find a clear sense of sociology by looking at schol-
arly journals. It’s not that the authors aren’t practicing sociology. It’s
that they’re so far removed from caring to explain the essence of
what they’re doing that it gets buried beneath layers of data and
theory, implicit rather than explicit. Since most sociologists write
primarily for one another, they seem to assume that the question of
what sociology really amounts to isn’t worth figuring out, much less
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articulating so that people outside the field can understand it. You
could read several years’ worth of journal articles without getting a
clue as to what it is that makes them all sociological.

For some sociologists, the lack of a clear sense of sociology isn’t
so much a problem as it is the nature of things. There is no one so-
ciology, they argue, but instead a diversity of sociologies. It’s futile,
even presumptuous, to look for a “grand narrative” that explains
everything in one fell swoop. It’s old-fashioned, rigid, and overly
modernist. Even worse, it won’t work.

It’s undeniable that sociology encompasses a dazzling collection
of ideas and methods and points of interest, and it’s undoubtedly
true that no theory can explain everything. But if the nature of
things is that sociology revolves around many different “narratives,”
we still have to ask ourselves what it is about these narratives that jus-
tifies calling them all “sociological.” If we can’t answer that in a rea-
sonably clear and straightforward way, then it’s hard to see why
anyone would take sociological practice seriously. Without that,
without some way for people to grasp the defining essence of what
sociologists do and why they do it, all the research and theory in the
world won’t amount to much except for sociologists.

That is why I’ve written this book. The premise for The Forest
and the Trees is a hypothetical situation I put myself in when I
started writing it. If sociology could teach everyone just one thing, if
it could pass along just one central insight, what would that be?
Would it be something about the family? About political institu-
tions? About social inequality? About the use of language in social
interaction? About conflict theory, exchange theory, functionalism,
postmodernism, or any of the other theoretical perspectives sociolo-
gists have used over the years? Would it, in short, be some piece of
data or a term or a theory from the mountain of data, terms, and
theories that fall under the general heading of “sociology”?

I don’t think so, or, at least, I hope not. Far simpler and more
powerful is a core idea that serves as a starting point, a gateway
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opening onto questions that in turn point toward everything else. By
itself, such an idea doesn’t explain anything (that wouldn’t be the
point). Instead, it defines a core view of reality on which sociological
practice of all kinds is based, consciously or not, and provides a
touchstone for what it means to do sociology.

When I say that I practice sociology, I refer to that core view,
that common ground that joins so many kinds of work. This book is
one practicing sociologist’s answer to the hypothetical, the core in-
sight with the greatest potential and promise to transform how we
see the world and ourselves in it. This book is about what that core
view is and why it matters that we understand it, use it, live it, and
pass it on.
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The Forest, the Trees, and 

the One Thing

7

In practicing sociology, I work in universities, schools, and other
organizations with people who are trying to deal with issues of
privilege and oppression organized around various differences

that occur among human beings, often referred to as “diversity.” In
the simplest sense, diversity is about the variety of people in the
world, the varied mix of gender, race, age, social class, disability sta-
tus, ethnicity, religion, and other social characteristics. In the United
States, for example, the population is rapidly changing as a result of
immigration from Asia and Latin America.

If the changing mix were all that diversity amounted to, there
wouldn’t be a problem since in so many ways, differences are what
make life interesting and enhance creativity. Compared with homo-
geneous groups, for example, diverse groups are usually better with
problems that require creative solutions. To be sure, diversity brings
with it difficulties such as language barriers and different ways of
doing things that can confuse or irritate people. But humans are the
species with the “big brain,” the adaptable ones who learn quickly,
so learning to get along with different kinds of people shouldn’t be a



problem we can’t handle. Like travelers in a strange land, we can
simply learn about one another and make room for differences and
figure out how to make good use of them.

As most people know, however, in the world as it is, difference
amounts to more than just variety. Difference is also used as a basis
for including some and excluding others, for rewarding some more
and others less, for treating some with respect and dignity and some
as if they were less than fully human or not even there. Difference is
used as a basis for privilege, from reserving for some the simple hu-
man dignity that everyone should have to the extreme of deciding
who lives and who dies.1 The resulting patterns of inequality and op-
pression not only ruin people’s lives, but also create division and re-
sentment fed by injustice and suffering that eat away at the core of
life in communities, workplaces, schools, and other social situations.

There are places where the importance of feeling accepted and
valued for who you are and what you can do is taken seriously. One
way to bring this about is to run programs to help people see the
consequences of what’s really going on, how those consequences af-
fect people in different ways, and what they can do about it to create
something better. The hardest thing about this work is that people
are so reluctant to talk about privilege, especially those who belong
to privileged groups. When the subject of race and racism comes
up, for example, white people often withdraw into silence as if para-
lyzed by guilt or other feelings they don’t dare express. Or they push
back, angry and defensive, as if they were being personally attacked
and blamed for something they didn’t do.

This is what happened in 2005 when the city of New Orleans was
devastated by Hurricane Katrina. In the aftermath, thousands of peo-
ple were left stranded in the city without adequate water, food, or
shelter, and no one who watched the news could fail to notice that
those left behind were overwhelmingly people of color. In the weeks
that followed, as the slowness of the federal response to the disaster
and its victims deepened the level of misery and turned a natural dis-
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aster into a national disgrace, there were those who tried to begin a
national dialogue about race and class in the United States. Almost
immediately, however, the idea that the racial patterns of experience
in New Orleans might have had anything to do with race provoked a
storm of denial and near outrage from many in the white population,
from the president on down, with a large majority reporting the belief
that what happened in New Orleans had nothing to do with race.2

Because members of privileged groups often react negatively to
the idea of looking at privilege and oppression, women, blacks, Lati-
nos and Latinas, gays, lesbians, people with disabilities, workers, and
other subordinate groups may not bring it up. They know how easily
privilege can be used to retaliate against them for challenging the
status quo and making people feel uncomfortable. So, rather than
look at the reality of privilege and oppression, the typical pattern is
to choose between two equally futile alternatives: to be stuck in cy-
cles of guilt, blame, and defensiveness, or to avoid talking about is-
sues of privilege at all. Either way, the old destructive patterns and
their consequences for people’s lives continue.

Why does this happen? A major reason is that people tend to
think of things only in terms of individuals, as if a society or a univer-
sity were nothing more than a collection of people living in a particu-
lar time and place. Many writers have pointed out how individualism
affects social life by isolating us from one another, promoting divisive
competition, and making it harder to sustain a sense of community,
of all of us being in this together. But individualism does more than
affect how we participate in social life. It also affects how we think
about social life and how we make sense of it.

If we think everything begins and ends with individuals—their
personalities, life stories, feelings, and behavior—then it’s easy to
think that social problems must come down to flaws in individual
character. If we have a drug problem, it must be because individuals
just can’t or won’t say “no.” If there are racism, sexism, heterosex-
ism, classism, and other forms of privilege and oppression, it must
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be because of people who for some reason have the personal “need”
to behave in racist, sexist, and other oppressive ways. If there is ter-
rorism in the world, it must be because there are certain kinds of
people—terrorists—who by their nature feel compelled to engage in
terrorist behavior. In short, if evil consequences occur in social life, it
is because of evil people and their evil ways and motives.

If we think about the world in this way—which is especially
common in the United States—then it’s easy to see why members
of privileged groups become upset when they’re asked to look at the
benefits that go along with belonging to that particular group and
the price those benefits require other groups to pay. When women,
for example, talk about how sexism affects them, individualistic
thinking encourages men to hear this as a personal accusation: “If
women are oppressed, then I’m an evil oppressor who wants to op-
press them.” Since no man wants to see himself as a bad person, and
since most men probably don’t consciously intend to act in oppres-
sive ways toward women, men may feel unfairly attacked.

In the United States, individualism goes back to the nineteenth
century and, beyond that, to the European Enlightenment and the
certainties of modernist thinking. It was in this period that the ra-
tional mind of the individual person was recognized and elevated to
a dominant position in the hierarchy of things, separated from and
placed above even religion and God. The roots of individualistic
thinking in the United States trace in part to the work of William
James, who helped pioneer the field of psychology. Later, individual-
ism was deepened in Europe and the United States by Sigmund
Freud’s revolutionary insights into the existence of the subconscious
and the inner world of individual experience. Over the course of the
twentieth century, the life of the individual has emerged as a domi-
nant framework for understanding the complexities and mysteries
of human existence.

You can see the tendency toward individualism in bookstores
and best-seller lists that abound with promises to change the world
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through self-help and individual growth and transformation. Even
on the grand scale of societies—from war and politics to interna-
tional economics—individualism reduces everything to the person-
alities and behavior of the people we perceive to be in charge. If
ordinary people in capitalist societies feel deprived and insecure,
then the individualistic answer is that the people who run corpora-
tions are greedy, or the politicians are corrupt and incompetent. The
same perspective argues that poverty exists because of the habits,
attitudes, and skills of individual poor people, who are blamed for
what they supposedly lack as people and told to change if they want
anything better for themselves.

From an individualistic perspective, the way to make a better
world is to put the “right people” in charge, or to make better people
by liberating human consciousness in a New Age or by changing
how children are socialized or by locking up or tossing out or killing
people who won’t or can’t be better than they are. Psychotherapy is
increasingly offered as a model for how to change not only the inner
life of individuals but also the world they live in. If enough people
heal themselves through therapy, then the world will “heal” itself as
well. The solution to collective problems such as poverty or natural
disasters or terrorism then becomes a matter not of collective solu-
tions but of an accumulation of individual solutions. If we want to
have less poverty in the world, the individualistic answer lies in rais-
ing people out of poverty or keeping them from becoming poor by
changing what sort of people they are, one person at a time. Or the
way to end terrorism is to identify all the individuals who might be
inclined to practice terrorism and do something to stop them.

So, individualism is a way of thinking that encourages us to ex-
plain the world in terms of what goes on inside individuals and noth-
ing else. We’ve been able to think this way because we’ve developed
the human ability to be reflexive, which is to say, we’ve learned to look
at ourselves as selves with greater awareness and insight than before.
We can think about what kind of people we are and how we live in
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the world, and we can imagine ourselves in new ways. To do this, how-
ever, we first have to be able to believe that we exist as distinct indi-
viduals apart from the groups and communities and societies that
make up our social environment. In other words, the idea of the “in-
dividual” has to exist in order for us to think about ourselves as indi-
viduals, and the idea of the individual has been around for only a
few centuries. Today, we’ve gone far beyond this by thinking of the
social environment itself as just a collection of individuals, that a so-
ciety is people and people are society, and to understand social life,
all we have to do is understand what makes the individual psyche
tick.

If you grow up and live in a society that’s dominated by individ-
ualism, the idea that society is just people seems obvious. The prob-
lem is that this approach ignores the difference between the
individual people who participate in social life and the relationships
that connect them to one another and to groups and societies.
It’s true that you can’t have a social relationship without people to
participate in it and make it happen, but the people and the rela-
tionship aren’t the same thing. That’s why this book’s title plays on
the old saying about missing the forest for the trees. In one sense, a
forest is simply a collection of individual trees, but it’s more than
that. It’s also a collection of trees that exist in a particular relation to
one another, and you can’t tell what that relation is by looking at
each individual tree. Take a thousand trees and scatter them across
the Great Plains of North America, and all you have are a thousand
trees. But take those same trees and bring them close together, and
you have a forest. The same individual trees in one case constitute a
forest and in another case are just a lot of trees.

The “empty space” that separates individual trees from one an-
other isn’t a characteristic of any one tree or the characteristics of all
the individual trees somehow added together. It’s something more
than that, and it’s crucial to understand the relationships among
trees that make a forest what it is. Paying attention to that “some-
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thing more”—whether it’s a family or a university or a society—and
how people are related to it is at the heart of sociological practice.

The One Thing

If sociology could teach everyone just one thing with the most pro-
found effect on how we understand social life, it would, I believe, be
this: We are always participating in something larger than ourselves,
and if we want to understand social life and what happens to people in
it, we have to understand what it is that we’re participating in and
how we participate in it. In other words, the key to understanding so-
cial life is neither just the forest nor just the trees. It’s the forest and
the trees and how they’re related to one another. Sociology is the
study of how all this happens.

The “larger” things we participate in are called social systems,
and they come in all shapes and sizes. In general, the concept of a
system refers to any collection of parts or elements that are con-
nected in ways that cohere into some kind of whole. We can think of
the engine in a car as a system, for example, a collection of parts
arranged in ways that make the car “go.” Or we could think of a lan-
guage as a system, with words and punctuation and rules for how to
combine them into sentences that mean something. We can also
think of a family as a system—a collection of elements related to
one another in a way that leads us to think of it as a unit. These in-
clude things such as the positions of mother, father, wife, husband,
parent, child, daughter, son, sister, and brother. Elements also in-
clude shared ideas that tie those positions together to make rela-
tionships, such as how “good mothers” are supposed to act in
relation to children or what a “family” is and what makes family
members “related” to one another as kin. If we take the positions
and the ideas and other elements, then we can think of what results
as a whole and call it a social system.
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In similar ways, we can think of colleges or societies as social sys-
tems. They differ from one another—and from families—in the
kinds of elements they include and how those are arranged in rela-
tion to one another. Colleges and universities have positions such as
student, president, and professor, for example, but the position of
“mother” isn’t part of the academic system. People who work or
study in colleges and universities can certainly be mothers in fami-
lies, but that isn’t a position that connects them to those systems.

Such differences are a key to seeing how systems work and pro-
duce different kinds of consequences. Corporations are sometimes
referred to as “families,” for example, but if you look at how families
and corporations are actually put together as systems, it’s easy to see
how unrealistic such notions are. Families usually don’t “lay off”
their members when times are tough or to boost the bottom line,
and they usually don’t divide the food on the dinner table according
to who’s the strongest and best able to grab the lion’s share for
themselves.3 But corporations dispense with workers all the time as
a way to raise dividends and the value of stock, and top managers
routinely take a huge share of each year’s profits even while putting
other members of the corporate “family” out of work.

What social life comes down to, then, is a dynamic relationship
between social systems and the people who participate in them.
Note that people participate in systems without being parts of the
systems themselves. In this sense, “father” and “grandfather” are
positions in my family, and I, Allan, am a person who actually occu-
pies those positions. This distinction is easy to lose sight of but cru-
cial. It’s easy to lose sight of because we’re so used to thinking solely
in terms of individuals. It’s crucial because it means that people
aren’t systems and systems aren’t people, and if we forget that, we’re
likely to focus on the wrong thing in trying to solve our problems.

To see the difference between people and systems, imagine
you’re in a social situation such as a church wedding, and someone
who’s never been in this particular place before walks in the door
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and looks around. Perhaps the visitor is a woman whose car has bro-
ken down, and she is looking for a phone so she can call for help.
Most likely, the woman will know immediately where she is in a so-
cial sense and, even more important, will have an accurate idea of
what the people in the room expect of her even though she has no
personal knowledge of them whatsoever. So long as the visitor can ac-
curately identify the social system in which she is participating and
her position in relation to it, she will be able to behave appropriately
without violating the expectations that go with that situation.

Thinking of systems as just people is why members of privileged
groups often take it personally when someone points out that soci-
ety is racist or sexist. “The United States is a racist society that priv-
ileges whites over people of color” is a statement that describes the
United States as a social system. It does not thereby describe me or
anyone else as an individual, which has more to do with how each of
us participates in society. As an individual, I can’t avoid participat-
ing and can’t help but be affected and shaped by that. But how all
that plays out in practice depends on many things, including the
choices I make about how to participate.

I was born in 1946, for example, and grew up listening to the ra-
dio shows of the day, including Amos ’n’ Andy, which was full of
racist stereotypes about blacks (the actors were white). Like any
other child, I looked to my environment to define what was “funny.”
Since this show was clearly defined as “funny” from a white perspec-
tive in a white society, and since I was born into a white family, I
laughed along with everyone else as we drove along listening to the
car radio. I even learned to “do” the voices of “black” characters and
regaled my family with renditions of classic lines from the show.

More than fifty years later, those racist images are firmly lodged
in my memory, because once they get in, there’s no getting them
out. With the benefit of hindsight, I can see the racism in them and
how they’re connected to massive injustice and suffering in the so-
ciety I participate in. As an individual, I can’t undo the past and I
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can’t undo my childhood. I can, however, choose what to do about
race and racism now. I can’t make my society or the place where I
live or work suddenly nonracist, but I can decide how to live as a
white person in relation to the privileged position of “white person”
that I occupy. I can decide whether to laugh or object when I hear
racist “humor.” I can decide how to treat people who aren’t classi-
fied as “white.” I can decide what to do about the consequences
that racism produces for people, whether to be part of the solution
or merely part of the problem. I don’t feel guilty because my country
is racist, because the creation of racism in this country wasn’t my
doing. But as a white person who participates in that society, I feel
responsible to consider what to do about it. The only way to get past
the potential for guilt and see how I can make a difference is to real-
ize that the system isn’t me and I’m not the system.

Nonetheless, systems and people are closely connected to each
other, and seeing how that connection works is a basic part of socio-
logical practice. One way to see this is to compare social systems to a
game such as Monopoly. We can think of Monopoly as a social system.
It has positions (players, banker), it has a material reality (the board,
the pieces, the dice, play money, property deeds, houses and hotels),
and it has ideas that connect all of those elements together in a set of
relationships. There are values that define the point of the game—to
win—and rules that spell out what’s allowed in pursuit of winning, in-
cluding the idea of cheating. Notice that we can describe the game
without saying anything about the personalities, intentions, attitudes,
or other characteristics of the people who might play it. The game, in
other words, has an existence that we can describe all by itself and ex-
ists whether or not anyone is playing it at the moment. The same is
true of social systems. We don’t have to describe actual basketball
players in order to describe the game of basketball as a kind of system
whose characteristics distinguish it from other systems.

I don’t play Monopoly anymore, mostly because I don’t like the
way I behave when I do. When I used to play Monopoly, I’d try to
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win, even against my children, and I couldn’t resist feeling good
when I did (we’re supposed to feel good) even if I also felt bad about
it. Why did I act and feel this way? It wasn’t because I have a greedy,
mercenary personality, because I know that I don’t behave this way
when I’m not playing Monopoly. Clearly I am capable of behaving
this way as a human being, which is part of the explanation. But the
rest of the explanation comes down to the simple fact that I’d be-
have that way because winning is what the game of Monopoly is
about.

When I participate in the Monopoly system, greedy behavior is
presented to me as a path of least resistance, what you’re supposed
to do if you want to feel that you belong. And when I play the game,
I feel obliged to go by its rules and pursue the values it promotes. I
look upon the game as having some kind of authority over the peo-
ple who play it, which becomes apparent when I consider how rare it
is for people to suggest changing the rules (“I’m sorry, honey,” I say
as I take my kid’s last dollar, “but that’s just the way the game is
played”). If we were the game, then we’d feel free to play by any
rules we liked. But we tend not to see games—or systems—in that
way. We tend to see them as external to us and therefore not ours to
shape however we please.

What happens when people participate in a social system de-
pends on two things: the system and how it works, and what people
actually do as they participate in it from one moment to the next.
What people do depends in part on the position they occupy in re-
lation to the system and other people in it (in Monopoly, everyone
occupies the same position—player—but in a classroom there are
teachers and students and in a corporation there can be hundreds of
different positions). People are what make a system “happen.”
Without their participation, a system exists only as an idea with
some physical reality attached. If no one plays Monopoly, it’s just a
bunch of stuff in a box with rules written inside the cover. And if no
one plays “Ford Motor Company,” it’s just a bunch of factories and
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offices and equipment and rules and accounts written on paper and
stored in computers. In a similar sense, a society may be “racist” or
“sexist,” but for racism or sexism to actually happen—or not—
someone has to do or not do something in relation to someone else
in the context of one social system or another.

For its part, a system affects how we think, feel, and behave as
participants. It does this through the general process of socializa-
tion, but also by laying out paths of least resistance in social situa-
tions. At any given moment, there are an almost infinite number of
possible things we could do, but we typically don’t realize that and
see only a narrow range of possibilities. What the range looks like
depends on the system we’re in. While playing Monopoly, I could
reach over and take money from the bank whenever I wanted, but I
probably wouldn’t like the reaction I’d get from other players. When
someone I like lands on a property I own, I could tell them that I’ll
give them a break and not collect the rent but then happily collect it
when someone I don’t like lands there.

But people would probably object that I wasn’t playing “fair” or
by the rules. Since I’d rather people not be angry with me or kick me
out of the game, it’s easier to go by the rules even when I’d rather
not. And so I usually do, following the path of least resistance that’s
presented to people who occupy the same position I occupy in that
particular system. This is why people might laugh at racist or sexist
jokes even when it makes them feel uncomfortable—because in
that situation, to not laugh and risk being ostracized by everyone
may make them feel more uncomfortable. The easiest—although
not necessarily easy—choice is to go along. This doesn’t mean we
must go along or that we will, only that if we go along we’ll run into
less resistance than if we don’t.

In other situations, paths of least resistance might look quite
different, and giving a friend a break or objecting to sexist humor
might be seen as just what we’re supposed to do. In relation to my
children, for example, I’m supposed to do whatever I can to help
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them—that’s the path of least resistance that goes with the relation
between parent and child in the family system (except, perhaps,
when we’re playing Monopoly). However, I’d never want my daugh-
ter or son as a student in one of my classes because I’d have to
choose between conflicting paths of least resistance associated with
two different systems. As a teacher, I’m supposed to treat my stu-
dents the same, but as a father, I’m supposed to treat my children as
my “favorites” above other people’s children. The path of least resis-
tance in one system is a path of much greater resistance in the other,
producing what sociologists call “role conflict.”4

So, social systems and people are connected through a dynamic
relationship, pictured in Figure 1-1. People make systems happen—
consciously or not—and systems lay out paths of least resistance
that shape how people participate. Neither people nor systems exist
without the other, and yet neither can be reduced to the other. The
complexity of my life isn’t some predictable product of the systems
I participate in, nor is a social system an accumulation of my own
and other people’s lives.

What results from all this are patterns of social life and the con-
sequences they produce for people, for systems themselves, and for
the world—in short, most of what matters in the human scheme of
things. When we can identify how a system is organized, we can see
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what is likely to result if people follow the paths of least resistance.
We know, for example, where the game of Monopoly is going just by
reading the rules of the game and without having to know anything
about the individuals who play it, except the likelihood that most
of them will follow the path of least resistance most of the time.

On the surface, the idea that we’re always participating in some-
thing larger than ourselves may seem fairly simple. But like many
ideas that seem simple at first, it can take us to places that trans-
form how we look at the world and ourselves in relation to it.

The Individualistic Model Doesn’t Work

Probably the most important basis for sociological practice is to real-
ize that the individualistic perspective that dominates current
thinking about social life is wrong. Everything we do or experience
happens in relation to a social context of some kind. When a wife
and husband argue about who’ll clean the bathroom, for example, or
who’ll take care of a sick child when they both work outside the
home, the issue is never simply about the two of them although it
may seem so at the time. We have to ask about the larger context in
which a situation occurs.

We might ask, for example, how this instance is related to living
in a society organized in ways that privilege men over women, in
part by not making men feel obliged to share equally in domestic
work except when they choose to “help out.” On an individual level,
he may think she’s being a nag, while she may think he’s being a
jerk. But the issue is never as simple as that, because what both may
miss is that in a different kind of society, they might not be having
this argument in the first place because both might feel obliged to
take care of home and children.

In similar ways, when we see ourselves as a unique result of the
family we came from, we overlook how each family is connected to
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larger patterns. The emotional problems we struggle with as individ-
uals aren’t due simply to what kind of parents we had, for their par-
ticipation in social systems—at work, in the community, in society
as a whole—shaped them as people, including their roles as mothers
and fathers. An individualistic model is misleading because it en-
courages us to explain human behavior and experience from a per-
spective that’s so narrow it misses most of what’s going on.

A related problem is that we can’t understand what goes on in
social systems simply by looking at individuals. In one sense, for ex-
ample, suicide is a solitary act done by an individual, typically while
alone.5 If we ask why people kill themselves, we’re likely to think first
of how people feel when they do it—hopeless, depressed, guilty,
lonely, or, in the case of soldiers and suicide bombers, obliged by
honor, duty, loyalty, or religious belief to sacrifice themselves for
someone else or what they identify as a greater social good. That
might explain suicides taken one at a time, but what do we have
when we add up all the suicides that happen in a society for a given
year? What does that number tell us, and, more importantly, about
what? This was the question posed by one of the founders of sociol-
ogy, the great French sociologist Émile Durkheim in his classic work,
Suicide.

The suicide rate for the entire U.S. population in 2003, for ex-
ample, was eleven suicides per 100,000 people. If we look inside
that number, we find that the rate for males was eighteen per
100,000 but the rate for females was only four per 100,000. The rate
also differs dramatically by race and country and varies over time.
The suicide rate for white males, for example, was more than dou-
ble the rate for black males, and the rate for white females was
more than twice that for black females. While the rate in the
United States was eleven per 100,000, it was thirty-three per 100,000
in Hungary and only eight per 100,000 in Italy. So, in the United
States, males and whites are far more likely than females and blacks
to kill themselves, and people in the United States are almost twice
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as likely as Italians to commit suicide but only one third as likely as
Hungarians.6

If we use an individualistic model to explain such differences,
we’ll tend to see them as nothing more than a sum of individual sui-
cides. If males are more likely to kill themselves, then it must be be-
cause males are more likely to feel the emotional states associated
with suicidal behavior. In other words, the psychological factors that
cause individuals to kill themselves must be more common among
U.S. males than they are among U.S. females or more common
among people in the United States than among Italians. There’s
nothing wrong with such reasoning. It may be exactly right as far as
it goes, but that’s just the problem because it doesn’t go far enough.
It doesn’t answer the question of why these differences exist in the
first place.

Why, for example, would males be more likely to feel suicidally
hopeless and depressed than females, or Hungarians more likely
than Italians? Or why would Hungarians who feel suicidally de-
pressed be more likely to go ahead and kill themselves than Italians
who feel the same way? To answer such questions, we need more
than an understanding of individual psychology. Among other
things, we need to pay attention to the fact that words like female,
white, and Italian name positions that people occupy in social sys-
tems. Acknowledging this fact draws attention to how those systems
work and what it means to occupy those positions in them in rela-
tion to paths of least resistance.

Sociologically, a suicide rate is a number that describes some-
thing about a group or a society, not the individuals who belong to
it. A suicide rate of eleven per 100,000 tells us nothing about you or
me or anyone else. Each of us either commits suicide during a given
year or we don’t, and the rate can’t tell us who does what. In the
same way, how individuals feel before they kill themselves isn’t by it-
self enough to explain why some groups or societies have higher sui-
cide rates than others. Individuals can feel depressed or lonely, but
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groups and societies can’t feel a thing. We could consider that Ital-
ians might tend to be less depressed than people in the United
States, for example, or that in the United States, people might tend
to deal with feelings of depression more effectively than in Hungary.
It makes no sense at all, however, to say that the United States is
more depressed or lonely than Italy.

While looking at the psychological process in individuals might
explain why one person commits suicide, this can’t explain patterns
of suicide found in social systems. To do this, we have to look at how
people feel and behave in relation to systems and how these systems
work. We need to ask, for example, how societies are organized in
ways that encourage people who participate in them to experience
various psychological conditions or to respond to them in suicidal or
nonsuicidal ways. We need to see how belonging to particular social
categories shapes people’s experience as they participate in social
life and how their participation limits the alternatives they think
they can choose from. What is it about being male or being white
that can make suicide a path of least resistance? How, in other
words, can we go to the heart of sociological practice to ask how peo-
ple participate in something larger than themselves and see how this
affects the choices they make? How can we see the relationship be-
tween people and systems that produces variations in suicide rates
or, for that matter, just about everything else that we do and experi-
ence, from having sex to going to school to working to dying?

Just as we can’t tell what’s going on in a system just by looking at
individuals, we also can’t tell what’s going on in individuals just by
looking at systems. Something may look like one thing in the system
as a whole but like something else entirely when we look at the peo-
ple who participate in that system. If we look at the kind of mass de-
struction and suffering that war and terrorism typically cause, for
example, an individualistic model suggests a direct link with the
“kinds” of people who participate in it. If war and terrorism produce
cruelty, bloodshed, aggression, and conquest, then the people who
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participate in it must be cruel, bloodthirsty, aggressive people who
want to conquer and dominate others. Viewing the carnage and de-
struction that war and terrorism typically leave in their wake, we’re
likely to ask, “What kind of people could do such a thing?”

Sociologically, however, this question misleads us by reducing a
social phenomenon to a simple matter of “kinds of people” without
looking at the systems those people participate in. Since we’re al-
ways participating in one system or another, when someone crashes
an airplane into a building or drops a bomb that incinerates thou-
sands of people, we can’t explain their action simply by figuring out
“what kind of person would do such a thing.”

In fact, if we look at what’s known about people who fight in
wars, they appear fairly normal by most standards and anything
but bloodthirsty and cruel. Most accounts portray the experience
of being in combat as alternating between boredom and feeling
scared out of your wits. Soldiers worry much less about glory than
they do about not being hurt or killed and getting themselves and
their friends home in one piece. For most soldiers, killing and the
almost constant danger of being killed are traumatic experiences
that leave them forever changed as people. They go to war not in
response to some inner need to be aggressive and kill, but because
they think it’s their duty to go, or they see it as a way to be of ser-
vice to their country, or they’ve seen war portrayed in books and
movies as an adventurous way to prove they’re “real men,” or they
don’t want to risk family and friends rejecting them for not mea-
suring up as true patriots, or they’re afraid of being sent to prison
if they refuse to be drafted.

People aren’t systems, and systems aren’t people, which means
that social life can produce horrible or wonderful consequences with-
out necessarily meaning that the people who participate in them
are horrible or wonderful. Good people, for example, participate in
systems that produce bad consequences all the time. I’m often
aware of this in the simplest situations, such as when I go to buy
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clothes or food. Many of the clothes sold in the United States are
made in sweatshops, some in the United States, but most in nonin-
dustrial countries such as Indonesia and Thailand, where people of-
ten work under conditions that resemble slavery in many respects
and for wages that are so low they can barely live on them. Similarly,
a great deal of the fruit and vegetables sold in grocery stores are har-
vested by migrant farm workers who work under conditions that
aren’t much better. If these workers were provided with decent
working conditions and paid a living wage, then the price of clothing
and food would probably be a lot higher than it is, which means I
benefit directly from the daily mistreatment and exploitation of
thousands of people. The fact that I benefit doesn’t make me a bad
person, but my participation in that system does involve me in what
happens to them.

It’s About Us and It’s Not About Us

If we start from the idea that we’re always participating in some-
thing larger than ourselves and that social life flows from this rela-
tionship, then we have to consider that we’re all involved—even if
only indirectly—in the social consequences that result, both the
good and the bad. By definition, if I participate in a racist society—
no matter what my race—then I’m involved in white privilege and
the oppression of people of color.

As an individual, I may not feel or act in racist ways, and in my
heart I may even hate racism, but all of that is beside the core socio-
logical point that I’m involved in one way or another by virtue of my
participation in society itself.7 If the path of least resistance is for
people to take what I say more seriously because I’m white, then I’m
likely to receive a benefit of racism whether I’m aware of it or not, and
in doing so, I’ve unwittingly participated in racism. This raises the
question of how society works and how I participate in it—whether

25

The Forest ,  the  Trees ,  and the One Thing



I actively defend white privilege or let people know I’m against
racism or just go about my business and pretend there’s no problem
to begin with.

From this perspective, it doesn’t make sense to use the words
racist and racism as nothing more than ways to describe the character
of individual people, because the most important factor in perpetuat-
ing privilege and oppression is the way social systems are organized
and the paths of least resistance they lay down for people to follow re-
gardless of which kind of people they are. In his book Portraits of
White Racism, sociologist David Wellman argues that racist and
racism should refer to anything that has the consequence of perpetuat-
ing white privilege, regardless of the intentions or character of the
people whose behavior brings about that result. Most people believe,
for example, that it’s good for children to go to school in their own
neighborhoods. Since racial segregation in housing is still pervasive,
however, such a policy also has the consequence of perpetuating racial
segregation in schools, which a considerable body of evidence shows is
not a good thing for students of any race, especially for children of
color. Those who advocate neighborhood schools often protest that
their position has nothing to do with race, which may be true of their
intentions as individuals. But the consequence of such a policy has a
great deal to do with race and the perpetuation of white privilege and
the oppression of people of color that results from that privilege.

Getting clear about the relationship between individuals and so-
cial systems can dramatically alter how we see potentially painful is-
sues and ourselves in relation to them. This is especially true for
people in privileged groups who otherwise resist looking at the na-
ture and consequences of privilege. Their defensive resistance is
probably the biggest single barrier to ending racism, sexism, and
other forms of privilege and oppression. Most of the time resistance
happens because, like everyone else, people in privileged groups are
stuck in an individualistic model of the world and can’t see how to
acknowledge white privilege as a fact of social life without also feel-
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ing personally to blame for it. And the people who are most likely to
feel this way are often the ones who are otherwise most open to do-
ing something to make things better.

When they look at a problem like racism sociologically, how-
ever, they can see how it’s both about them and not about them.
It’s not about them in the sense that they didn’t create the racist
society we all live in. As I was growing up white, no one asked me if
it was okay with me for white people to use Amos ’n’ Andy to make
fun of black people and keep them in their place beneath white priv-
ilege. And if they had asked me, I doubt that as a child I’d have
known enough to object. In this sense, white people who have
grown up in a racist environment have no reason to feel guilty when
they hear anger about the existence of white racism and the harm
and suffering it causes.

Racism is about me personally, however, because whether or not
I’m conscious of it, I’m always making choices about how to partici-
pate in a society that is organized in racist ways and that makes be-
havior that perpetuates white privilege a path of least resistance.
Regardless of how I behave, as a white person I am eligible for privi-
lege that is at the expense of people of other races. White privilege
is built into the system itself, which means I don’t have to like it or
believe in it or even do anything to receive it. When I go shopping at
the mall, sales people and store detectives don’t follow me around as
if I were going to steal something. They don’t swoop down on me
and pointedly ask, “Can I help you?” as if I were a suspicious charac-
ter or something other than a serious customer. But people of color
are mistreated this way all the time, and it usually doesn’t matter
how well they dress or how much money they have to spend.8

Most people would agree that everyone should be treated de-
cently, but when some are and some aren’t simply because of which
group they belong to, then an oppressive system of privilege is at
work. And whether I like it or not, as a white person I benefit from
that by getting something of value that’s denied to others. Once

27

The Forest ,  the  Trees ,  and the One Thing



I see this, it’s hard to avoid asking about how I participate in the sys-
tem that produces such consequences. What are my responsibili-
ties? What could I do differently that would contribute to different
outcomes? How can I be part of the solution to racism rather than
merely part of the problem?

In other words, by making me aware that I’m involved in some-
thing larger than myself, sociological practice gets me off the hook
of personal guilt and blame for a world that I didn’t create and that
isn’t my fault. At the same time, however, it makes me aware of how
I choose to participate in that world and how and why those choices
matter. I have no reason to feel guilty simply because I’m white, but
I also don’t have the luxury of thinking that racism and white privi-
lege have nothing to do with me.9

Personal Solutions Can’t Solve 
Social Problems

If the shape of social life is rooted in relationships between people
and the systems they participate in, then those relationships are also
where social problems will be solved or not. Personal solutions are
just that—personal and individual—and they cannot solve social
problems unless they include changes in how people outwardly par-
ticipate in social systems. An individualistic model encourages us to
think that if enough individuals change, then systems will change as
well, but a sociological perspective shows why change isn’t this sim-
ple. The problem is that social life isn’t simply a product of people’s
personal characteristics and behavior, for these arise out of their par-
ticipation in social systems. In that sense, social life depends on how
people are connected to one another through the structures of social
relationships, and systems don’t change unless relationships change.

An individualistic model also doesn’t work because personal so-
lutions arise primarily from a sense of our own personal needs, and
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focusing our attention on personal needs is a path of least resis-
tance. Once we find a solution to the problem that works for us per-
sonally, we’ve accomplished our goal and are likely to leave the
problem behind rather than stay with it to help make things better
for others.

In the United States, for example, personal solutions are the
typical response to the problem of economic insecurity, which
seems to be a way of life for the vast majority of people in most
capitalist societies. Rather than stop and ask how the economic
system itself sets us up to feel insecure, the path of least resistance
is to work hard to establish our own private zones of safety within
an insecure system. The easiest thing for people to do then is to
hang on to what they have and leave everyone else to fend for
themselves. Not surprisingly, this strategy doesn’t lower the overall
level of insecurity and poverty in society as a whole—it doesn’t, in
other words, solve these social problems. Instead, it shuffles people
in and out of various levels of well-being and security, like a game
of musical chairs. As long as I have a chair for myself, why raise
questions about the fact that there aren’t enough chairs to go
around?

Sociological practice uses more complex models of change that
focus on several different levels of social life at once. Consider, for
example, the problem of pollution, which a growing number of
communities around the world have to deal with. Suppose that peo-
ple in your town start getting sick. Large numbers of children don’t
show up for school and local clinics and hospital emergency rooms
are jammed with patients who turn out to be suffering from chemi-
cal toxins.

On a purely individual level, we could say that we’ve figured out
why people are getting sick. And to solve the problem in terms of
individuals, we could just treat each sick person until they’re well
and change people’s behavior so that they don’t get sick again. If
the toxic chemicals are in the water supply, then don’t drink the
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water. Buy bottled water instead. Each person now has a solution to
the problem, if they can afford to drink bottled water or, perhaps,
install expensive filtration systems in their houses. It would proba-
bly turn out that, like most communities, some would be able to af-
ford this individualist solution and some wouldn’t, which means
that some people would still get sick. Of course we might enact
some kind of collective response to this inequality by providing
subsidies for poor people to buy bottled water, but notice that we
still wouldn’t have done anything about the underlying problem of
polluted water. We would simply have found a way for individual
people to avoid drinking it.

To take the problem to a sociological level, we have to ask about
systems and how people participate in them, and so far we haven’t
said anything about people getting sick as a systemic problem. Peo-
ple are told to change their private behavior by not drinking water
out of the tap. But nothing’s been said about the possibility of
changing the system they’re participating in.

Suppose we trace the toxin backward from each faucet and wind
up at the local reservoir. From there, we trace it to the surrounding
soil and a stream, and from there to a local chemical plant that em-
ploys a large number of people in the town. Now we have a different
explanation of why people are getting sick and a different solution:
get the plant to stop dumping chemical wastes in ways that wind up
in the town’s water supply.

Suppose, however, that the people who run the company say
they can’t do that because it would cost too much, and the busi-
ness they’re in is so competitive that they’d have to close down the
plant and move to where people care more about their jobs than
they do about polluted water. And if the owners close down the
plant, a lot of local people will lose their jobs, the effects of which
will ripple out through the town as fewer people have money to
spend in local businesses or pay in local taxes to support schools and
such.
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Now the problem of what’s making people sick is more than
simply a matter of how the plant is run. The problem is also re-
lated to still larger systems that the plant as a whole participates in
and the company’s powerful position in relation to the community
that depends on the company for jobs. The nature of the eco-
nomic system—competitive global capitalism—shapes the choices
that plant owners make in ways that affect the quality of water
that people have to drink. That economic system is tied to un-
equal distributions of power and wealth and to values about the
desirability of making a profit and the right of people to do what
they want with private property, perhaps even including dump-
ing toxic wastes on land they “own” or in streams that run across
their property. Ultimately, the town may have to confront the
company’s power over their lives and choose between powerful
competing values about how communities and societies are orga-
nized.

Taking the problem to the level of systems doesn’t mean we
have to ignore individuals. It isn’t a matter of one or the other, be-
cause sociological practice looks at social life in relation both to sys-
tems and to how people participate in them. People often box
themselves into a false choice between attributing a problem to “so-
ciety” and blaming it on individuals. But social life doesn’t work
that way. The choice is hardly ever as simple as one or the other, of
society or individuals, because societies and individuals always exist
in relation to each other. The challenge of sociological practice is to
see how this works. If we don’t, we go back and forth between acting
as if individuals play no part in creating social problems and acting
as if people behave in a social vacuum without being affected by the
kind of society they live in.

There is a third alternative: It’s a matter of both/and, not ei-
ther/or. Systems don’t change without people changing at one point
or another, and no system can change through individual change
alone.
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It’s Messier and More Interesting than That

The language of “systems” and “individuals” can make things seem
a lot simpler and more clear-cut than they really are. It encourages
us to think of systems as things, as rigid molds that people must fit
into. In some ways a social system is “thing-like” in that we can
identify characteristics such as the distribution of power or rules or
a physical setting or positions that people occupy as participants.
“School,” for example, conjures up some predictable images—of
rooms with chairs in rows, chalk boards, cafeterias, gymnasiums, li-
braries, computer labs, students, teachers, locker-lined hallways,
bells ringing at regular intervals, rules, grades, teachers having power
over students, administrators having power over teachers, semes-
ters, vacations, teaching, learning, graduation. Because such images
of this thing we call “school” are relatively fixed in our minds, we
can experience it as being thing-like in some ways.

In other words, we can think of school as something outside us,
as an “it” rather than a “me” or even an “us.” People attend or work
in “it,” but the people aren’t it and it isn’t them. In that way, school
is like the game of Monopoly in a box. People take it out (go to
school), play it for a while (teach, study, administer), and then put it
away (go home). And that’s pretty much what it is, or so we might
think.

But social life is messier and more interesting than that, because
in many ways social systems aren’t something. They are ongoing
processes. They are continually being created and re-created as peo-
ple do things in order to make them happen. The associations we
have with school are just words on a page, images in our minds, un-
til people actually participate in the process of school as a system.
When they do, some familiar patterns shape what goes on, but there
is also an enormous amount of variation around those patterns as
people put their own spin on how they’re going to participate. “It”
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never happens just the same way twice, because what we call
“school” is as much about what people do as it is about all the asso-
ciations we have with the idea of school as a social system.

While we may not be aware of it at the time, at any given mo-
ment any of the people in school could do something unexpected
that would shape how school happens in that time and place. We
may have a general understanding of what school is in the same way
that we understand what Monopoly is. And we can use such knowl-
edge to predict with some accuracy what the general patterns will
look like in a given school on a given day. But there is a great deal
that we can’t predict because in an important sense “school” only
happens as it happens. In this sense, school literally is what people
do when they identify themselves as “in school.”

What makes social life and sociological practice messy and in-
teresting is that both ways of looking at things are true. When I visit
a college classroom and sit down with students, I can feel how the
situation of school limits what I see as my options. I know in general
what I’m expected to do and what, therefore, would be considered
inappropriate for that situation. But as I sit there looking at stu-
dents, there’s also a sense in the air of, “So, what are we going to
do?” Although we all know we’re in school and that this means
many things are very unlikely to happen, we also don’t really know
what is going to happen because it hasn’t happened yet. So, I say
something to start things off, or a student asks a question or makes
a comment on something they’ve read, or something else altogether
happens. And so it goes from there, as “school” unfolds, emerging
from how these people choose from moment to moment what
they’re going to make of their participation in this system.

If we want to explain what happens during that time, it isn’t
enough to understand what school is about as a social system, and it
isn’t enough to understand who the people in the room are as individ-
uals. What happens depends on both/and—it depends on both the
situation these people are in and how they choose to participate in it.
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What makes things still messier and still more interesting is that
in important ways we aren’t all in the same situation. Because we oc-
cupy a variety of social positions within each system, we tend to ex-
perience each situation differently. We are shaped differently by it,
limited by it in different ways, and therefore tend to participate dif-
ferently. So, what school is about will vary depending on whether
you’re a student or a teacher, female or male, Asian American, Na-
tive American, white, Chicano, African American, older, younger,
working class, lower class, middle class, upper class, immigrant,
native-born, heterosexual, bisexual, lesbian, gay, with or without a
disability, employed, unemployed, married, single, a parent, or with-
out children. Such characteristics “locate” us in different ways in re-
lation to other people and to social systems. They affect how we see
ourselves and others, how they see us, and how we treat one another
as we participate in making a system happen. When we say that we
are always participating in something larger than ourselves, it’s im-
portant to remember that we is not a homogeneous term. There are
multiple “we’s” in social life and an important part of sociological
practice is to see how the presence of multiple “we’s” affects what
happens.

Into the Practice

All forms of sociological practice are sociological because they flow
from the same basic questions: What are people participating in,
and how are they participating in it? The work can vary in the bal-
ance it strikes between the two questions, with some work leaning
more toward one or the other. A study of how people use language to
affect how other people see them, for example, might pay little at-
tention to the social systems where such behavior takes place. Or a
study of the world economy might never look at the fine details of
how people interact as they participate in it. But the connections
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between systems and people are always there for us to follow toward
a deeper grasp of the complex web that makes up social life and our
experience of it and ourselves. Although the main focus in the rest
of this book is on systems, questions about how we figure in social
life are never far off, for without people to make systems happen
from one moment to the next, there would be no systems to under-
stand or anyone to care one way or another.

The next three chapters lay out a systematic way to think about
what makes one social system different from another in terms of
their cultural, structural, and population/ecological characteristics.
There are a couple of things to keep in mind as you read these chap-
ters. The first is that I’ve never found a clear and coherent way to
describe this approach all at once. I find it easier on the mind to
break it into pieces taken one at a time, hence separate chapters on
culture, structure, and population/ecology.

The problem with doing it this way is that in reality the pieces
don’t occur separately, but only in relation to one another. It’s simi-
lar to studying anatomy. There is no nervous system, for example,
without a circulatory system, and yet anatomy textbooks devote sep-
arate chapters to each system, as if each system were a distinct en-
tity existing on its own. To the extent that each system is a distinct
entity, it is only in our minds, since nerves, vessels, and the body are
completely bound up with one another. We can invent ways of
thinking that allow us to imagine a circulatory or nervous system as
something separate from everything else, but this is only a device, a
learning tool that makes things easier. But this approach also raises a
challenge by distorting the nature of reality, which I’ll try to put
back together in Chapter 7.

The other problem with carving things up is that something has
to come first, and it’s tempting to infer a rank of importance from
the order in which topics appear, as in culture must be most impor-
tant because it comes first. Thinking that would be a mistake. I be-
gin with culture because as a writer and a thinker I’m drawn to
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words and symbols and how humans construct reality in their
minds. I have a special affinity for culture, so that’s where I begin,
knowing all the while that everything is connected to everything else
in complex ways that require us to grasp not only the parts, but the
whole, which, as I said, I’ll get to in Chapter 7.
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Culture: Symbols, Ideas, and 

the Stuff of Life

37

As I sit in my office—which also happens to be where I
live—and type these words, I hear a loud rumbling sound
from what I see as a darkening western sky. In the narrow-

est sense, when I say, “I hear,” all that means is that whatever
makes the “sound” does it by making the air move. The moving air
hits my eardrum and makes it vibrate, and a complex mechanism
in the ear turns the vibration into an electrical impulse. The im-
pulse goes to my brain, which then has the experience of “hearing”
a sound. And when I “see” a darkening sky, all that happens is that
light enters my eye where it’s converted to electrical impulses that
go to my brain, which turns them into something I experience as a
visual image. Of course the process doesn’t stop there, because al-
most immediately a string of words flashes across my conscious-
ness: “Uh-oh, thunder.” I stop typing. Then more words: “It’s
gonna rain in the upstairs windows.” I go upstairs and close the
windows. More words: “I’d better turn off my computer so it
doesn’t get zapped by lightning.” I turn it off, unplug it, and go
watch out the window. But no lightning flashes and no rain falls.



The western sky gradually clears. “False alarm,” I say to myself,
and I go back to writing.

What just happened illustrates a basic aspect of social life that
makes it possible. My body had a series of physical experiences—
vibrations hit my ears, light entered my eyes, electrical impulses
went to my brain. But I didn’t leave it at that as I used words to
make something of the vibrations and the light. I named the rumble
“thunder” and the dark sky “rain clouds” and together they became
“a thunder and lightning storm on its way.” By themselves, the sen-
sations didn’t make me do anything. I responded to the words and
what they meant to me.

When I used words to make what I heard and saw mean some-
thing, I constructed a reality on top of the physical sensations. I
started thinking about what might happen even though it wasn’t
happening at the time. “The storm” existed only in my imagination
and in the words I used to think about it and the damage it might
cause. My behavior was based entirely on what I thought. I know
this because if I’d thought different words—such as “the gods are
angry and it’s me they’re angry at”—I’d have acted quite differently.

We tend to think that we live in the world as it “really” is. When
I hear a rumble and think “thunder,” it doesn’t occur to me in that
moment that I’m involved in a creative process. I don’t realize that
I’m choosing a word and using it to attach a particular meaning to
the sound. Instead, I act as though the word and the sound are one
and the same thing, that the sound is “thunder.”

In other words, the reality that really matters to me isn’t the
sound itself—the moving air that hits my eardrum—but the words
and ideas I use to describe that reality and make it mean something.
And that reality is something I carry inside my head. If I used differ-
ent words to describe it—“suicide bomber”—I’d create a different
reality. By this I don’t mean that I create the sound itself when I
name it. It is whatever it is. What I do construct is what I think the
sound means and therefore what it is to me, and I use words to do it.
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Where do I get the words and where do I get the ideas that go
along with them that prompt me to do one thing rather than an-
other? The answer is that I participate in a society that has a culture,
and that culture contains words and ideas that people can use to
name and interpret what they experience. If I lived in a different so-
ciety with a different culture, then I might have associated that
sound with ideas about supernatural beings rather than simply
“weather.” But I don’t, and so I didn’t.

One of the most remarkable things about human beings is our
ability to use culture to create the world we actually live in, to make
up our world from scratch. Most of what we take for “reality” con-
sists not of things as they “really” are, but of ideas people have de-
veloped about things as they think they are. Culture is where all
those ideas wind up, and culture is what we look to for the tools we
need to make sense of things, including ourselves.

Constructing Reality

Every social system has a culture. A college class has one. So does
General Motors and so does Canada. Culture consists primarily of
symbols—especially the words contained in language—and various
kinds of ideas that shape how we think about everything from rela-
tionships with other people to the meaning of life. It also includes
practices such as music, art, dance, and religious ritual. It includes
how we shape the physical world around us, from using sand to make
silicon that goes into computer chips to building cities to arranging
flowers and plants in that familiar form known as a garden. Culture is
both material—the “stuff” of social life—and nonmaterial—the sym-
bols and ideas we use to think and give meaning to just about every-
thing.

Symbols make culture possible, because they’re what we use to
give something meaning beyond what it otherwise “is.” Symbols
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are building blocks that we use to make sentences, and sentences
are what make ideas such as “Thunder means a storm is coming” or
“Capitalism is the best economic system in the world.” In the sim-
plest sense, when we give something a name—like “thunder”—we
create a relationship with it by making it have something to do with
us. If we don’t have a name for it, we tend not to notice it and not
live in relation to it. It doesn’t “matter.” When we call a dot of light
in the sky a “star,” for example, we make it part of a cultural reality.
In that sense, we make it real to us in ways that it otherwise
wouldn’t be, even though that dot of light would still exist up there
in the sky.

As a species, we miss most of what’s around us because there is
so much of it and it’s impossible to pay attention to more than a
tiny portion of it. We use symbols to name things as a way to focus
our attention and build a reality to live in. As the philosopher Su-
sanne Langer put it, using symbols to construct reality lies at the
heart of what makes us human:

Only a small part of reality, for a human being, is what is
actually going on; the greater part is what he imagines in
connection with the sights and sounds of the moment. . . . It
means that his world is bigger than the stimuli which
surround him, and the measure of it is the reach of his
coherent and steady imagination. An animal’s environment
consists of the things that act on his senses. . . . He does not
live in a world of unbroken space and time, filled with events
even when he is not present or when he is not interested; his
“world” has a fragmentary, intermittent existence, arising
and collapsing with his activities. A human being’s world
hangs together, its events fit into each other; no matter how
devious their connections, there always are connections, in
one big framework of time and space. . . . The world is
something human.1
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Before going any further, notice the words Langer uses in this
passage to refer to people. Every time she uses a pronoun to refer to
human beings, it’s a masculine “he,” “him,” or “his.” She never uses
feminine pronouns or ungendered pronouns such as “they” or
“them.” Imagine that she’d written the passage in this way:

Only a small part of reality, for human beings, is what is
actually going on; the greater part is what they imagine in
connection with the sights and sounds of the moment. . . . It
means that their world is bigger than the stimuli which
surround them, and the measure of it is the reach of their
coherent and steady imagination. An animal’s environment
consists of the things that act on the senses. . . . Animals do
not live in a world of unbroken space and time, filled with
events even when they are not present or when they are not
interested; their “world” has a fragmentary, intermittent
existence, arising and collapsing with their activities. A
human being’s world hangs together, its events fit into each
other; no matter how devious their connections, there
always are connections, in one big framework of time and
space. . . . The world is something human.

In the first version, men are explicitly included by equating
“human” with “male” while women are excluded. Since words are
what we use to construct reality, what is the reality these words help
construct? They construct a world in which men and what they do
are at the center of attention (male-centered), in which men are
used as the standard against which “human” is measured and
judged (male-identified). And they help construct a world in which
women are relatively invisible and thereby devalued and subordi-
nate (male-dominated). It’s easy for me as a man to see myself in
the first version, but for a woman to see herself she has to make a
mental leap between what are clearly masculine pronouns to “Well,

41

Culture :  Symbols ,  Ideas ,  and the Stuff  of  Life



it really means people in general, which includes me since I’m a
person.” As a man, I don’t have to go through that to find myself in
what we call “humanity,” and that’s part of male privilege in a pa-
triarchal world.

Rather than rush to fault Langer for her use of language, it’s im-
portant to note that she wrote this passage in 1962, in a society
whose culture offered few ideas that would make her aware of what
she was doing. She used language as most people around her used it
and created a reality in her prose that fit comfortably with the real-
ity of the society she lived and wrote in, a society in which male priv-
ilege and the oppression of women play a prominent role in
everyday life. Male privilege, of course, is still alive and well, but
since Langer wrote these words, various women’s movements have
managed to shift the political landscape and distribution of power
enough to create greater awareness of the dynamics of gender privi-
lege and oppression. As a result, what she “saw” when she wrote
then is different from what I “see” when I read her words now, which
is precisely her point and mine.

We can use language to construct all kinds of reality, including
what we can’t experience through our senses. We can’t hear or smell
or touch what we call love, for example, like we can a banana. We
can see how people treat us, and we might interpret that behavior to
mean they love us, but the behavior itself isn’t love. The behavior is
what we take to mean the person loves us. What we call love is
something we think exists beneath what we can see and hear. Love
is about how people see us and think and feel about us, none of
which we can actually observe directly. Someone can say “I love you”
or “I feel deeply for you,” but the words aren’t the love or the feel-
ing. They are about the love and the feeling.

We use words to construct something we take to be real—the
person loves us—and, most important, we act as though what we’ve
created is as real as a chair or a piano. And although—or perhaps
because—we can’t actually see or hear what the words represent, we
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may organize a lot of our lives around getting someone to say them
to us and prove they really mean what they seem.

Unlike love, an “atom” is something scientists may be able to
see someday, but even if they do, for most people it won’t exist ex-
cept as an idea about what the word “atom” supposedly represents.
Before the word was invented, what we now think of as atoms simply
didn’t exist for anyone. Now, however, an atom is “real” for anyone
who’s ever taken a high school science class even though we’ve never
actually seen one. All we’ve seen are words written by people who
claim atoms exist, and the words are enough to construct what we
then take to be reality.

So, there is this thing that I can’t see and never will, but a word
that names it somehow connects me to it. I can think of my hand,
for example, or my computer or eyelashes as something composed
of atoms. It’s this way with all the words that we use like slender
threads connecting us to whatever they point to and name. The
words weave a reality, and they connect us to it.

In this sense, the power of symbols goes way beyond labeling
things—this is a sugar maple tree, this is love, this is Einstein’s the-
ory of relativity. Symbols are also what we use to feel connected to a
reality outside ourselves. Without symbols, a great deal of what we
“know” and experience wouldn’t exist for us. There would be no
memory of what we call the past, except in the form of sensations
such as visual imagery or smells. There would be no thinking in the
present and no wondering about what we call the future.

Not only would we lose most of our connection to our own past
experience, but we’d also have no way to share in the experience of
others. This is essentially what story-telling traditions are about in
many societies and what history is about in others. Back in the
1970s, for example, in my introductory sociology class I used the
story of the 1968 Democratic Presidential Convention in Chicago to
illustrate how people can perceive the same event in different ways,
depending on the position they occupy in the social system. There
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were massive antiwar demonstrations in Chicago, and the con-
frontation between demonstrators and police resulted in mayhem
and violence. As I watched the events unfold on live television, it
seemed to me that the police were rioting and out of control as they
attacked nonviolent demonstrators. But when I picked up the next
day’s edition of a Chicago newspaper, the headlines announced a
riot by antiwar demonstrators put down by courageous police offi-
cers doing their duty.

In my early years of teaching, I only needed to mention the 1968
Democratic convention for my students to know what I was talking
about. But as time passed, there came a day when my new class just
sat there without a flicker of recognition. They had no idea what I was
talking about, and so I had to tell them a story, string out a river of
words that they could then use to connect themselves to something
that happened beyond their own experience. I had to construct some-
thing that they could then look upon as a chunk of reality, knowing, of
course, that a Chicago police officer might have told them a very dif-
ferent kind of story. Later, if someone mentioned the 1968 conven-
tion, my students could say, “I know about that,” even though they
weren’t alive when it happened. Now that event is “real” to them,
where before it didn’t even exist. And mere words made it so.

Beliefs: “I’ll See It when I Believe It”

The first purpose of every culture is to provide a way to know what to
consider true and what to consider false, and this is what beliefs are
about. Notice the difference between “what to consider true” and
“what is true” since what’s treated as truth in one culture or historical
period may be dismissed as myth or fantasy in another. In Christian-
ity and Judaism, for example, the idea that God exists is obviously
true, but for Zen Buddhists, Confucians, and animists the idea of
God simply doesn’t come up in religious life or anywhere else.
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In a sense, symbols are the simplest kind of belief statement, for
every dictionary definition declares that something or other is real
and exists. If there’s a word for something, we’re much more likely
to “see” it and treat it as real. As recently as a century ago, for exam-
ple, the word homosexual was never used to describe a kind of per-
son, as in “he’s a homosexual.” It was used instead to describe a kind
of sexual behavior without indicating something about a person’s
social identity. In that sense, homosexuals didn’t exist although
many people engaged in homosexual behavior of one kind or an-
other. Where before people saw only sexual behavior, now people
see “gays,” “lesbians,” “bi’s,” “transgendereds,” and “straights” as
distinct types of people.

Such changes don’t just come out of the blue, but accompany a
shift in social relationships, in this case serving as a basis for privi-
leging heterosexuals above everyone else—an arrangement that is
closely related to male privilege. As a result, what people “see” now
differs from what people “saw” then because the cultural “truth” of
sexual orientation today looks quite different from the “truth” of
sexual orientation then.

Our dependence on beliefs to determine what’s real turns on its
head the old expression “I’ll believe it when I see it” or its equiva-
lent, “Seeing is believing.” “I’ll see it when I believe it” may be
closer to the way things really are.

When we string words together to make more complex beliefs,
we fashion the world and our place in it. Unlike many Native Amer-
ican cultures, for example, typical European-based cultures see hu-
mans and animals as altogether different. The “natural world” and
what goes on in it don’t include humans. Birds building nests are
doing something “natural,” but not people building houses. The
distinction is completely arbitrary since in each case a species is us-
ing its natural abilities to make something that suits it. The fact
that we can use our opposable thumbs to manipulate objects like
hammers and nails or our brains to invent physics and engineering is
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no less “natural” than a beaver’s ability to chew tree trunks clean
through or design a lodge that can withstand a flood.

In Western cultures, however, there is nature on the one hand
and humanity on the other, a kind of denial that sets us up to see
ourselves as separate from other living things. Such denial justifies
a controlling and exploitative relationship between humans and
the rest of the natural world and gets us into lots of trouble by en-
couraging us to live as though we have no deep roots in our envi-
ronment, the earth, and the cycles of nature. It encourages us to
think of ourselves as above the “laws of nature” (since we aren’t
part of nature) and to suppose that we can get away with things
that other species cannot. We act as though we can pollute the en-
vironment with chemicals and waste, destroy the ozone level in
the atmosphere, exhaust the soil, and cut down the forests and
survive and even prosper as other species go extinct all around us.
Such arrogance makes us dangerous not only to other species but
also to ourselves. We may not believe we’re animals as subject to
the “laws” of nature as any bird, but that belief doesn’t mean the
kinds of consequences that other animal species cannot escape
will leave us untouched.

Some years ago, W. I. Thomas and Dorothy Swain Thomas made
the classic statement that when cultures define something as real, it
has real consequences regardless of whether or not it’s actually true.
But we also need to consider Robert K. Merton’s corollary that what’s
real has consequences whether we define it as real or not.2

Having a set of cultural beliefs allows us to live with a taken-for-
granted sense of how things are and to treat the “facts” of our exis-
tence as obvious. What we call “obvious,” however, isn’t necessarily
what’s true. It’s only assumed to be true beyond doubt in a particu-
lar culture. Without a sense of the obvious, social life loses its pre-
dictability and we lose our basis for feeling secure, but the
“obvious” also blinds us to the possibility that what’s obviously true
might be false.
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In this sense, when people sometimes accuse sociology of focus-
ing on the obvious, I feel moved to thank them for their recognition
and support, because someone should be paying attention to what
we all go around assuming to be true. What we don’t know often
gets us into trouble, but even more serious can be what’s right under
our noses, including what we think we know but don’t. We feel in-
vested in its being true and defend it, rather than asking if we might
have it wrong.

U.S. culture, for example, takes it to be obvious that the country
is a political democracy and that capitalist “free enterprise” is
democracy’s economic equivalent. These beliefs are so powerful
that no politician would dare say otherwise, knowing it would be po-
litical suicide even to suggest there might be something basically
wrong with capitalism. No politician could hope to be elected after
pointing out that in practice capitalism is anything but democratic
since it concentrates economic power in so few hands that enter-
prise is “free” primarily, if not only, for them.3 They would be at-
tacked as disloyal, if not heretical, for questioning basic beliefs and
sacred institutions, and the attacks would come most prominently
from the mass media, corporate leaders, privately funded “think
tanks,” and government officials, all of whom have a substantial in-
terest in preserving the lopsided distribution of power and wealth in
the United States. But if the beliefs that identify democracy with
capitalism are false or merely hide the truth that underlies the prob-
lems that plague us, then the almost sacred protected status of the
obvious becomes a trap with us right in the middle.

Values, Choice, and Conflict

In a sense, every cultural idea rests on a belief of some kind because
to think about something we first have to see it as something that
exists, even if only in our imaginations. But many cultural ideas go
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beyond basic questions of fact to construct a more complex social
reality. Values do this by ranking things in terms of how socially de-
sirable they are—how good or bad, better or worse, superior or infe-
rior they’re judged to be.4 In many cultures, education is valued
above ignorance, honesty above dishonesty, profit above loss, kind-
ness above cruelty, cleanliness above filth, married above single, sex
above celibacy, rich above poor, heterosexual above gay or lesbian,
whiteness above color, male above female, and being in control
above not being in control. In each case, cultural beliefs define
what’s being compared and ranked. We have to know what we mean
by “education” or who qualifies as “white” or “heterosexual,” and
beliefs provide each culture’s answer. Values take this a step further
with a rough hierarchical order that gives various aspects of social
life a vertical dimension. In other words, it’s not just that “hetero-
sexual” and “lesbian” differ in what we think they are, for cultural
values also rank one as preferable to the other.

Values loom large in our lives because they provide a way to
choose between alternatives that might otherwise appear equiva-
lent. Almost everything we do involves a choice among different val-
ues, although the choice may come so easily to us that we aren’t
aware of it as such. We decide what clothes to wear each day, whether
to work longer hours to earn more money or fewer hours to spend
more time doing other things, whether to get a job right after high
school or go to college, whether to have sex with someone we feel at-
tracted to, whether to object when we hear sexist, racist, and other
forms of oppressive talk, whether to spend the evening watching
television or reading, whether to tell friends about our sexual orien-
tation or to keep it to ourselves, whether to vote and for whom,
whether to have an abortion or bear a child, whether to tell friends a
truth they’d rather not know. From trivial matters to decisions that
can transform our lives, we’re always weighing the relative value of
what we see as our alternatives, and culture is where we get the ideas
we need to do these things.
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Values do more than influence how we choose between one
course of action and another, for they also affect how we perceive
and treat ourselves and other people. When values rank European
above Latina, for example, or male above female, or not having a
disability above having one, people are sorted into different places
in a social hierarchy of worth. This process makes problems like priv-
ilege and oppression more than seeing differences among people; it
also ranks entire categories of people in ways that exclude, devalue,
and oppress some and include, elevate, and privilege others. The ef-
fects of such ranking can be as monumental as the Bosnian-Serb
genocidal war of “ethnic cleansing” or as subtle as a white waiter
seating a black customer next to the kitchen door and never coming
back to take an order. But in every case, what’s at stake are the dig-
nity and worth of human beings and the cultural justification of sys-
temic patterns of privilege and oppression.

Like every other aspect of culture, values have a taken-for-
granted quality about them. We experience them as a natural part
of reality, not as socially constructed ideas about reality. Our prefer-
ence for what we value feels so immediate and comes so easily that
we assume our particular values are a universal part of the human
experience, that there wasn’t a time or a place when people didn’t
feel this way. For some preferences, this is probably true. Even in-
fants would rather be warm than cold, comfortable than in pain, full
rather than hungry.

But most of what we value is what we learn to value through so-
cialization in a particular system’s culture. A powerful way to see
this is to experience cultures that promote different values. A few
years ago, for example, I traveled to Norway to visit relatives. We
spent several days in the city of Oslo, where the extensive train sys-
tem runs within the city and outward toward surrounding commu-
nities. I was startled to notice trains without conductors to collect
fares or punch tickets, and train and subway stations with no way to
make sure people paid their fares—no gates, no turnstiles, no ticket

49

Culture :  Symbols ,  Ideas ,  and the Stuff  of  Life



booths. I watched people board the train, take out a multiple-ride
ticket, and insert it in a machine that punched it each time they
rode the train. And I saw people buy single-ride tickets from ma-
chines on station platforms and then put the tickets in their pockets
since there was no one to collect them.

I can’t imagine U.S. transportation systems operating this way,
and the reason is that the two societies have such different cul-
tures. Norwegian culture includes beliefs that the train system es-
sentially belongs to everyone, that it can’t keep running if people
don’t pay their fares, and that most people will therefore pay as part
of doing their share. The culture also places a higher value on trust
than it does on making sure no one gets away without paying. It
also places a higher value on a sense of belonging to the community
and doing your bit to make it work than it does on getting some-
thing for nothing.

In the United States, however, the belief is that most people
won’t pay if they can get it for nothing and that getting something
for nothing is more important than a sense of community and shared
purpose. There are exceptions, especially in smaller communities. In
the little town where I live, for example, it’s common in the summer
to see roadside stands with fruits and vegetables for sale and no one
there to collect money, just an open “cash” box and a sign that posts
prices. And some colleges have student honor codes instead of exam
proctors and other kinds of “policing” to prevent student cheating.
In both cases a value choice is being made in how to organize the sys-
tem. I’m sure some people take vegetables without paying and some
students cheat and get away with it, and this goes against some im-
portant values. But something regarded as even more valuable is
gained, for people are able to live and work in an atmosphere of mu-
tual trust and respect that’s hard to maintain if we’re always assum-
ing that everyone will cheat whenever they get the chance.

The more I see of other cultures, the more aware I am of my own
culture as a culture, and that things aren’t just what they are but are
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what my culture makes them out to be. I can also see that when I
make choices, I always choose from a limited range of alternatives
offered by my culture. This suggests that we never make anything
like a “free” choice. As the philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer put it,
when it comes to values “We want what we will, but we don’t will
what we want.”5

In other words, when I feel myself wanting a new car, I don’t re-
alize how my wanting a new car is connected to a cultural value
placed on material possessions—more stuff is better than less, and
new stuff is better than old, and stuff I don’t have is better than
stuff I do. Since we’re socialized into a set of cultural values and
don’t choose how that happens, the values we acquire limit us in
ways that are hard to see until we step outside and realize they aren’t
the only possibilities.

In that sense, my “freedom” to want a car is shaped by an eco-
nomic system that depends on ever-expanding markets and rising
profits, both of which depend on encouraging people to measure
their lives more by the products and services they consume than,
say, spiritual enlightenment or helping people less well-off than they
are, setting us up to see the accumulation of material wealth as an
essential part of a happy and successful life. This is true of just
about everything we value. Whether it’s using plastic surgery to
“improve” how we look, aspiring to a college education, laughing at
sexist jokes as a way to “fit in,” or seeing our country as superior to
all others, we rarely realize how much our culture limits our prefer-
ences to a narrow range of possibilities. And we also don’t realize
how radically different our options might be somewhere else.

As an individual, I can be aware that culture exists and shapes
my perceptions and experience, including what I think I want. As
someone born and raised in the United States, I can see how mate-
rialistic my culture is and choose to live my life differently by pur-
suing other values. But I’ll always be doing this in spite of my
cultural background, as an act of going against what I was raised to

51

Culture :  Symbols ,  Ideas ,  and the Stuff  of  Life



value as a path of least resistance. I can expand my “freedom” only
by liberating myself from the narrow range of choices that my
culture—that any culture—offers the people who participate in it.
To do this, I need to “step outside” the cultural framework I’m
used to so that I can see it as a framework, as one possibility among
many. Stepping outside is an important part of what sociological
practice is about, and concepts like “culture,” “beliefs,” and “val-
ues” are important tools used in the process, for they point to what
we’re stepping outside of.

We can go against our culture because cultures aren’t rigid
frameworks that determine who we are and what we do. Values can’t
tell us what to do in every possible situation, because most situa-
tions involve combinations of values that are impossible to predict.
Instead of giving us clear rules for how to choose in every situation,
values provide general guidelines for how to weigh one alternative
against another. As social psychologist Roger Brown put it, values
are like rules of grammar that we use to interpret sentences that
we’ve never seen before.6

How we apply those rules, however, is up to us. It’s generally re-
garded as “good,” for example, to choose honesty over dishonesty.
But what happens when that value conflicts with another such as
love of family? If murderers looking for my brother ask me where he
is, you can be sure that I’ll do what I can to send them off in the
wrong direction. But what if it’s my brother who’s the murderer?
What if I’m in the position of David Kaczynski, who realized his
brother Theodore might be the “Unabomber” whose package
bombs killed several people and severely injured numerous others?
Do I turn him in for almost certain imprisonment or death, or do I
choose loyalty to kin as a higher value and remain silent? There is no
book of answers to such questions, which makes value conflict an
enduring source of struggle and anguish. It comes up over and over
again, whether about protecting the environment at the expense of
jobs or making birth control and sex education available in schools.
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Values provide us with raw materials and rough guidelines for weigh-
ing alternatives, but they can’t tell us how to use them.

As part of any culture, values map out paths of least resistance
that shape how people participate in systems. As a way to regulate
people’s behavior, however, values can only suggest how we ought to
behave. What they lack is something to back them up and turn
them into statements about how we must behave or else. Adding the
“or else” to a value gives us something stronger—a norm.

Norms, Morality, and Deviance

The difference between what is valued and desired and what is ex-
pected and required is social consequences in the form of rewards and
punishments. If you take a cultural value and turn it into a rule en-
forced with rewards and punishments, then you have a norm, a value
“with teeth” that can bite if you don’t choose the path of least resis-
tance. When David Kaczynski decided whether or not to turn in his
brother, he had more to do than weigh competing values. He also had
to consider his behavior in relation to norms and the punishments
and rewards that go with them. On the one hand, if he turned his
brother in, he’d be rewarded by a grateful public for ending a night-
mare of violence against innocent people. At the same time, he may
have been punished by family members for violating family norms
based on loyalty to kin. On the other hand, if he remained silent, he
risked being shamed by a public outraged at his disregard for future
victims of his brother’s violence. His family, however, might have re-
warded him for his loyalty to kin. In either case, his dilemma wasn’t
simply choosing between “better” or “worse” alternatives. There were
real social consequences that hinged on what he chose to do.

Notice how changing the system he participates in can change the
social consequences of his actions. If his family was formed around
both kinship and organized crime activities, then his situation might
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look quite different. Instead of choosing between his duty to society
and loyalty to his brother, he’d also have to consider what would hap-
pen if turning in his brother caused the police to take a close look at
his family. To avoid that, he might turn his brother in, not to the po-
lice, but to his family who might then deal with the brother in its
own way to protect the family’s “business” interests.

Like every aspect of culture, norms are made up. They aren’t
what people do, but are ideas about what people do. Like beliefs,
norms refer to some aspect of reality, such as the definition of mur-
der. Like values, norms are linked to cultural judgments about
what’s considered more or less desirable: Murder is bad, while
killing to protect your country is good. Norms go a step further,
however, by linking beliefs and values to social consequences that
wouldn’t otherwise happen. If a man sets off a bomb near a crowd
of people, the result might be injury or death. Whether he’ll be ar-
rested and what will happen to him then, however, depend on what
the norms look like, and these can be changed any time a law-
making body decides. If he’s punished, it won’t be simply because
he has hurt or killed people. It will be because he has violated a
norm that prohibits such killing.

To see the difference, consider how he might use a bomb to kill
people with different consequences. If he flies a bomber during war-
time, for example, he’ll be rewarded for accomplishing his mission,
especially if he is courageous in doing so. The objective conse-
quences might be the same—a bomb explodes and kills people—
but the social consequences depend on the norms that apply in that
system. If his plane is shot down after he drops the bombs, he might
be prosecuted as a criminal by his captors if their norms define the
killing as an act of murder. In short, we can’t tell what the social
consequences of an action will be unless we know about the social
system we’re operating in.

Norms are ideas not only about how people behave, but about
how they appear and, in some cases, who they are. If you walk naked
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down Main Street at noon on a cold January day, the objective con-
sequence might be that you’d catch a cold or people would see what
your body looks like. The social consequences, however, would most
likely be something more—from disapproving looks to being ar-
rested. In a nudist colony, however, the social consequence would be
acceptance, and disapproving looks would be reserved for people
who went around without taking off their clothes.

Norms about personal appearance can be so powerful that we
feel bound by them even when we’re by ourselves. I was once camp-
ing by a lake in a remote section of Vermont, for example, when I
decided to go for a swim. I was standing in a beautiful grove of birch
trees with no one but my wife for miles around, taking off my
clothes and about to put on a bathing suit. Suddenly, with one foot
in and one foot out, I was stopped by a question that popped into
my head: Why am I putting this suit on? Unable to think of a good
reason, I took a wonderful (and rare) skinny dip, beyond the reach of
cultural norms.

At such moments, I may wonder why norms exist in the first
place. Why should anyone care if we wear clothes or not, or clothes
that are “appropriate” for the occasion? Why should such rules mat-
ter so much that people might be ridiculed or shunned or even ar-
rested and locked up for breaking them? For that matter, why should
we feel justified in shooting someone who’s running off with a tele-
vision we consider to be our “property”? The answer lies through
deeper questions of what social systems are all about, which, like
most important questions, have more than one answer.

One answer comes from what’s known as the functional per-
spective, which is based on the idea that every social system has cer-
tain requirements that must be met for it to work. From this
perspective, norms exist because without them systems would fall
apart or foul up in one way or another. This makes sense given that
social systems are organized around relationships among people,
and relationships consist largely of what we expect of one another.

55

Culture :  Symbols ,  Ideas ,  and the Stuff  of  Life



Since norms define and enforce expectations, it follows that a social
system can’t do without them.

Norms also play an important part in defining a system’s bound-
aries by giving us a way to tell insiders from outsiders and by con-
trolling who gets to be one or the other. To belong to a community,
for example, you have to go along with its culture to a certain de-
gree, and you can often tell members from nonmembers by who
does and who doesn’t. If you break the rules, you risk punishment,
including being thrown out altogether. This isn’t simply because
you’ve violated a norm, but because the norms are connected to be-
liefs and values that define reality and what’s considered important.
The surest way to gain acceptance and influence in a group is to
adopt its culture openly and from the outset. Rejecting a culture is
the surest way to be rejected yourself no matter what else you might
have to contribute. So, when new students flood a college campus in
the fall, they wander around looking lost, because they are lost, and
this makes it easy to pick them out from a crowd. They break rules
left and right because they don’t know the rules are even there, and
they are forgiven for a while. But there comes a point when they are
expected to know what’s what and are held accountable for what
they do as the price of being included. They’ve crossed a boundary
defined in part by their relationship to a set of cultural ideas about
who they are in relation to something larger than themselves.

In this sense, it doesn’t matter what the norms actually are in a
system so long as there are some. When children create a club, for
example, one of the first things they do is make up rules that have to
be obeyed in order to belong. To have a club without rules is un-
thinkable, no matter how silly or contradictory they may be. The
rules themselves don’t matter as much as establishing a sense of
something larger that members can feel part of, which, in turn, also
tells them something about who they are.

The great French sociologist Émile Durkheim saw this collective
sense of “we” as the necessary foundation of social life and the only
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way to control people’s behavior.7 This collective sense is what
morality is really all about—not just a set of rules about how to be a
good person, but a shared sense of what the essence of a social sys-
tem and its people consists of. It’s from that shared sense of “us”
and “it” that morality draws much of its power and authority, for to
violate moral rules is to risk our sense of belonging to the system it-
self. The most important thing about morality isn’t behavior, but
the feeling of attachment that binds people to a group or society
when they support its moral rules. Without this, people feel lost and
systems fall apart.

From this perspective, when someone breaks a rule, they do much
more than that, for they also violate a sense of boundaries and raise
questions about who they are in relation to an entire system. If you
wear the “wrong” clothes to work, people start wondering if you really
belong there, if you’re really committed to what the place is “all
about.” You might think, “What’s a dress code got to do with moral-
ity?” In the usual sense of what makes a good person, the answer is
probably “not much” in most systems most of the time. But in a larger
sociological sense, morality is a basis for defining what a group or soci-
ety is all about and what it takes to be accepted as a member. This
makes the answer more complex. Whether it’s rules about killing peo-
ple or how to behave at the dinner table, all norms have some bearing
on belonging and commitment that can tell us as much about what
we’re about as about the systems we participate in.

If morality is basically about belonging, then it follows that people
who are seen as outsiders will be treated as deviants, as violators of a
moral code. This is what happens with stigma, when people are
treated as deviant not because of something they’ve done, but be-
cause of who they are.8 This often plays a key role in various forms of
social inequality and oppression. In many ways, characteristics such as
race, gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation, disability status, and reli-
gion are often used to define deviant categories of people who are
then treated as outsiders by dominant groups. They are denied the
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normal, everyday benefits of belonging, from being treated with cour-
tesy and respect in a store to being able to find a place to live, a decent
school for their children, or a job that reflects their abilities.

For centuries, for example, women have been regarded as
deviants—as incomplete, flawed versions of men, whose minds and
bodies render them weak and not up to the standard of a fully
developed and competent human being.9 In most valued occupa-
tions and professions, women are still treated as outsiders and are
told in ways both subtle and overt that they have no right to be
there and are unwelcome. Whether it’s not being invited to join a
group of men going out for a beer after work or finding a used con-
dom in her desk drawer and other forms of harassment, the underly-
ing message and its effect are the same.10

The use of norms to exclude and oppress entire categories of
people suggests something going on that a functionalist perspective
doesn’t see. It makes sense that systems are organized in ways that
regulate what people do, but it makes much less sense to argue for
some kind of social need to regulate who people are in terms of
something like the color of their skin. It is hard to see why a society
would require arrangements that not only elevate and privilege
some groups but also routinely inflict suffering on everyone else.

Systematic patterns of exclusion, exploitation, domination, and
abuse make more sense from what’s known in sociological practice
as the conflict perspective. The conflict perspective also focuses on
systems but primarily as a setting for conflict around patterns of so-
cial inequality. Culture is where we get most of the ideas we use to
define reality, to differentiate “superior” from “inferior,” and to
identify the rules of the game. It is therefore not surprising that
privileged groups use their power and influence to shape culture it-
self in their own interests, including the perpetuation of privilege.

Consider, for example, cultural ideas about “private property.”
The idea of private property hasn’t been around very long, dating
back no more than several thousand years. For something to be re-
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garded as property, it has to occupy a particular position in a social
relationship. When I say that the land my house sits on is my prop-
erty, I’m saying that the people of my community and society recog-
nize my right to live on it and do pretty much what I want with it,
although not without limits. This allows me some control over who
comes onto the property and how they treat it. With few exceptions,
my property can’t be changed or destroyed or taken away from me
without my consent, unless it’s done by a nonhuman force such as
an earthquake. In this sense, property isn’t something (or, in the
case of people held in slavery, someone). Instead, property is a set of
ideas about the relationships that connect “owners” to what’s so-
cially regarded as their property and to other people and social sys-
tems such as communities and societies.

What we call “property” exists only when cultures have beliefs
that define it as real. Like many North American tribes, for example,
the Wampanoag traditionally viewed land as part of nature and not
something that people could own. They could live on it, farm it,
hunt on it, worship it, and admire its beauty, but they couldn’t treat
it as property. When English settlers came to the island of Nan-
tucket off the southern coast of Massachusetts, however, they “pur-
chased” land from the Wampanoag tribe. The Wampanoag were
dumbfounded by what the settlers did next: They arrested and pun-
ished anyone who “trespassed” on their “property.” The Wampanoag
could no longer walk on or otherwise use the land because it no
longer “belonged” to them. The Wampanoag social system had no
place for such ideas and eventually died out without ever acquiring
one. To the Wampanoag, the norms of English culture defined a re-
lationship to the land that simply wasn’t possible.

In theory, norms that protect private property serve the interests
of everyone who has any, whether it’s my iPod or Exxon’s oil wells.
And the more property you own, the more you’ll benefit from that
protection. But protection takes on much greater significance when
property is a basis for systems of privilege and oppression. When

59

Culture :  Symbols ,  Ideas ,  and the Stuff  of  Life



owning property gives people power over others, then any norm that
protects property rights also protects the inequality of power and
privilege and what people are able to do with it.

In the United States, for example, as in most industrial capi-
talist societies, a tiny portion of the population owns or controls the
vast majority of wealth, especially the factories, machinery, tools,
and other resources that people use to produce wealth and to make
a living. The wealthiest 20 percent of U.S. families own 83 percent
of all the wealth, the top 10 percent own 71 percent, and the
wealthiest 1 percent own almost 40 percent. By comparison, the
bottom 40 percent own 0.2 percent. Across the world as a whole,
the pattern is much the same, with the top 20 percent owning 85
percent of all wealth and the bottom half owning barely 1 per-
cent.11

A lopsided distribution of wealth doesn’t mean that norms that
protect private property exist only for the elite who own most of it. It
does mean, however, that while the law protects everyone’s property,
it also enables the elite to maintain its privileged position, including
its ability to increase its share of wealth even further. If you own or
control businesses and factories, you can decide who works and who
doesn’t, how they work, and what becomes of the goods and services
they produce. You can decide whether to close up shop and move pro-
duction and jobs to another region or country where labor costs are
lower and environmental and worker safety laws and labor unions are
weaker and profit margins are therefore higher. You can tell communi-
ties and states that unless they give your company tax breaks, you’ll
move to a “friendlier” business climate. And when states and com-
munities agree rather than see jobs go elsewhere, people who live and
work there have to make up the lost taxes or make do with less money
for schools and other government services.

Seeing how different aspects of social life fit together is an im-
portant part of sociological practice, for everything in social life is
connected to something else. Notice, for example, that a culture
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can’t include values and norms about property unless it also has a
cultural belief that defines such a thing as property as real in the first
place. Notice also that norms that seem to support one value are
likely to affect other values as well, so that what appears to be just
about protecting property can also be about preserving an entire so-
cial order based on privilege and oppression. This is true of every as-
pect of social life: The connections that we see right away and most
easily are usually just the tip of the iceberg. In this way, sociological
practice can take us beneath the surface toward the deeper truth of
what’s going on, why it matters, and what it’s got to do with us.

Attitudes: Culture as Feeling

Beliefs, values, and norms have a huge influence on how we perceive
reality, how we think about it, and how we behave. If we look at het-
erosexist prejudice, for example, we can see how elements of all
three kinds of ideas combine. Prejudice against gay, lesbian, bisex-
ual, and transgendered people values one sexual orientation as supe-
rior to others. The values are typically propped up by beliefs that
define sexual orientation as a type of person and make heterosexuals
look better. Heterosexuality, for example, may be seen as “natural”
and healthy while anything else is seen as “unnatural,” a disease or
perversion, or an offense against God. Stereotypes portray those
who don’t fit the heterosexual norm as being more likely than het-
erosexuals to exploit children sexually, even though the truth is just
the opposite.

Since heterosexism elevates one sexual orientation above others,
it becomes a form of privilege, in that heterosexuals are treated better
simply because of their sexual orientation. Like all forms of privilege,
heterosexual privilege is supported and maintained by norms that in
various ways keep gays and lesbians “in their place” by discriminating
against them in areas such as housing, work, and parental and spousal
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rights. A lesbian couple might live together and share their lives for
twenty years, yet if one becomes seriously ill, her parents and not her
life partner are likely to be the ones legally recognized as having the
right to manage her care and finances if she can’t manage them for
herself.

As powerful as beliefs, values, and norms are, they don’t ac-
count for the feelings involved in heterosexism, the emotional
component of prejudice. Hatred, disgust, or fear directed at gays
and lesbians isn’t a belief or a value or a norm, even though such
feelings may be closely connected to cultural ideas. Straight men
may feel contempt for gay men, for example, and connect that
feeling to beliefs and values that render gays contemptible in
straight men’s eyes. And they may act out their contempt through
norms that disadvantage and oppress gays. In both cases, the con-
tempt is more than a feeling. It is also a cultural attitude that
blends belief, value, and emotion in ways that shape how we feel
and behave toward people or, for that matter, the earth, ideas, or
just about anything else.12 The feelings can be as intense and mo-
mentous as unbridled public hatred. Or they can be subtle and
everyday, in the hidden sense of unease straight men often feel
when they’re around gay men.13

In each case, the feeling is more than an emotion, for it’s an
emotion rooted in a social system and a culture that goes with it.
Feelings depend on how people define the reality of what’s going on,
what matters most, and what’s expected of them and regarded as
socially appropriate. Whether the most intense heterosexist hatred
in a hate crime or the most restrained politeness at the dinner table,
attitudes are a complex blend of ideas and feelings that shape how
people participate in social life.

Some emotions are probably hard-wired into us as a species.
Small children, for example, don’t have to be taught to feel afraid.
Fear is certainly an emotion, but it’s not a cultural attitude unless
it’s connected to beliefs or values. Some years ago, for example, our
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household added a snake to our two dogs and two goats. When I
first heard the suggestion, I reacted as most people in this society
would: “You want a what?”

Eventually, however, I was persuaded to consider that there was
no reason to feel afraid or disgusted other than what I’d learned
from cultural attitudes about snakes. I went, I saw, I touched, and I
discovered much to my surprise that this creature was in fact a gen-
tle being with skin that felt like fine leather. Perhaps most impor-
tant, I realized that for all my bad feelings about snakes, this
animal—Oya is her name—had far more to fear from me than I
from her. She can barely hear or see and explores her environment
primarily by smelling with her tongue. I could kill her whenever I
wanted, and she would barely see it coming. Oya, however, would
never strike at me unless she felt threatened and, even then,
couldn’t hurt me very much unless she got lucky. When I tell this
story to people, they almost always react with a mixture of disgust
and fear, even though only a few of them have been close enough to
snakes to hold them or look in their faces. Their fear is less about ac-
tual experience than about growing up and living in a social system
whose culture is full of evil and frightening images of snakes.

In one sense, then, attitudes can be primary emotions like fear
that are attached to various cultural beliefs and values. By itself, fear
isn’t an attitude, but a cultural fear of snakes is. Many attitudes,
however, are emotions that exist only in relation to a social context.
Contempt and disgust, for example, only exist as expressions of neg-
ative judgments, and you can’t judge something without using be-
liefs and values. You can teach infants to fear just about anything—a
banana, a person—just by pairing it with something inherently fear-
ful such as violence. But you can’t teach infants to feel disgust for
something, because they have no way to form ideas and judgments
about anything until they learn to use language.

Put something delicious in an infant’s mouth, and it’ll be gone
in no time. But put the same thing in my mouth and tell me that it’s

63

Culture :  Symbols ,  Ideas ,  and the Stuff  of  Life



dog meat (a delicacy in many parts of Asia), and it won’t stay in my
mouth for long. My reaction of disgust won’t be due to the taste,
but because of the ideas I’d use to think about what I was eating.
Give someone a delicious hamburger and, when they’re half
through eating it, tell them it’s ground cat and watch how they react
and you’ll see the power of cultural attitudes in action. Even if you
then tell them it’s not cat, they may still refuse to eat it.

The mix of emotion, beliefs, and values is at the core of what
makes a cultural attitude. Pride, shame, guilt, love, hate, loyalty, rever-
ence, respect, disrespect, haughtiness, humility, pity, patriotism, sym-
pathy, empathy, gratitude, arrogance—all exist only in relation to
ideas about the object of the feeling. This is also true of what’s often
thought to be an absence of emotion, as in attitudes of detachment or
emotional deadness. In this sense, there’s no such thing as being “un-
emotional,” for “unfeeling” is as much an emotional state as “deeply
moved” or “enraged.” Very often, when people say they don’t feel any-
thing, they’re feeling a kind of flat emptiness that’s very much an
emotional state even though they may not call it that. And it’s a feel-
ing that can shape how they behave in powerful ways. It can mask and
underlie great cruelty, for example, or make it easier for people to kill
thousands in warfare, to do things that might sicken and horrify them
if they allowed themselves to feel those feelings instead of the feeling
of flat, detached “I’m-just-doing-my-job” efficiency that often takes
their place.

Although we don’t think of it as such in this culture, “unemo-
tional” is a powerful attitude that is especially expected of men and,
not surprisingly, those in positions of power. The only emotion that’s
routinely allowed and encouraged in men is anger, because anger, like
being emotionally detached, makes it easier to exercise power and
control. Since many cultures link standards for true manhood and
leadership to men’s ability to keep themselves in a seemingly unemo-
tional state, anyone who aspires to those positions will feel drawn to-
ward that attitude. The attitude combines a feeling of emotional
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detachment with cultural beliefs about the consequences of allowing
various kinds of emotions to influence judgments and decisions. It’s
also connected to values that rank stereotypical masculine inexpres-
siveness above the stereotypical feminine tendency to be openly
“emotional.” So, women, who are culturally encouraged as women to
be “emotional,” will tend toward an “unemotional” attitude if they
want to be taken seriously and succeed in the male-dominated busi-
ness and professional world.

This happens with many forms of social inequality in that those
in lower positions are often culturally stereotyped as more emo-
tional than those in higher positions, and this can easily be used
against them. When blacks or women express anger at discrimina-
tion in the workplace, for example, they risk triggering stereotypes
of blacks and women as overly emotional and therefore out of con-
trol and needing to be controlled by others. This, in turn, is used to
argue that they’re unsuited for higher positions because they don’t
display appropriate attitudes.

Looking at attitudes and how they work is a useful way for see-
ing how various aspects of culture combine to produce complex and
powerful results. Although culture consists primarily of what we
can’t see—symbols, ideas, and feelings—it also includes what we
can see, the material world that humans construct as part of their
social environment.

Material Culture and the Stuff of Life

The reality we construct is both nonmaterial and material. For ex-
ample, we can think of music as a form of culture, as patterns of
sound that we recognize as music rather than noise. In many cul-
tures, music is expressed in a symbolic form using notes, sharps,
flats, rests, and the like, which musicians must know in order to
“read” what other musicians write (although one can certainly play
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music without being able to read it). But as a part of culture, music
also has a material basis for its existence, from the paper it’s printed
on to the brass, wood, steel, animal skins, shells, and other materials
that go into making instruments. In industrial societies, the hard-
ware for producing and reproducing music seems to expand daily,
from microphones, mixers, and tape recorders to electric violins,
synthesizers, and iPods.

What all of this means for sociological practice is that to under-
stand music or any other part of social life, we have to pay attention to
both its material and nonmaterial aspects and how they’re related to
one another. The terms of social life aren’t simply embodied in who
we are as people, but are also embodied in how we shape the physical
world, from the furniture we sit on to the cities and towns we live in.

Material culture exists because human beings seem to have an
inherent tendency to transform the world as we find it. Whether it’s
to cut a path through the woods from the village to the water
source, plant a garden, lay down a highway, build a house, or turn
iron ore into steel, we seem bent toward the creative work of turning
one thing into something else.

How we do this matters on several levels. In the most immediate
sense, the material world we create directly affects our own physical
existence. The telephone, for example, takes our limited ability to
hear and extends it across thousands of miles. In the opposite direc-
tion, the walls of buildings—especially windowless ones in buildings
where many people work—can shut us in and close us off from the
world around us and the people in it. By itself, the human body isn’t
able to do very much. Our senses of smell, sight, hearing, taste, and
touch don’t measure up very well compared with those of many
species. We can’t fly, and most mammals can outrun or outswim us
without too much trouble. In the overall scheme of things, in short,
we’re an awkward and limited bunch.

But our ability to invent material culture more than makes up
for it, which is both a blessing and a curse. The blessing is that we
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can do creative things that are otherwise far beyond our reach. The
curse is that we can use material culture to do damage beyond our
wildest imaginings. The human ability to pollute and otherwise
destroy the life-sustaining capacity of the planet is so vast and
complex that we’re only beginning to grasp the scope of it. And
our ability to use technology not only to eradicate entire species
whose presence we find objectionable but also to slaughter other
human beings in huge numbers continues to increase with no ap-
parent end in sight.

Beyond our physical existence, material culture also affects the
terms on which social life is lived. It affects how we perceive real-
ity, how we feel, what we value and expect from other people, and
how social relationships are structured around things like the dis-
tribution of power. When Johannes Gutenberg invented movable
type in the fifteenth century, for example, he helped bring about a
social revolution. For the first time, it was possible to take infor-
mation or an idea, reproduce it in written form, and distribute it to
a huge audience. This meant that it now mattered whether most
people could read and write, because when books were printed by
hand, only the wealthy could afford them. As literacy spread,
ideas, information, innovation, and invention spread right along
with it.

In the simplest sense, a printing press is just a machine, a collec-
tion of parts arranged in a certain way. Its social significance comes
from how it’s used, especially in choosing what to print. Since what
people read influences how they perceive and think about the world,
it was inevitable that groups would struggle over control of the print-
ing press as a way to control the flow of information and ideas. At
one time or another just about every government in the world has
tried to limit people’s access to printing presses and related technol-
ogy and what they print on them. In the 1980s, the Romanian gov-
ernment went so far as to require people who owned typewriters to
register them with the police so that the authorities could use
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samples of their type to identify the origin of antigovernment writ-
ing. If you had a criminal record or were seen as someone who posed
“a danger to public order and security,” you couldn’t own a type-
writer at all.14

In less authoritarian societies, the state has less control over
printing and publishing. This doesn’t mean that most people have
access to this material culture, however, because it’s quite expen-
sive. As a result, writes Michael Parenti, freedom of the press exists
primarily for those who own the presses or have the money to buy
space in newspapers and magazines and print what they want to
say.15 Increasingly, the public flow of ideas and information is con-
trolled by a shrinking number of corporations that expand by merg-
ing and buying one another. This is happening across the mass
media, from television, radio, and film to books, magazines, and
newspapers. The rate of acquisitions, mergers, and the consolida-
tion of power and control is so rapid that it’s difficult to keep up
with who owns whom. It’s hard to find a major book publisher, for
example, that isn’t owned by someone else, usually a still larger pub-
lisher but increasingly a corporation that otherwise has nothing to
do with publishing.

Why does this consolidation in the flow of ideas and informa-
tion matter? It matters because what can appear to be a diversity of
independent news, information, and analysis can in fact flow from a
small number of sources whose interests take first priority. As one
commentator responded to a series of acquisitions and mergers
(which have since undoubtedly been superseded by still more shuf-
fling of ownership, power, and control):

Watch a Little, Brown book become a Book of the Month
Club pick, a Warner paperback and a Warner Brothers film
that is featured in People, reviewed in Time, with a
soundtrack album on Atlantic Records, shown on HBO,
parodied in Mad and finally developed into a TV series by
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Lorimar. And all of the money—along with all of the
choices—will be left in the hands of Time Warner, Inc.16

What looks like a free and open “marketplace of ideas” turns out to
be something else altogether.

Social control over the flow of ideas would be an issue even
without the trend toward consolidating power in mass media. Al-
most none of the media, for example, have anything serious to say
about capitalism and how it affects most people’s lives. If you want
to learn more about this, you won’t find it on television or radio,
even on the supposedly liberal-biased public networks. Nor will you
find it in newspapers, news magazines, or the lists of major book
publishers. Why not? It could be that there simply isn’t anything
critical to say because capitalism is so close to perfection that, aside
from minor flaws, it is about as good as an economy can get. Given
the amount of suffering and crisis that has become almost routine
in the world, however, it’s unlikely that we’ve arrived at such an ex-
alted final state.

It’s more likely that the mass media are silent on the subject of
capitalism because they are organized in ways that make silence a
path of least resistance. For example, almost all of the mass media are
capitalist corporations. As such, most are owned by stockholders look-
ing for the highest return on their investment and controlled by exec-
utives whose fortunes depend on how well they serve stockholders’
interests. In other words, those who own and control the mass media
have a vested interest in preserving and promoting capitalism as an
economic system. They have little to gain and a considerable amount
to lose by suggesting there might be something wrong with it. This
makes them unlikely to question or undermine what makes their
power and privilege possible.

None of this means the mass media control what we think about
a particular issue, but they do have a great deal of control over what
we think about. And if they can control whether we see something
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like capitalism as an issue, they don’t have to worry about how we
see it as an issue. In this sense, the most profound use of media
power isn’t in what’s printed, filmed, or broadcast, but in what’s not.
It’s no wonder that even as major social problems like privilege and
oppression and chronic economic insecurity affect more and more
people, it doesn’t occur to them to ask how a system as powerful and
pervasive as capitalism might be part of the problem.

Clearly the problem has less to do with the existence of material
culture, like the printing press or television camera, than it does with
how it’s used in a particular system. If we overlook the difference be-
tween the thing and how it’s used, it’s easy for material culture to
take on a life of its own, as if it has power over us all by itself. Com-
puters, for example, take a lot of blame for supposedly controlling
people’s lives, but the problem isn’t the machine. The problem is in
our relationship to the machine and how we think about it, both of
which we can control more than we know. A computer is, after all,
just metal and plastic and amounts to nothing more than that unless
someone plugs it in, turns it on, and tells it what to do. As such, a
computer is nothing more than what we make it to be and has no
more significance than we choose to give it. In the early stages of the
Industrial Revolution in Europe, workers saw machines as evil be-
cause machines were being used to replace and control workers. The
words saboteur and sabotage, in fact, come from the practice of tak-
ing wooden-soled shoes—sabots—and throwing them in the “works”
to disable or ruin the hated machines.

Today, the use of machines to replace and control workers is ex-
panding rapidly, primarily in the form of computers and robotics.
There’s nothing about the machinery itself, however, that requires
anyone to use it in this way. More efficient production could be used
to reduce the number of hours people work and still provide enough
goods and services to meet everyone’s needs. In a capitalist eco-
nomic system, however, this isn’t what “efficient” means. A capital-
ist organization increases efficiency by maximizing production and
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minimizing cost—especially the cost of labor—which leads to
higher profits. So, the “leisure” that workers gain from the increased
use of “labor-saving” technology tends to be the spare time afforded
by unemployment or forced early retirement rather than a full-time
job that demands less from them in return for being able to earn a
living. Amidst a technological explosion, people in the United
States aren’t working less; they’re working more, and without a great
deal to show for it.17

The stuff of material culture can’t tell us what it’s about. For
that we have to see where material culture fits in a social system,
how people perceive, value, and think about it, and what they do
with it. As such, material culture can take social life in many differ-
ent directions at once. The computer, for example, can be used as
an instrument of oppressive control. It can store enormous
amounts of personal information about people and be used to in-
vade their privacy and monitor their every movement in the work-
place. In some businesses, workers must use a coded key card to
enter or leave any room, including the bathroom. This provides in-
formation about where workers are from one moment to the next
throughout the day, even at times when you might think it is no
one’s business but their own.

Technology, however, can serve any purpose we can imagine. The
Internet, for example, makes it possible for anyone with access to a
computer, a modem, and a phone line to connect to a worldwide
communications system that—so far—is virtually impossible for any-
one to control. The Internet consists of millions of individual com-
puters connected in small networks that are themselves connected to
one another to make larger networks. No one knows from one day to
the next how many computers are involved, and certainly no one can
know all of the billions of possible routes that connect those comput-
ers to one another. There are no central switching stations as there are
in telephone systems, no centralized control points to shut down or
regulate the flow of information. If one computer network isn’t
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working, then information is simply routed to its destination through
one of countless other networks. Messages don’t even travel in single
units, but are first broken into “packets,” which are sent off in differ-
ent directions and reassembled in their original form at their destina-
tion. It’s virtually impossible to control such a decentralized system as
a whole, which is why governments interested in controlling the flow
of information—which includes most governments—are working
hard to invent technology to control cyberspace.

Although material culture gets relatively little attention in so-
ciological work, it can play a complex and paradoxical role in social
life. We create this material culture and make it part of our identi-
ties, and yet we often experience it as separate and external—
autonomous and powerful in relation to ourselves. We tend to
identify with it in the sense that we come to depend on it so heavily
that we can’t imagine life without it. At the same time, we can eas-
ily forget that it’s nothing more than something people have made.

The danger of identifying with material culture is that we may
hang onto it even when it produces terrible consequences. We think
we can’t live without cars, air conditioning, cell phones, and nuclear
power plants, but the long-term truth may be that we can’t live with
them. There is also danger in seeing material culture as alien and
separate from our ability to create it. It’s dangerous because even if
we want to change it or get rid of it, we may feel helpless or, worse,
that it’s not our responsibility in the first place. This is how we can
find ourselves feeling and acting as if we’re at the mercy of inani-
mate objects.

It’s all too easy to forget that the sum total of any culture is the
product of the abundant potential of human imagination. “We live
in a web of ideas, a fabric of our own making,” wrote philosopher
Susanne Langer.18 But as we live inside this web, what it appears to
be at the moment is always only a piece of what’s possible. This pro-
foundly limits our ability to grasp the larger sense of what’s going
on. We live as though inside a little box of reality constructed from
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cultural stuff—whether in a family, at work, or in society at large.
And we rarely see beyond it, primarily because we don’t even know
the box is there. We act as though what we see is simply all there is.
But it’s not, and to imagine something more, we first have to see it
for what it is. In other words, to see beyond the box, we first have to
take a serious look at the box, which is what sociological practice in-
vites us to do.

Our Box: The Best Box, the Only Box

Living inside a box we can’t see out of makes it easy to assume that
other cultures either don’t exist or, if they do, are either just like ours
or not worth the bother of getting to know, a phenomenon known as
ethnocentrism. We’re like infants who see themselves and their ex-
perience as the center of the universe. The box goes with us wher-
ever we go, including to other societies, which, of course, have
cultures of their own. I vividly remember being deep inside Mexico
and hearing a U.S. tourist’s angry outburst at a restaurant waiter
who wouldn’t accept dollars as payment for the meal. The tourist
couldn’t imagine a place where dollars weren’t the currency of
choice and refused to allow any other possibility. His tone conveyed
the unmistakable message that being from the United States gave
him a sense of arrogant entitlement, as in, “Who are you to refuse
my money?” But it also reflected an underlying phenomenon that is
nearly universal—the difficulty in seeing beyond our own society.

The tourist’s blind arrogance was ethnocentric, but he was also
ethnocentric in his assumption that any culture other than his own
was inferior. He assumed that U.S. dollars were a superior currency
to Mexican pesos and that the waiter should accept, if not be grate-
ful for, an offering of this exalted currency. In fact, however, at that
time the peso had a much more stable history of maintaining its
value than did the dollar and, if anything, it was the U.S. tourist who

73

Culture :  Symbols ,  Ideas ,  and the Stuff  of  Life



held an “inferior” currency. But in a world seen through ethnocen-
tric eyes, none of that mattered. The tourist resisted anything that
might raise questions about the comfortable box he lived in, begin-
ning with awareness of the box itself and the possibility of alterna-
tives to it.

Ethnocentrism is everywhere and not peculiar to any culture. It
is what led Europeans to call the Americas “the New World” and to
assume the right to name it and conquer its peoples and plunder its
resources. It’s why “Columbus Day” is celebrated in the United
States to recognize the “discovery” of America, even though North
America was discovered thousands of years before by migrants from
Siberia to Alaska. Ethnocentrism explains why white Australians
celebrate the “founding” of Australia in 1788, even though numer-
ous tribal groups trace their lineage back to ancestors who lived
there some 40,000 years before the coming of Europeans. It’s why
the Japanese first greeted shipwrecked European sailors as “barbar-
ians” and promptly executed them. And it’s why virtually every
country that goes to war underestimates the courage, tenacity, and
resources of their opponents, often assuming victory will come in a
matter of weeks or months, as when the United States invaded Iraq
in 2003.

In some ways, a kind of ethnocentrism operates not only among
societies but often within them as well. In complex societies, domi-
nant groups often act as though the cultural ideas they use to con-
struct reality apply to everyone. Heterosexuals, for example, act as
though they can assume everyone they encounter is also heterosex-
ual and carry on conversations as though that assumption were true.
In similar ways, whites, Christians, men, and the middle class often
act as though their outlooks and ways of life are at the center of the
social universe and represent human experience in general.

Most businesses in the United States, for example, routinely
make little or no allowance for holidays not associated with being
white, Christian, and of northern European background. This pat-
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tern occurs in the larger world as well. The routine use of “Have a
Merry Christmas” in casual public talk reflects an assumption that
everyone celebrates or values Christmas. Is a Jew, Buddhist, or athe-
ist supposed to smile in return and say, “Thanks! Merry Christmas
to you, too”? In this sense, every complex society includes a wide
range of socially constructed realities, but some dominate and come
to stand for the whole. The result is a kind of internal ethnocentrism
in which diversity and difference are treated as invisible or, when ac-
knowledged at all, as secondary and inferior.

The concept of ethnocentrism reveals how every culture limits
the view of people who participate in it. But it also points to a basic
paradox of culture and how we live and use it. “Ethnocentrism” is,
after all, just a word and as such is a part of culture, the very thing it
helps us see more clearly. In this sense, culture can take us in two di-
rections at once. It can take us inward, into the limited space of our
particular cultural box. But as tools for sociological practice, con-
cepts like culture and ethnocentrism also point to the box itself and
toward the powerful experience of imagining ourselves both inside
and outside at the same time.
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3

The Structures of Social Life
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Iwas in my second year of graduate school when I made my first
trip to San Miguel de Allende, a small town nestled on a moun-
tainside in central Mexico. It was the closest I’d come to a real va-

cation in a long time—weeks with no responsibilities, day after day
of long walks, good books to read, sleep whenever I wanted it, and
freely taking in the smells, tastes, sights, and sounds of open-air
markets, sunbaked adobe, and beautiful gardens.

After several weeks of this, I had a strange experience. For
some reason that I no longer recall, I wanted to know what time it
was and realized that I’d stopped wearing my watch. I knew it was
afternoon and not evening, but beyond that I hadn’t a clue. Since
I hadn’t been doing anything that required me to know the time,
I’d lost my sense of it. At first, I was fascinated by this experience
of “timelessness,” but then I realized that I also didn’t know what
day it was, even after I sat for a while trying to figure it out. This
was a bit disturbing, as if I were lost, like taking a subway to the
usual stop and coming up into a neighborhood I’d never seen
before.



In a social sense, “lost” is just what I was. There are rhythms and
cycles in life that seem natural and built-in to our experience as hu-
man beings. The passing of the seasons is one, as is the difference be-
tween night and day and the circadian rhythms that regulate when
we feel drawn to sleep or waking. But knowing the time of day by the
clock isn’t one of them. Clock time matters primarily because we use
it to orient ourselves to what other people expect of us. It’s a human
creation and a purely arbitrary one at that. There is nothing in nature
that corresponds to seconds, minutes, or hours. They are nothing
more than a made-up set of categories. There’s also nothing in na-
ture that corresponds to weeks or the need to distinguish between a
Monday and a Thursday or a Sunday. Time is useful because it con-
tributes to a sense of structure as we participate in social life.1 I be-
came “time lost” in the mountains of Mexico because I was no
longer in a social situation where my daily rhythms depended on
knowing the day or anything more than the roughest sense of the
hour (and certainly not the minute). I was disconnected from time
as part of a larger disconnection from my old social environment
back at school in Ann Arbor, Michigan. I felt lost and disconnected
because I hadn’t yet adjusted to a new sense of structure in which
time and day hardly mattered.

The concept of structure is a key to sociological practice because
it points to a great deal of what gives social life its familiar and pre-
dictable shape.2 Social structure organizes social life around rela-
tionships that connect people to one another and to systems as well
as connecting entire systems to one another. When we go through a
dramatic change in our lives—such as going to college or starting
our first job or breaking up a long-term relationship or experiencing
the death of someone close to us—we often feel lost. This feeling of
being lost occurs because we’ve changed our structural position in
relation to one or more social systems and changed our connection
to all the patterns of social life that go with that position. When I
was a high school senior, I knew what it meant to be who I was in
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that system, but when I went off to college, I didn’t know for sure
where I was socially or who I was in relation to things. The same is
true of long-term relationships. “Partner” or “wife” or “husband” is
a position that somehow anchors us. But with a breakup, that posi-
tion is gone and we experience not only a sense of loss but also of be-
ing lost because, in a sense, we are.

Social structure has two meanings. In the first sense, it’s about
how social relationships are organized at all levels of social life. We
can look, for example, at how relationships connect individuals to
one another as they participate in families and work. The relation-
ships among members of a basketball team are part of the team’s
structure. Structural relationships can also connect whole systems
to other systems, as between two competing teams or two nations in
the world economy. The relationships have different kinds of struc-
tural characteristics that produce different kinds of consequences,
which is why we’re interested in them as part of sociological practice.

In the second sense, social structure refers to various kinds of
distributions in social systems. In every system there are valued re-
sources and rewards that are distributed in one way or another. In
most industrial capitalist societies, for example, most of the wealth
is owned by a small elite, and the gap between them and everyone
else is growing. The structural distribution of political power is also
very unequal, even though the political system is called “demo-
cratic.” Another kind of structural distribution focuses on how peo-
ple are distributed among the various positions found in systems.
Most working people, for example, don’t belong to labor unions and
have jobs with relatively low levels of authority, autonomy, prestige,
security, and income. Most college professors are tenured, and most
of these are white and male. And only one person can be a national
president or prime minister at a time. These are all structural distri-
butions found in various systems.

In both of its meanings, the concept of structure can tell us a lot
about how systems work and how we’re connected to them.
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Us and It: Statuses and Roles

We are always participating in one social system or another (often
two or more at the same time). To see how that works, we begin
with what connects us to them, which is an element of social struc-
ture known as a status. A status is a position in a system’s structure,
and we participate in a system by occupying one or more statuses in
it (this is a good place to point out that just as words in general can
have more than one meaning, the same is sometimes true of socio-
logical terms. Status is also the word used by the great German soci-
ologist Max Weber to refer to the relative amount of prestige that
people have in social systems, as in describing an occupation as
“high status”).

I participate in my family, for example, through the statuses of
husband, father, grandfather, brother, and son, among others. Note
the difference between statuses as positions and the people who oc-
cupy them: we aren’t them, and they aren’t us. All kinds of people
can and do occupy the same statuses I occupy—I am not the only
father or husband in the world. And the statuses exist whether any-
one occupies them or not. It’s true that statuses wouldn’t amount to
much if no one ever occupied them, but it’s also true that they exist
independently of being occupied by particular people at any given
time. The game of Monopoly exists whether or not anyone plays it at
the moment. In the same way, the U.S. Supreme Court exists as a
system over and above the nine people who currently occupy the
status of justice. If they all died in a plane crash, the Court would
still exist even though its key statuses were currently unoccupied.

The distinction between statuses and the people who occupy
them is crucial for understanding how social life works. If we con-
fuse the two, it’s easy to make the mistake of trying to explain social
phenomena solely in terms of individuals. Every time a U.S. presi-
dent appoints a new Supreme Court justice, for example, there is
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speculation about how the candidate will vote on controversial is-
sues such as abortion or civil rights or the environment. Legal
scholars remind us, however, that people’s opinions before going on
the Court often don’t tell us much about how they’ll vote in their
new role. This is because the status of Supreme Court justice
places powerful limits on anyone who occupies it, which new jus-
tices may not realize until they actually get there. There is a huge
burden of responsibility that comes with being one of the nine
most powerful judges in the entire country, whose decisions can
shape the course of history. This is why the Court places a high
value on precedents set by past decisions and strongly discourages
overturning them. Technically, justices can vote however they
want, but in practice, they rarely feel free to do so because they feel
limited by the responsibilities that go with occupying the status of
Supreme Court justice.

This suggests that if we want to know how people will behave,
we’re in many ways better off knowing the statuses they occupy than
their personal characteristics and intentions. When U.S. voters
elect a new president, for example, they often look for candidates
who can change the direction of government policy, solve social
problems, and transform the landscape of social life. Newly elected
presidents often take office determined to change how things are
done, but they soon realize that although their status is the most
powerful in the entire political system, it’s just one of many that
make that system work the way it does. While the electorate is quick
to blame politicians for not delivering on their promises, they forget
how much easier it is to put new people into systems than it is to
change systems themselves.

When the Clinton administration tried to overhaul the na-
tion’s health insurance system in 1993, for example, it ran into op-
position from every side as the complexity of that system and the
implications of changing it became apparent. Providing affordable
health care for everyone wasn’t simply a matter of what was good
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for people’s health or of what the president wanted. It also had to
accommodate a complex web of competing interests including in-
surance companies, physicians, businesses, labor unions, the elder-
ly, the wealthy, the middle class, and those living in poverty. In the
end, it became an exercise in frustration that satisfied no one ex-
cept, perhaps, those who wanted things to stay as they were.

Heads of state may be among the most powerful officeholders in
the world, but officeholders are what they are. As such, when people
are elected to such high office, they don’t simply occupy a status.
More importantly, the status they occupy is connected to a vast net-
work of statuses both within and outside the government, and it is
those relationships that limit what they can accomplish. The power of
leaders to affect so many people is also what limits them, for every
move they make produces a complex range of consequences that
shape and limit the options from which they choose. No status simply
empowers—it also constrains, in some ways more than it empowers.

What makes things still more complicated is that we participate
in a variety of systems, which means we occupy many different sta-
tuses. Some statuses are ascribed to us at birth, such as race, gender,
ethnicity, and family statuses such as “daughter.” Others we achieve
and occupy as we move through our lives, such as student, clerk,
plumber, lawyer, manager, teacher, soldier, wife, husband, life part-
ner, mother, father, divorced, stepparent. Notice that with ascribed
and achieved statuses, we occupy the status whether we’re actually
doing it or not. I’m my son’s father, for example, whether I’m actu-
ally interacting with him or not. In this sense, we occupy such sta-
tuses no matter where we are or who we’re with and we may be
known by them, both to ourselves and to other people.

There are other statuses that we don’t occupy all the time be-
cause they exist only in a particular situation. When I step onto a
sidewalk, for example, I occupy the status of pedestrian. As soon as I
step off the sidewalk and onto a bus, I exit “pedestrian” and enter
“bus passenger.” With situational statuses, I have to be doing it at
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the moment in order to occupy it. Many statuses, then, have to do
with both who and where I am in social terms, while others have to
do simply with where I am and what I’m doing at the moment.

The point of occupying a status is that it connects us to social
systems and provides us with paths of least resistance that shape
how we experience and participate in those systems. It does this
with a set of cultural ideas known as a role.3 A role is a collection of
beliefs, values, attitudes, and norms that apply to whoever occupies
a particular status in relation to whoever occupies another status in
the system. The role of teacher, for example, includes beliefs that
describe the kind of person a teacher is supposed to be, such as the
knowledge and credentials that people can assume teachers will
have. It also includes values that shape a teacher’s choices, such as
the importance of learning and growth, and norms that regulate
how they behave, such as those requiring them to attend faculty
meetings or barring them from sexually harassing students. There
are also attitudes such as respect for students and taking them seri-
ously. Notice that the status of teacher comes with several different
roles, one for each of the other statuses in the system that are re-
lated to it. The teacher’s role in relation to students is quite differ-
ent from the role in relation to other teachers or to the dean or
students’ parents. In each case, the status remains constant, but the
content of the role varies from one relationship to another.

Roles lay out paths of least resistance that shape how we appear
and behave in countless ways. In schools and workplaces, for exam-
ple, there is a lot of pressure to have “the answer” to every question,
which makes always coming up with an answer (whether or not you
know what you’re talking about) a path of least resistance for people
in many different statuses. You could, of course, choose otherwise,
by saying, “I don’t know” when someone asks a question. But, as an
employee of a large corporation told me, “In this place, it’s not okay
to say you don’t know.” The “not okay” points to a form of social
resistance—a social consequence—that’s built into the system itself
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through its statuses and roles and discourages people from choosing
alternative paths.

Given how many statuses we occupy and all the roles that go
with them, it’s easy to see how complicated social life can get when it
presents us with more than one path at once. This creates the prob-
lem of role conflict, when the ideas of one role conflict with those of
another. When male teachers, for example, try to initiate sexual rela-
tionships with female students, the result is a role conflict that can
severely compromise both roles.4 For the teacher, it becomes impos-
sible to treat her as he would any other student. For her, the conflict
threatens her success not only within the narrow confines of school,
but, especially for graduate students, the course of her entire career
and life. If she refuses him, he can use his power to exclude or punish
her academically. If she consents, she may benefit from some sort of
favoritism for a while, but is always vulnerable to being undone by it.
If others find out, she may be denigrated as merely “sleeping her way
to the top.” Or, he may decide to use the power of his position
against her if she displeases him or if he grows tired of her.5

From a structural perspective, sexual relationships between
teachers and students cannot be equal because the roles that define
their positions in the system are inherently unequal and cannot be
made equal. His control over grades and other valued rewards is
there for him to use whether he wants to or not, because it’s built
into the system and the position he occupies in it. Given this, the
two people involved may think the relationship is based on equality,
but they have to pretend that they’re somehow above the power of
systemically defined relationships to shape the people who partici-
pate in them. It may be possible for a healthy relationship to happen
in spite of the profound conflict it can generate, but the odds are
hugely against it, which is why many organizations and professions
discourage or forbid such relationships. It’s also why professional
norms discourage doctors and therapists from having sexual rela-
tionships with patients, or lawyers with clients.
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As part of sociological practice, this microlevel view of social
structure shows how paths of least resistance shape how we appear
and behave. It also points to the difference between what a system
looks like and how people choose to participate in it. A role is just a
collection of ideas, and there’s no way to know exactly how people will
behave in relation to them. Therapists and teachers aren’t supposed
to have sex with patients and students, but it’s become increasingly
apparent that many do anyway. Why? One reason is that we occupy
many different statuses at once. The role of teacher, for example, isn’t
the only thing that determines whether a professor will initiate a sex-
ual relationship with a student. The fact that the vast majority of sex-
ual harassment and exploitation is perpetrated by men against
women suggests something larger going on, especially when we see
how prevalent this pattern is in all kinds of systems, from the work-
place to the family. Whatever it is that explains why men—and so few
women—violate norms governing the role of teacher won’t be found
simply by studying the teacher role and how schools are organized as
systems. We also have to look at gender as a status and the paths of
least resistance that draw men to harass and exploit women in spite of
what’s expected of them as teachers.

The Personal and the Structural

Most of what we experience in our lives is connected to the struc-
ture of one system or another. At first glance, problems that seem to
be just a matter of personality or human nature turn out to be at
least partly structural, although it’s easy to confuse the two. This
happens most often with systems we know well, such as families.
We experience them in such a personal and immediate way that it’s
easy to think that’s all they amount to. I’ve often heard students, for
example, routinely state as a matter of obvious fact that their fami-
lies are “unique,” which makes me wonder why they use the same

84

THREE



word—“family”—to refer to all these groups that have nothing in
common. How is it, for all this uniqueness, that family life looks so
remarkably similar from one household to another, such that we can
almost always tell a “family” when we see one? Regardless of each
family’s idiosyncrasies, they’re all families because they’re a particu-
lar kind of social system that has characteristics that distinguish it
from other kinds of systems.

Even if every family were unique, this wouldn’t tell us much
about the patterns that shape families—and our lives in them—in
such recognizable ways. Nor can family “uniqueness” explain pat-
terns we find among families—the effects of poverty and racism and
sexism and divorce on family life, for example, or what difference it
makes whether a family is based on a “marriage” that’s heterosexual,
lesbian, or gay or something larger and more communal. Even the
most personal emotional problems are increasingly tied to how fam-
ilies work as systems. Many psychotherapists, for example, won’t
treat adolescent patients without also seeing the rest of the family,
because they know individual troubles don’t happen in a vacuum.
Our inner emotional lives are never just that—they always happen
in a social context.

Abuse in families, for example, is often explained in purely psy-
chological terms. But this ignores research showing that people who
abuse children, partners, or the elderly don’t have personalities that
differ markedly from the rest of the adult population. Extensive re-
search on sexual violence, for example, has failed to identify a per-
sonality type that distinguishes male perpetrators from “normal”
men. Sexually, perpetrators seem to be pretty much like other men
and stand out only with a slightly higher propensity toward violent
behavior in general. The explanation behind “intimate violence”
won’t be found inside the heads and personalities of individuals, be-
cause the explanation is both systemic and personal.6

The simple fact that men account for most family violence and
sexual exploitation is itself a structural fact of enormous significance.
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“Man,” “husband,” and “father” are social statuses that lay down
paths of least resistance for the people who occupy them. That so
many perpetrators of intimate violence occupy those statuses com-
pels us to ask questions not so much about men as individuals and
whether they’re good or bad people, but more importantly about the
systems they participate in that load the odds in favor of abusive be-
havior.

Movies, television, and other forms of popular culture, for exam-
ple, routinely glorify the capacity for control and violence as key
traits of “real men” and denigrate as “wimps” men who don’t mea-
sure up. Even presidents worry about being seen as weak and may do
foolish things—such as going to war without good reason—to avoid
the appearance of being less than strong and decisive. Given this, we
shouldn’t be surprised to find men more likely than women to abuse
partners and children. Abuse is especially likely from men who have
more power than their wives in family decision making and from
men who are unemployed and unable to measure up to the cultural
standard of being “in charge” of the provider role. In households
where abuse occurs, it’s more likely to continue if the wife is finan-
cially dependent and can’t afford to move out and support the chil-
dren on her own. Dependence is compounded by the threat of
violence itself: It’s not uncommon for women to stay in abusive
households because they’ve been threatened with even greater vio-
lence if they leave.

What all of this amounts to are structures of power in family
systems that create paths of least resistance that make violence far
more likely to occur. From this perspective, men’s violence against
women and girls wouldn’t be the epidemic that it currently is in
the United States if we lived in a society that supported female in-
dependence and gender equality, that valued the health and safety
of women and children more than it does, and that didn’t promote
the capacity for control, domination, and violence as tests of man-
hood. This doesn’t mean everything is society’s fault and we
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shouldn’t hold individuals accountable when they’re abusive. But
it does mean that if we want to change pervasive social patterns of
abusive behavior, we have to see how those patterns are connected
to paths of least resistance and how people choose whether to fol-
low them.

It’s also important to consider that a social system can be orga-
nized in ways that promote destructive behavior that goes against im-
portant cultural values. Consider, for example, crimes such as theft,
robbery, and drug dealing that people commit to get things they want.
Are people who break the law participating in a society that actually
promotes such behavior as a path of least resistance? Robert K. Mer-
ton’s theory of deviance and opportunity structures responds with a
clear “yes.”7

As Merton points out, capitalist industrial societies place a high
value on accumulating possessions. The good life is portrayed as full
of things, and shopping and buying are routinely offered as ways to
feel better about ourselves and our lives. No matter what social class
you belong to, it’s impossible to escape the steady stream of adver-
tising and its underlying message that getting what you don’t have is
the answer to just about everything.

Although everyone is exposed to the cultural value placed on
possessions, the distribution of legitimate opportunities to acquire
them is highly unequal. Affording many of the goods paraded before
mass audiences takes well-paying jobs, but most people don’t have
access to well-paying jobs. I live near Hartford, Connecticut, which
is one of the poorest cities in the United States while at the same
time being the capital city of one of the wealthiest states. For years,
on a billboard beside the highway that runs past some of the city’s
most impoverished neighborhoods, there has been a prominent ad-
vertisement for Rolex watches, a brand that typically costs thou-
sands of dollars. I’ve always wondered how most residents of
Hartford are supposed to see this ad in relation to themselves and
what they can afford. All kinds of people drive by that billboard
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every day and cannot help but see its message—this is what you
should have—but only a select few can actually follow through and
have it. The combination of shared values and an unequal distribu-
tion of opportunities makes people more similar in what they’re en-
couraged to want than in their ability to get what they want in
socially acceptable ways.

Being caught in this bind can produce a sense of strain and con-
tradiction that people will try to resolve. One way is to work hard in le-
gitimate ways—such as a job—to get what we’re encouraged to want.
Since the opportunity structure is unequal, however, this approach
works only for a portion of the population since there aren’t enough
good jobs to go around. For everyone else, the choices are less appeal-
ing. One option is to let go of the cultural value by deciding that pos-
sessions aren’t so great after all. This is known in Aesop’s fables as the
“sour grapes” response: reject what you can’t have. This is hard to do
since we acquire values at an early age and they aren’t easy to get rid
of, especially when they’re being promoted every time we open a
magazine or turn on the television or drive down the interstate.

So, if we can’t stop wanting things and we don’t have access to
legitimate ways to get them, then what? One answer is to come up
with what Merton calls “innovative deviance”: If the only way to get
a Rolex (or feed my children or wear good clothes) is to break the
law, then that’s what I’ll do. Another response is to rebel by chal-
lenging the system and its unequal distribution of opportunities. I
might make revolution by demanding a good job for everyone and a
redistribution of wealth. Or, I might drop out altogether and move
to a cabin in the mountains and try to live off the land, rejecting
both the pursuit of possessions and the “normal” life people live to
get possessions without having to break the law.

The larger the gap is between the distribution of what people
are encouraged to want and the distribution of legitimate opportu-
nities for achieving it, the more likely deviance is to occur, whether
as innovation, rebellion, or dropping out. This doesn’t mean high
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crime rates happen because people don’t have what they need in
some absolute sense. Instead, high crime rates happen because peo-
ple don’t have what others around them have and what their cul-
ture says they should have.

If everyone in a community has the same standard of living, they
tend to share values that are consistent with their common condi-
tion. But if a community has an impoverished population living
next to a wealthy one, theft and other property crimes will be more
common because values about wealth are shared but not opportuni-
ties to acquire it. This is exactly what researchers have found. One
study, for example, found that rates of burglary and larceny are high-
est in cities that have the highest levels of income inequality, re-
gardless of the absolute level of poverty.8 So, communities with high
levels of poverty where everyone’s in pretty much the same boat will
have less crime than communities where people are generally better
off but some are much better off than others.

The distribution of values and the distribution of opportunities
are characteristics of systems, not of the individuals who participate
in them. Students who cheat, for example, are in part responding to
how schools are organized as systems. Most school cultures place a
high value on grades but don’t distribute legitimate ways to achieve
them equally. How much encouragement and support students get
from their teachers, for example, varies considerably by gender, race,
ethnicity, and social class. In addition, students differ in how much
time and energy they have available (especially when they have to
work to support themselves). They also vary in the backgrounds they
bring to school, resources available at home, and how much they’ve
been able to develop their abilities and talents. Add to this the com-
mon practice of scaling grades so that a certain percentage of each
class must do poorly in order to round out the low end of the curve.
The result is a competitive system with paths of least resistance that
motivate many students to cheat or to “lower the curve” by sabotag-
ing the work of other students.

89

The Structures  of  Social  Life



This doesn’t tell us which students will cheat as they participate
in this system. But it does tell us that we can be sure cheating will
occur as a pattern of behavior because the system loads the odds in
that direction. If I flip a fair coin, I can be confident that over the
long run the pattern of results will be a roughly equal proportion of
tails and heads. Knowing this, however, doesn’t tell me what’s going
to happen on any given flip. In the same way, knowing how a social
system works doesn’t tell us how each person is going to participate
in it, because sociological practice isn’t about predicting individual
behavior. It’s about understanding how social circumstances shape
patterns of behavior in one way or another and the consequences
that result.

Sociologically, whether a particular student cheats or not isn’t
the point. That many cheat or only a few, or that the incidence of
cheating varies from one kind of school or one social group to an-
other, is. Cheating in school and crime in society aren’t problems
because this person cheated or that person stole or this one wound
up living in poverty. What individuals do of course matters to us
when they are us or people we know. But that’s not what alarms us
about social problems like poverty, violence, and economic insecu-
rity, which people consistently rank at the top of their concerns.
What alarms us is that on some level we know these problems are
rooted in systems we all participate in. As such, those problems in-
volve all of us all of the time.

Structure as Relation

Statuses are important in the structure of social life not in them-
selves but in the relationships that connect them to one another. In
a sense, statuses are inherently relational in that they don’t even ex-
ist except in relation to other statuses. You can’t describe what a
“manager,” a “mother,” or a “teacher” is without referring to some
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other status such as “employee” or “daughter” or “student.” This is
true of anything that indicates position and location. “New York”
has no meaning by itself, but it does have meaning in relation to
names of other places located by some direction and distance from
it. If there were a community or civilization that lived entirely with-
out awareness of anything beyond itself, naming it is probably the
last thing people would think to do.

The relationships that link statuses—or entire systems—to one
another are the main part of what we think of as social structure. To
see how various structural aspects of systems are shaped as people
participate in them is a key to sociological practice. Every system,
for example, has a role structure that consists of a mix of statuses
and role relationships. The simplest structure consists of the same
two statuses in relation to each other, such as two partners in a les-
bian marriage. A heterosexual marriage is more complex in that the
two statuses are differentiated by gender into wife and husband, and
the wife’s role in relation to her husband is culturally defined as dif-
ferent from his role in relation to her. In either case, a marriage sys-
tem can change radically by adding just one more status—that of
child—to the mix, as new parents know all too well.

Adding a child to a heterosexual marriage adds not only that sta-
tus but also the statuses of mother and father. As a result, the role
structure goes from two statuses to five and the number of role rela-
tionships goes from one to eight even though only three people par-
ticipate in the system (see Figures 3-1A and 3-1B). Life suddenly
becomes far more complicated and causes familiar patterns of stress
and confusion.

A boy’s father, for example, is also his mother’s husband, and a
wife’s husband is also her child’s father. In such a system, who peo-
ple communicate with, who they pay attention to, whose needs
they meet in a given moment, and how they feel about one another
all emerge from a complex interplay of several paths of least resis-
tance operating at once. Men’s jealousy over the attention their
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wives (who are also mothers, but not theirs) pay to newborn chil-
dren is the best known of these structural phenomena that happen
so often because family structures often load the odds in that di-
rection. If, instead, every household had numerous adults available
for childcare, family dynamics would be very different than they are
in typical two-adult nuclear families based on heterosexual mar-
riage.

Family role structures can be complicated further by simply ex-
changing “stepparent” for birth parent. This happens in every family
organized around a remarriage for one or both spouses. With chil-
dren related to only one spouse and related by birth to a parent who
no longer lives in the household, the potential for conflict and bad
feelings is enormous. Until stepparents develop their own place in
this new family system, it’s easy to feel left out and denied loyalty,
affection, and respect from stepchildren. It’s also easy for competi-
tion to develop over the attention and loyalty of the birth parent
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who feels torn between the children and the partner. Coalitions
against the stepparent—children and their parent ganging up
against the “newcomer”—are always a danger, especially when the
children still hope to regain the missing birth parent.

None of this structural information tells us just what will hap-
pen in each individual family. It does, however, tell us a lot about
built-in paths of least resistance and where they’re likely to lead
family dynamics when people follow them. When stepparents feel
rejected and unwelcome by stepchildren, for example, they’re
bound to take it personally. But they might take comfort from know-
ing that the system’s structure sets things up to go this way until a
new structure emerges from the interactions of daily life, which are
in turn shaped by how each member of the family chooses to partic-
ipate in it.

We can do this kind of analysis on every social system from the
smallest and simplest to the largest and most complex, from the
flow of information in business and government to problems of
command and control in the military or a terrorist organization,
from the success or failure of social movements to the role structure
in urban gangs, from the structure of international conflict and the
global economy to the changing relations between doctors and pa-
tients in managed-care health systems. The basic questions about
how structure shapes social life remain the same. We can ask, for ex-
ample, about the roles of industrial and nonindustrial societies in
the world economy and how these lead to a widening gap between
rich and poor nations and increased levels of inequality within them
as well, all of which can increase the odds of resistance movements,
including those that resort to terrorism and other violent means.
We can also ask how global dynamics affect the small scale of family
life as corporations maximize profit and returns paid to investors by
closing factories and moving jobs from one place to another. Socio-
logical practice always takes us toward the vital and difficult truth
that everything is related in one way or another to everything else.
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This truth is what makes the practice so challenging. It’s also what
gives it such great promise.

Structure as Distribution: Who Gets What

As I mentioned earlier, a heterosexual marriage has a more complex
structure than does a lesbian or gay marriage because of gender dis-
tinctions between wives and husbands. The difference doesn’t stop
here, however, because structure also refers to various kinds of distri-
butions in systems. In most societies, for example, husbands tend to
have more power, reflecting the privileged position of men in general
in patriarchal societies. Like all social systems, families have resources
and rewards that are distributed among the people who participate in
them. The most important of these are power, income, wealth, and
prestige, but they could include a variety of other things as well, such
as parental attention or access to material culture such as cars. What-
ever the resources and rewards are in a particular system, the basic
structural questions remain of how unequal the distribution is, how
that is accomplished, how the pattern of inequality is justified and
maintained, and how all of this affects people and the system.

In most patriarchal societies, male privilege is supported by see-
ing boys as being more important and valuable than girls. In many
societies, the birth of a boy is celebrated, while a girl is seen as a dis-
appointment if not a catastrophe. Even in the United States, when
people are asked which gender they’d prefer if they could have only
one child, boys are still preferred over girls.

Male privilege is most apparent in the unequal distribution of
resources within the family. In China, for example, girl babies may
be left to die after birth, or survive into childhood only to be sold
off into marriage or prostitution, a sex trade that is now global, in-
cluding Europe and the United States. In nineteenth-century Ire-
land, the survival rate for girls was considerably below that of boys
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primarily because of how food and other resources were distributed
in families.

Both within and among societies today, patterns of social ine-
quality are major features of how social systems work, whether based
on class, gender, race, disability status, ethnicity, age, or sexual ori-
entation. At the heart of these patterns is the distribution of power.
Power is one of the most important concepts in sociological practice
but also one of the most difficult to work with because there are so
many ways to define it. The standard definition comes from the
nineteenth-century German sociologist Max Weber, who is perhaps
best known for his prophetic work on bureaucracy. Weber saw bu-
reaucracy as a way of organizing and applying a particular kind of
power, and he correctly predicted that it would become the domi-
nant form of social organization in virtually every aspect of social
life from school to religion to government.

Weber defined power as the ability to control events, resources,
and people in spite of opposition—in other words, as a resource for
control, coercion, and domination. Although this form of power is
certainly the one most valued in today’s societies, it’s not the only
possibility. There is, for example, the power to cooperate and share or
to nurture and facilitate processes that we don’t control. Midwives
play a powerful role in the birth process, but they don’t control it or
dominate the people involved in it. There is also the powerful experi-
ence of coming together with other people in religious and community
rituals that affirm a sense of belonging and meaning in life. Related to
this is spiritual power that often comes from deeply moving life expe-
riences and forms of spiritual practice that people experience as ex-
traordinarily powerful but not in a coercive or controlling sense.

In a patriarchal world, however, the human capacity to control
has been elevated to such a lofty position that “power” and “power-
ful” invariably look more like Weber’s meaning than its alterna-
tives. Given the fact that the world is largely organized around
this form of power, and given the huge social consequences this
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produces—especially in the form of privilege and oppression—it’s
easy to see why this definition is the one used most often in sociology.

Systems and Systems: Family and Economy

Nothing in social life can be understood without seeing its connec-
tions to other aspects of social life, a principle that applies within
systems and among them. If you compare family life two centuries
ago with family life today, for example, you’ll find dramatic differ-
ences caused in part by equally dramatic changes in the organiza-
tion of economic life.

Before the rise of industrial capitalism in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries, most goods were produced within families pri-
marily for their own use. People grew and raised much of what they
ate, made everything from clothes to candles, and bartered for what-
ever else they needed. The same patterns were found in most of what
we think of as “services”: What people couldn’t do for themselves
they did in common with neighbors—from raising barns to bringing
in crops—or traded, service for service. Money played a small part,
typically used to “settle accounts” at the end of the year when some-
one had done more for someone else than had been done for them.

The patriarchal family power structure was based primarily on
male ownership of land, but what actually went on in families cen-
tered on women because they were responsible for most productive
work, including raising children. Men monopolized certain areas of
production such as the cultivation of fields, but most of the goods
and services family members used and consumed—clothing, food,
candles, soap, and the like—were produced by women. Women,
then, occupied a contradictory position—subordinate in the power
structure but indispensable in the role structure. To some degree,
this strong interdependence between men and women may have
dampened the effects of patriarchal domination, for most men
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needed women too much to take full advantage of their authority as
heads of their families.

These family role structures also held an important place for
children. Since most people lived on farms, children began working
at an early age. When public schooling was introduced on a wide
scale in the mid and late nineteenth century, the vacation calendar
was organized around the family’s need for child labor during the
growing and harvest seasons, which is why schooling stopped for the
summer. Since children routinely worked alongside parents and
other adults, there was plenty of chance for interaction across gener-
ations, especially with fathers and mothers. While raising children
was still primarily a mother’s responsibility, with families living and
working in the same place fathers also had reason to take an active
interest in their children’s development.9

The structures of work and family life changed with the rise of
industrial capitalism, and the effects are still with us today. As peo-
ple left farms to work in factories, living and working in the same
place became increasingly a thing of the past. This created a
dilemma for parents that had never existed before in human experi-
ence: They couldn’t do economically productive work and take care
of their children at the same time. Many lower- and working-class
families couldn’t do without the earnings of both spouses, so chil-
dren had to fend for themselves in many ways. But in the expanding
middle of the class system, the dilemma was resolved by keeping
wives at home while husbands went to work for wages.

As is so often the case, the patterns found in the middle and up-
per classes became general cultural ideals, and working-class hus-
bands and fathers increasingly measured their success by their ability
to support their families without help and to “keep” their wives and
children at home. This is one reason why male workers demanded and
won a “family wage” that allowed a man to support an entire family
with his earnings. This was more than a concession to labor, for it also
helped maintain men’s dominant position in the family.10
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The characteristics of the industrial capitalist system, then, rad-
ically split the typical family’s role structure. The productive work
that women had done—from baking bread to making soap to weav-
ing cloth—was rapidly taken over by industries that could do it
faster and cheaper. This meant that for the first time, childcare be-
came a full-time job for middle-class women, along with certain
kinds of domestic work such as cleaning. Increasingly, children spent
most of their time with mothers, and husbands and wives no longer
worked side by side.

Shifting production from home to factory also affected children’s
roles both in the family and elsewhere. Putting children to work in
factories provided extra family income, but it also put children in
competition with adults. This, along with concern for how easily chil-
dren were exploited with long hours of work and poor wages under
terrible conditions, resulted in legal bans on child labor with compul-
sory schooling in its place. As children lost their place in the adult
work world, “adolescence” emerged as a period between childhood
and adulthood, along with dramatic changes in cultural views of
young people. As children lost their economic value in families, for
example, their “emotional” value to parents increased.11

But children’s dependent emotional attachment to parents
wasn’t—and still isn’t—enough to replace an active productive role
in family life. Until industrial capitalism transformed the world,
children in every society were productive members of their families.
When children lost this position, they needed something to replace
it in order to feel a sense of worth and belonging. The answer was an
expanding peer culture isolated from the surrounding adult culture
and often at odds with it. Adolescence has become a growing source
of deviant and often violent behavior as adolescents reject main-
stream cultural values. Adolescent males, for example, account for
more criminal behavior than any other age group. As Margaret
Mead argued in her classic study of adolescence in Samoa, such pat-
terns may reflect the broad historical shifts in the structure of fam-
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ily and economic life and how these shifts have deprived young peo-
ple of a secure and meaningful place in society.12

In several ways, then, the industrial capitalist system has under-
mined the positions of women and children. It has also affected
men, although in different ways and degrees.13 The shift of produc-
tion out of the home and away from agriculture virtually destroyed
the family as an economically productive system, at least as far as so-
ciety and its rewards were concerned. What goes on in families is
still critical to what goes on in the economy, since without families
there would be no place for workers to be cared for and nurtured.
There would also be no place for future workers to be raised into
adulthood. But this contribution is rarely recognized as a form of
productive work with economic value.

As a result of the industrial capitalist revolution, owning land
and dominating the family no longer amounted to much as a basis
for men’s patriarchal authority. In other words, men were now the
“heads” of something that had lost most of its importance as a
source of prestige and power. The world was still patriarchal and or-
ganized in male-dominated, male-identified, and male-centered
ways, but the position of individual men within that world shifted
dramatically. Most men no longer had any authority over
production—as they had had on their farms or as independent
artisans—but now worked for wages under conditions controlled
by employers. This shift meant that men had to find other ways to
secure male privilege.

One answer was for men to control the wages they earned and
the things families purchased with those wages. Women, for ex-
ample, weren’t allowed to own property, sign contracts, or spend
the money they earned. Men, however, enjoyed an independence
they hadn’t known before. A capitalist economy based on wages al-
lowed people to survive as individuals by earning money outside
the family. This broke the powerful economic interdependency
that had previously bound women, men, and children together in a
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productive family system. Because male privilege allowed men to
avoid taking care of children, men could—and did—take advantage
of this possibility for independence in ways that women couldn’t.
Many people today believe this arrangement in which men work
outside as family providers and women stay home and don’t “work”
is the natural way of organizing family life that has always been
around in one way or another in every society. In fact, however, this
social invention is extraordinarily recent, and it didn’t last very
long, as the massive entry of wives, mothers, and other women into
the paid labor force during the second half of the twentieth century
shows.

In many ways, women are now completing a transformation of
family role structures that men began more than a century ago. In
this sense, working women don’t represent a radical departure from
traditional family life. Women have always worked in economically
productive ways, and men were in fact the first to introduce the
idea of parents working apart from their children. The pattern of
wives and mothers working outside the home is part of a long-term
adaptation by families to an industrial capitalist world that, like
every society before it, requires most adults to work in order for
families to survive.

When men left the home for work during the capitalist indus-
trial revolution, they created strains in family life, and women’s
exit is having similar effects, especially around childcare. This sit-
uation isn’t simply a result of the women’s movement or because
women now “choose” to work more than they did before. It is
the direct result of an ongoing tension between economic and
family structures, a tension that was first resolved—for a while and
in certain social classes—by keeping wives and mothers at home
and financially dependent on their husbands. As wives and moth-
ers move into paid work outside the home, the old ways of resolv-
ing that tension won’t work, which is why there is a growing
childcare crisis in the United States (except, perhaps, for families
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wealthy enough to hire women to take care of their children for
them).

The ability of large numbers of adults to earn a living without
being tied to a family system of production was unheard of before
the capitalist industrial revolution. When such independence be-
came possible, it changed the shape of family life and the relation-
ships of women, men, and children to one another. Today, the
percentage of people who live alone and the percentages of men and
women in their late twenties who’ve never married are increasing
steadily on top of rapid increases during the preceding decades.
Nonfamily households are being created at a rate twice that of fam-
ily households.14 At the same time, corporations are beginning to
feel pressure to do something to relieve the strain felt by family
members who must work. How all of this plays out will depend in
large part on a willingness to ask difficult questions about what fam-
ilies are and why they matter and about what an economic system is
supposed to provide for the people who participate in it.

The Structure-Culture Connection

Concepts such as culture and social structure are tools, devices for
thinking about social life in ways that help reveal how things work.
They’re useful because they focus attention on different aspects of
reality so that, later on, we can reassemble them in our minds into
a coherent whole. Because culture and structure have their own
names and are typically discussed separately, it’s easy to think of
them as separate in reality as well—culture over here, structure
over there. In fact, however, as I pointed out at the end of Chapter
1, we never find one without the other, because everything in so-
cial life, from people to systems, exists only in relation to some-
thing else. Understanding what culture and structure are, then, is
just the beginning, because we then have to see how they shape
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social life in relation to each other and the people who participate
in systems.

We can think of racial prejudice, for example, as a cultural atti-
tude that combines stereotyped beliefs about different races and val-
ues that rank some as superior over others. People who don’t qualify
as “white” are viewed as inferior to those who do, and lighter skin is
preferred over darker. Prejudice wouldn’t be so much of a problem if it
weren’t connected to structural aspects of societies, especially role
structures—who gets to do what—and the distribution of power,
prestige, and other resources and rewards. Prejudice would cause little
more than hurt feelings if it weren’t for systematic patterns of ine-
quality in economic and legal systems, in political power, in how chil-
dren are treated in school and pedestrians on the street, in access to
health care and all kinds of social services that affect the quality of
life. In this sense, racism is not just a way of thinking or feeling.
Racism is an integral part of the structure of entire social systems that
privilege and empower some groups at the expense of others.

We can look at cultural prejudice as both a consequence and a
cause of structural inequality. Negative prejudice about blacks in
the United States can help make it a path of least resistance for
whites to treat them badly or simply allow such treatment to go on
unchallenged. But the effect also works in the other direction: If
whites treat blacks badly as part of asserting white privilege, then
whites can use negative views of blacks to rationalize such behavior
and make the privilege seem appropriate or not even privilege at all.
This makes ending racism more than just a matter of changing ha-
bitual ways of thinking or feeling about race. It’s also about a com-
plex set of structural arrangements that shape the system of white
privilege, and getting whites to give up this is a much larger task.

If blacks weren’t concentrated in the lower and working classes,
for example, they’d give middle-class whites much more competition
over jobs and wouldn’t be available to capitalist businesses as a source
of cheap labor. It’s unlikely that whites or capitalist enterprise would
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welcome that kind of racial progress. This makes it easier to focus on
cultural prejudice as the sole problem rather than on the structures of
race privilege and capitalist economics that prejudice supports. No
matter how much we succeed at changing racism’s cultural aspects,
we’ll still have to find a way to deal with its structure.15

Cultural and structural aspects of racism are connected not
only in how they work, but also in their dynamics of change. Stereo-
typed beliefs about race, for example, are organized around real or
imagined differences that are distorted and exaggerated to benefit
one race at the expense of others. The beliefs are generalized to
every member of the target group and are usually seen as inherent—
people are the way they are simply because they belong to that
racial group. Since the beliefs rarely describe actual people with any
accuracy, the best way to undermine those beliefs is to give people
a chance to experience people of different races and see what
they’re really like. This can’t happen as long as people live and work
in segregated communities. In the United States, for example,
neighborhoods and schools are so segregated by race that a great
majority of all students would have to move for the percentage of
each racial group in schools to match their percentages in the pop-
ulation as a whole.16

Racial isolation makes it easy to perpetuate stereotypes because
people never have to test them against reality. If we change the struc-
ture of race relations, however, by creating opportunities for people to
work and study together, we make it easier for stereotypes to fall apart
in the face of hard evidence about what people are really like.17 In this
way, integration lessens racial stereotyping and increases cross-race
friendship, especially when people work together on teams and de-
pend on one another to accomplish goals they have in common. This
is one reason why the military and athletic teams have generally done
a better job of dealing with racism than other systems.

The interplay between culture and structure is fundamental to
social life, as when a shift in cultural values prompts a shift in the
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structural distribution of power. At several points in the U.S. history
of education, for example, the value placed on student autonomy
and personal growth increased so much that the power structure in
many schools shifted to give students greater control over what they
studied and how. Structural shifts can also stimulate cultural
change. As recently as the 1960s, divorce was still considered a
shameful state that could ruin a political career. As the number of
divorced people grew, however, divorced people became more visible
and divorce became more socially acceptable and therefore less of a
liability. Similar cultural shifts are occurring around sexual orienta-
tion as gays and lesbians “come out” and increase their visibility as
members of their communities, workplaces, schools, and places of
worship.

Such patterns show how different aspects of social systems can
reinforce one another and how they may contradict one another and
produce strain that changes paths of least resistance. Sexism,
racism, heterosexism, and other forms of privilege and oppression
continue in part because they conform to powerful cultural ideas
about the superiority of men, whites, and heterosexuals. However,
they also violate other important cultural values about equal oppor-
tunity, fairness, tolerance, freedom, and respect for differences.

This kind of contradiction has produced for the United States
what Gunnar Myrdal called “an American Dilemma,”18 which forces
people to confront the fact that a way of life that includes racism vi-
olates some of their own most cherished values. Martin Luther King
and the civil rights movement used this contradiction as a powerful
source of leverage during the 1950s and 1960s. Rather than calling
on white society to simply change its values, they instead challenged
whites to honor and live up to their existing values. This forced
many whites into a choice between values such as fairness and equal
opportunity on the one hand and the ongoing reality of racism on
the other. As Myrdal predicted, the resulting tension continues to
produce pressure for change.
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The role of contradiction in social life was first seriously ex-
plored by Karl Marx, who developed it into a major part of his
analysis of how capitalism works as a system.19 Capitalism is orga-
nized around a core set of relationships between (1) machinery,
tools, factories, and other means of production, (2) those who own
or control the means of production (capitalists and corporate
managers), and (3) the workers who don’t own or control the
means of production but use them to produce wealth in return for
wages. Capitalists profit from this arrangement by keeping for
themselves a portion of the value that workers produce. Workers
get what they need by holding onto as much of that value as they
can. So, if workers produce five million dollars’ worth of goods over
and above the cost of materials and other expenses, they get to
keep only a portion of that value for themselves, with the rest go-
ing to capitalists.

Marx saw this arrangement as inherently contradictory. In the
simplest sense, the interests of workers and capitalists conflict—each
succeeds only at the expense of the other in what is essentially an ex-
ploitative relationship. In a related sense, capitalists are encouraged
to keep as much for themselves as they can, since this is how they in-
crease their wealth. But if capitalists keep too much, workers won’t
have enough money to buy the goods they produce, which defeats
the very purpose of the economic system and precipitates a crisis.

In a third sense, the capitalist system is contradictory in its drive
for economic “efficiency”—producing the most wealth for the low-
est cost. In the typical capitalist society, efficiency is measured as
the cost of producing each product (each car, each bushel of wheat)
in terms of the number of hours of labor it requires. If efficiency im-
proves, this means that workers are producing more each hour but
without being paid proportionately more as a result. Producing twice
as much per hour, in other words, doesn’t result in being paid twice
as much. The more efficient and productive workers are, the worse
off they are in that their share of the total wealth they produce goes
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down. This explains in part what has happened in the United States
since the 1980s—productivity and corporate profits have increased
while workers’ incomes have stayed the same or actually declined as
the overall level of social inequality has gone up. Between 1994 and
1995, for example, the median household income increased faster
than the rate of inflation for the first time in six years but was still
below the average for 1989. When only employment earnings are
counted, median earnings actually fell.20 Since 1999, adjusting for
inflation, average household income has fallen each year.21

From Marx’s perspective, the only remedy for structural contradic-
tions is to change the structure of capitalism itself—the relationships
between workers, owners, and the means of production. But such a
change threatens the major basis of privilege enjoyed by the capitalist
class. Since the capitalist class has a great deal of social power and in-
fluence, the idea of changing the structure of capitalism runs into
fierce opposition any time it’s suggested. As a result, the contradic-
tions are never resolved and the system is kept stable by other means,
especially through the power of the state. Early in the twentieth cen-
tury, for example, the labor union movement ran into stiff and often
violent opposition from employers. Federal and state governments of-
ten stepped in with troops and police to protect the private property
rights of the owners of factories, trains, and other capital.

Intervention of this kind continues today, although in more subtle
forms that rarely involve the use of force (except in emerging capital-
ist industrial societies such as South Korea). The state, for example,
uses its resources to soften capitalism’s negative consequences for
workers with programs such as unemployment compensation, social
security, welfare and medical benefits, low-interest mortgages, college
loans, occupational safety regulations, and laws that forbid unfair la-
bor practices and regulate the flow of immigrants who might compete
for jobs. All of these benefits are necessary because of consequences
produced by capitalism. If workers kept more of the value of what they
produce and full employment was a serious national goal, there would
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be less need for welfare and unemployment compensation. And if the
profit motive underlying capitalism didn’t encourage employers to cut
costs, there would be less need for federal regulations to require busi-
nesses to spend money to ensure a safe environment for workers.

This kind of “counterbalancing” of one part of a system (such
as the economy) by another (such as the state) can stabilize and
perpetuate systems at all levels of social life. When a marriage is in
trouble, for example, it’s not unusual for couples to have a child in
the belief that this will bring them closer together. In other words,
they change the family’s structure in order to keep it going. In
more subtle ways, spouses may change the family role structure
to compensate for a dysfunctional relationship. Children may be
drawn into a situation in which a parent expects them to meet the
parent’s needs in inappropriate ways, in extreme cases sexually as
well as emotionally. This kind of triangulation can continue for
years as part of a family system in spite of the damage it does to
the child. In each case—whether capitalist economics or the
family—structural strain in one part of the system is connected to
changes in another.

Systems within Systems

A lot of the focus on social structure centers on statuses as “parts”
that make up systems. This is especially true of role relationships.
But as the relationship between capitalism and the state shows, we
can also look at what goes on between systems, where systems them-
selves are “parts” of still larger systems.

To understand something like stress in families, it makes sense
to begin with the family itself. Families in industrial capitalist soci-
eties experience all kinds of stress and strain—worry about making
ends meet, buying a home, sending children to college, getting good
health care, taking care of children when both parents have to work,
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coping with emotional problems, the threat of divorce, and patterns
of violence and abuse. Looking at the family as a system, we can ask
how it works and how family members participate in ways that ease
such problems or make them worse.

The nuclear family, for example, is a structure that places a
heavy burden on just two adults, a burden that wouldn’t be nearly as
hard to carry if it were spread out among many adults, as in ex-
tended family structures. On an individual level, whether or not
men are willing to shoulder their share of responsibility for house-
hold work can make a huge difference in family life, beginning with
the level of stress and strain on working wives and mothers and their
relation to husbands and fathers. That choice, of course, is influ-
enced by a larger system in which male privilege exempts men from
feeling such responsibilities, however willing they may be to “help
out” when asked.

Since everything is always connected to other things, we can’t
understand what goes on inside families by looking just at families.
We also have to see how the family and its members exist in relation
to a larger system. The family survives in relation to an economy in
which goods and services are produced and distributed. When the
economy is organized to value profit above the welfare of people
who participate in it, conflicting interests are built into the relation
between economy and family.

Investors don’t buy corporate stock as a way to provide jobs for
people who, in turn, can then support families and raise children. In-
vestors invest to take surplus money and turn it into more money,
and the most efficient way to do that under capitalism often results
in a loss of jobs and dislocation and strain in families and communi-
ties. Family life is affected by forces far beyond the family itself when
corporations lay off workers and ship jobs overseas in order to make
themselves more competitive and profitable in relation to other cor-
porations, or when wages don’t keep up with inflation and both
spouses are forced to work outside the home. The stress that so many
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families experience isn’t simply about the family, but also about the
structured relations that connect the family to other systems.

This is true of every system. Towns and cities, for example, are
related to one another and to larger systems such as counties, states,
provinces, and societies, and those relationships profoundly affect
what goes on within them. We can’t understand the crisis of U.S. in-
ner cities without looking at the relationship between cities and
suburbs. In many large cities, school systems are desperate for money,
and student populations are overwhelmingly of color and lower and
working class. This combination all but ensures continued inequal-
ity in education and training.

Part of the problem is that funding for schools is done within
communities, with each community responsible for its own schools.
As middle-class people migrate to the suburbs, urban populations
become increasingly impoverished and unable to provide for basic
services, including education. One structural solution is to redraw
school district lines in ways that spread the load of educating chil-
dren more broadly. If school districts were based on counties or re-
gions, for example, then a city and all of its suburbs would be
considered one huge school district and funding would be spread
evenly throughout.

Where the lines that define school districts are drawn is a matter
of structural boundaries that define school districts in relation to po-
litical systems. It changes the definition of who’s responsible for
what, of what “we” means when we say things like “we’re in this to-
gether,” and of who’s included in the responsibility to educate “our”
children. And when boundaries determine how financial responsibil-
ity is distributed, they also touch on the structural distribution of
wealth, which is a major reason why suburban communities resist
broadening the boundaries of school districts.

Given the relation of systems to other systems, we need to ex-
pand the basic principle of sociological practice we began with in
Chapter 1. Not only do individuals always participate in something
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larger than themselves, but those “somethings”—those systems—
also exist in relation to something larger than themselves. To do this
kind of work, it’s important to think across the different levels on
which social life happens, to see how groups are connected to organ-
izations and communities, how organizations and communities are
connected to societies, how societies are connected to one another,
and how individuals participate in it all.
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4

Population and Human 

Ecology: People, 

Space, and Place

111

Most sociologists see social life as primarily a matter of cul-
ture, social structure, and the interaction through which
people participate in systems, but this view leaves out the

fact that social life always happens some place and involves some
number of people.

We could describe an office where people work, for example, as a
social system consisting of beliefs, values, norms, a role structure, dis-
tributions of power and income, and so on. And we could look at how
people use language and behavior to interact and make the office
“happen” from one day to the next. Suppose the company “down-
sizes” its workforce and cuts the number of people working in the of-
fice by a third. What changes and how do we make sense of it?

The system’s structure is the same—the same roles to be per-
formed and the same unequal distribution of power and rewards.
The culture is also unchanged—same rules, same goals as before.
What is different is the number of people who participate in the
system, and, as anyone who’s survived corporate layoffs knows, the
effects of this can be profound as fewer people must do the work
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once done by many more, and usually with no increase in compen-
sation. They may feel lucky to have a job at all but also question a
management that seems to care more about the bottom line than
about people who’ve been with the company for many years. This,
in turn, can affect the entire system as cynicism and resentment
emerge as attitudes in the worker subculture.

Numbers count, from the smallest levels of social life to the
largest. Every teacher and student knows how much it matters
whether a class has five students or five hundred, how difficult dis-
cussion is in the latter, and how much pressure there is to partici-
pate in the former. And we are having to learn rapidly about the
problems linked to an expanding global population, especially in
parts of the world least equipped to clothe and feed the people who
live there. Whether the numbers are figured in tens or in billions, we
need tools to see how they affect social life and its consequences.

We also need ways to pay attention to the fact that systems and
people don’t exist in the abstract, but in a material world of space and
objects. If five students in a seminar are seated around a small table,
for example, the conversation will be much more productive than if
they’re scattered about an auditorium where they have to shout to be
heard. If they’re seated in a circle of chairs with no desks or tables to
separate them, the conversation is likely to be more personal, which is
why I often use this arrangement to talk about sensitive topics such as
racism—I want participants to be aware of how they feel as well as
what they think. On a larger level, spatial arrangements matter just as
profoundly. Racism in the United States, for example, depends on the
physical segregation of different racial groups, an arrangement that re-
inforces the structure of white privilege and helps maintain racial ste-
reotypes by minimizing contact across races. In this way, millions of
people are literally “kept in their place.”

Part of the human relation to space and place is a matter of phys-
ical arrangements, from residential segregation to the placement of
furniture in a meeting room. But that relation also has to do with how
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people use the materials found in physical environments, especially
natural resources. A college classroom, for example, reflects a complex
relationship between social systems and natural environments, from
using materials to make chalk boards and furniture, to drilling for oil
to fire furnaces that heat classrooms, to using nuclear power to gener-
ate electricity to run computers and lighting. The classroom also re-
flects a world in which the system of production is so efficient that a
small number of people grow enough food for everyone and millions
of people can spend their days reading books and learning to think in
new ways instead of working in fields of wheat and corn.

Social reality, in short, always includes a biological and material
reality. Numbers count. Space, place, and geography matter. People
are born in numbers large and small and migrate from place to
place. The stuff of the Earth is transformed into the endless shapes
and forms that humans are capable of giving it. This is the material
reality of population and human ecology, and paying attention to it
can inform and deepen almost every sort of sociological practice.

Human Ecology

At its core, social life revolves around people and social systems and
the relationships among them. But those aren’t the only relations
that matter, for people and social systems both exist in relation to
physical environments. Human ecology is the study of those rela-
tionships, and it figures in social life at every level.1

In the colonial period of U.S. history, for example, the typical
home was arranged around a single fireplace, which was the only
source of heat. This naturally drew family members to one room dur-
ing the winter months, which encouraged conversation, story-telling,
and other ways of being together. With the invention of central heat-
ing, every room in the house was equally warm, which removed a ma-
jor reason for people to spend time together on a regular basis.
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In similar ways, physical arrangements shape every social inter-
action. Office cubicles that lack doors and walls reaching to the
ceiling, for example, make privacy impossible and signal a corre-
sponding lack of autonomy, status, and power in an organization.
This works as much at home as it does at work. In families, men are
more likely than women to have rooms of their own (if there’s a
study or a workshop, it’s more likely to be his than hers). As the late
British novelist Virginia Woolf argued in her classic A Room of One’s
Own, without a protected space in which to work, women writers
could not develop their art, which is one reason why so few women
emerged as “great” writers.2

Every social situation has an ecological angle. Typical class-
rooms, for example, are arranged to reinforce the teacher’s authority
by facing students’ chairs toward the front so that it’s harder for stu-
dents to interact with one another than with the teacher. In court-
rooms and churches, judges and clergy are typically elevated above
everyone else in a physical arrangement that underscores and rein-
forces differences in power and status. Both houses of the U.S. Con-
gress are arranged much like large college lecture halls, with leaders
at the front on elevated platforms, an arrangement that both bows
to the idea of hierarchy and makes spirited debate all but impossi-
ble. In the British House of Commons, by contrast, opposition par-
ties are seated across from one another in a relatively small and
confined space, which makes face-to-face debate almost unavoid-
able.3

Ecology also figures in the arrangement of larger settings such
as neighborhoods and communities. In comparison with cities in
Europe and Latin America, for example, the United States has rela-
tively few public spaces like parks, squares, and sidewalk cafes,
where people can greet and socialize with one another outside their
homes. Without such spaces, it becomes harder to sustain a sense of
community, a sense of common ground on which to meet and feel
the presence of other members of the community.
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Residential segregation by race, class, and ethnicity is another
ecological arrangement that profoundly affects social life, espe-
cially in perpetuating privilege and oppression.4 Physical separation
makes it easier to maintain stereotypes, leads to an unequal distri-
bution of community services such as schools and police protec-
tion, and gives a physical dimension to the unequal distribution of
opportunities by separating working- and lower-class people from
the better jobs, which are often located away from the central city.
Segregation also shapes patterns of behavior such as criminal vic-
timization. Most violent crime in the United States, for example, is
intraracial because opportunities for physical contact are far more
common within races than between them. Similar dynamics help
explain why such a large percentage of violence happens within
families and other intimate relationships rather than between
strangers.

Every social system, then, includes a sense of place and space
(including the “cyberspace” that “contains” the Internet), and this
sense shapes how we perceive and behave toward one another. So-
cial systems also exist in relation to the Earth and the species that
inhabit it. To look at those relationships, ecologists use the concept
of an ecosystem, which is defined by a given space and the species
that live in it. The space can be defined in just about any way we
like. We could think of a drop of pond water as an ecosystem, for ex-
ample, or a chunk of soil in a field or the city of Toronto or the entire
universe. Where we draw the line depends primarily on what we want
to know about. Sociologically, what’s most important to see are how
human populations live in relation to one another and their physical
surroundings, the consequences this produces, and for whom or
what.

Ecologically, we’re just like any other life form. We reproduce,
live by using and consuming what’s around us, and die. Like many
species, we move around and build things. Just as caribou migrate
with the seasons, people migrate to escape wars or find employment
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or get married. Birds build nests, people build houses. We stand
out in our ability to transform the earth and our place in it in much
more profound and drastic ways than other species. In addition to
being the only species that cultivates its own food, for example, we
may be the only one that systematically tries to kill off all its com-
petitors.

Humans also use technology to get around the natural conditions
that otherwise limit population growth. For every other species, when
there’s too little food to go around, populations get smaller through
higher death rates and lower birth rates. But human dominance of the
Earth promotes cultural values and beliefs that make this unaccept-
able, so humans continue to reproduce and exploit natural resources
with no limit in sight.5 Other species, unable to respond and adapt
with our kind of complex technology, are left to survive as best they
can, which, to judge by the accelerating rate at which species are be-
coming extinct, is none too good.

In such ways, social systems profoundly affect ecosystems. But
this also works in the other direction as ecosystems shape culture
and social structure. The anthropologist Marvin Harris, for example,
is a cultural materialist who argues that many aspects of human cul-
tures come about in response to material conditions in the natural
environment. They are practical adaptations to the natural world
even they may not seem so. Harris tries to identify, for example, an
ecological basis for the Hindu religious prohibition against the eat-
ing of beef,6 a cultural practice that seems to many Westerners irra-
tional in an impoverished country like India whose people need all
the food they can get.

But Harris says just the opposite is true. Rice is the primary food
grown in India, and the cow plays an important role in producing it.
Rice grows in fields that are often under water, and the cow (unlike
the horse) has a cloven hoof that doesn’t get stuck by suction in the
mud of the fields. Cows also produce dung that can serve many pur-
poses, from fuel to fertilizer to bricks for building.
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The cow, then, is an extraordinarily useful animal in India’s agri-
cultural economy. But the ecological angle to the cow’s sacred status
is more complicated, involving also India’s climate, which includes
periodic and disastrous droughts and equally devastating famines.
During these times, farm families who eat their cattle as a last resort
will solve their food problem in the short run, but only by destroying
what they’ll need to cultivate crops when the rains return. What
could be powerful enough to keep families from giving in to the
temptation to eat their cows during such desperate times? Harris
answers that India’s culture protects the cow—and, therefore, the
long-run welfare of India’s people—by giving the cow a sacred status
that no religious person dares violate.

What Westerners view as an irrational waste of animal protein
is, from an ecological perspective, an adaptation to a difficult envi-
ronment. We could apply similar reasoning to the heavy consump-
tion of beef in the United States. Cultivating millions of acres to
feed beef cattle is a relatively inefficient use of land because only a
portion of the nutrition in the feed corn and plants that cattle eat
actually winds up as food for people. If that same land were used to
cultivate crops that humans consumed directly (such as grains and
beans), the result would be far more nutrition than beef provides.
So far, the United States has been able to afford such levels of inef-
ficiency because a favorable climate supports huge agricultural sur-
pluses. India’s experience, however, suggests that as climates
change—as they are now under the influence of global warming—
the day may come when that’s no longer true.

To a cultural materialist like Marvin Harris, every social system
is shaped as it adapts to physical conditions in its environment.
But as we’ve seen, this works both ways. Most species occupy very
specialized places in the food chain. They eat only a few kinds of
foods and alter the environment (such as by building nests) in rel-
atively small ways. By comparison, societies have the potential to
affect the environment in ways both huge and complex. People eat
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all kinds of food and change the shape and composition of the
earth, air, and water in so many ways that it’s impossible to keep
track of them, much less understand the consequences they pro-
duce. Technology enables us not only to irrigate fields, build cities,
and pollute the air, water, and soil, but also to alter genetic struc-
tures.

Some cultures regard these abilities as part of a human destiny
to rule or manage the Earth. The complexity of ecosystems, how-
ever, suggests that people have much less control than they might
think. Humans have a much greater ability than other species to af-
fect the environment, but we usually don’t find out what we’ve done
until after the fact. This means that we also have a much greater
ability to do harm and damage and are the only ones in a position to
prevent it. Only we can save us from ourselves.

Notice for a moment the language that’s often used to talk
about how societies affect the environment. Like all symbols, words
like harm and damage reflect a particular cultural view of reality, in
this case the reality of “nature” and our relation to it. To say that the
environment is being “destroyed,” for example, means that certain
states of nature that are rated highly in cultural value systems are at
risk. Those values, however, are not inherent in nature, but in hu-
man cultures. Ecosystems don’t value one condition over another in
that a lake full of fish is no less “natural” or desirable from the envi-
ronment’s point of view than is a lake full of algae.

For that matter, nature also doesn’t value humanity over any
other species of life. Life is life. If we look at the vast majority of
the Earth’s 4.6 billion years of existence, ecosystems were domi-
nated by what human cultures classify as “lower” life forms. As
far as we know, over the first 2.6 billion years of the Earth’s history
there was no life at all, and for the next billion years nothing more
than simple bacteria and algae. Single-celled protozoa appeared
only 800 million years ago (after more than 80 percent of the Earth’s
history had already gone by), and multicelled blue-green algae
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colonies developed only 600 million years ago. What we think of as
plants are only about 500 million years old, and mammals only 200
million years old. In short, the Earth took the vast majority of its
existence to go from a state of no life at all to what we’d call a
swamp. Only in its most recent past—a blink of an eye in relative
terms—has the Earth started to look like what most of us think of
as “nature.”

If we take the long view, ecosystems can’t be damaged or de-
stroyed. They can change their characteristics, including the mix of
different forms of life they can support (which may or may not in-
clude humans). They can change in how those different forms re-
late to and affect one another, as in which forms eat which. But the
idea of damage and destruction assumes some ideal state, which is
primarily a cultural invention. When we forget this—even in trying
to “save” the environment—we’re vulnerable to a kind of “species
arrogance” that, ironically, is also at the root of the environmental
“damage” so many people—including me—are alarmed about. In
other words, it is a kind of arrogance to assume the right to do with
the Earth as we please. But it is also a kind of arrogance to assume
the right to define what is or is not the ideal state of nature that
should be preserved. In either case, we impose human values on a
nonhuman world and usually do so without knowing it.

This doesn’t mean we shouldn’t act on those values, for as social
beings we have to act in relation to some values, whatever they may
be. But it does mean that those on every side of environmental is-
sues may have more in common with one another than they realize
and face similar challenges in understanding their underlying as-
sumptions about what they’re doing. It is easy to forget that values
are cultural and therefore human and not necessarily reflective of
the rest of nature. And in such forgetting, it’s easy to speak and act
with a sense of righteous authority—whether in defense of jobs and
human superiority or of the sanctity of ancient forests—that can
make all sides sound disturbingly alike.
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Making a Living

Each species of life occupies what ecologists call a “niche” in an
ecosystem. A niche is a position, analogous to a status people occupy
in a social system. As such, a niche locates a species in relation to
other species and to the ecosystem as a whole. Where a species is lo-
cated in the food chain—what it eats and what eats it—is an impor-
tant aspect of its ecological niche, as are other practices such as
burrowing holes in the earth or building dams in streams.

Through its niche, each species lives by using its environment in
particular ways. This is as true for humans as it is for any other
species. Hunter-gatherer societies, for example, use minimal tech-
nology and produce none of their food. Horticultural societies grow
food in small gardens by using sticks to make holes in the ground for
seeds. Agricultural societies use plows and draft animals to cultivate
large fields. Industrial societies focus less on contact with raw
materials—growing food, mining, lumbering—and more on manu-
facturing goods from them, especially through the use of machines.
In postindustrial societies, providing services such as health care, in-
surance, and entertainment outweighs producing goods.

To understand human ways of making a living, we need to ex-
pand the concept of a niche to include the social relationships that
organize productive work. In other words, we need to look at what
Marx called a mode of production. In hunter-gatherer societies,
people produce goods in ways that require cooperation, communal
effort, and sharing. Capitalist industrial societies, however, are
highly competitive, and wealth is distributed in very lopsided ways.
In horticultural societies, people own the tools and other means of
production they use to produce a living, but in industrial capitalist
societies, the elite own most means of production but don’t use
them to produce anything. Production is done by workers who make
goods in exchange for wages without owning or controlling any part
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of the process. Such relationships—among people and between
people and the means of production—tell us a lot about how the
mode of production is organized in a society and how this affects
the people who participate in it.

Since the results of production are wealth and what people need
to live, how production is organized profoundly shapes people’s
lives, especially through patterns of privilege and oppression. As we
look at the historical progression from hunter-gatherer societies to
horticulture, agriculture, and industrial capitalism, systematic ine-
quality emerges and grows, beginning with male privilege and the
subordination of women. Then come class and other patterns in the
service of inequality of wealth and power: warfare, conquest, and
empire, the state, institutionalized slavery and racism, and modern
class systems and global inequality based on economic power.

In the simplest sense, inequality becomes possible when people
are able to produce a surplus of food, which supports larger popula-
tions and enables more and more people to do something other
than grow, gather, or hunt for food. This also makes it possible for
some to accumulate wealth and power at the expense of others and
to defend their privilege with armies, police, servants, and institu-
tions such as religion and the law, whose purpose almost always in-
cludes legitimizing the status quo.

Historically, none of these patterns of inequality had to emerge
as a result of increased production, but they couldn’t happen with-
out it. Hunter-gatherer societies, for example, have very low levels of
inequality based only on prestige, with honor going to those who
perform important jobs well. Inequality can’t very well be based on
wealth in such societies, because they don’t produce enough to ac-
cumulate and because survival requires a degree of sharing and co-
operation that discourages competition and hoarding. They also
have to move around so much in search of new food sources that it
doesn’t make much sense to accumulate wealth and then have to
bring it along.
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Changes in the mode of production are important because they
create conditions that make other social changes more or less likely
to occur. The ability to produce a surplus, for example, makes rapid
population growth, urbanization, and increasingly complex divisions
of labor possible. These changes, in turn, make it easier for bureau-
cracy to emerge as a way to control the system. Historically, bureau-
cracy emerged in the West along with the industrial capitalist
revolution, especially in the nineteenth century. But that’s not the
only way it came into being. China, for example, has only recently
begun to industrialize, but its government has been heavily bureau-
cratic for centuries. And although the most urbanized societies are
industrial, many nonindustrial societies like India, Mexico, and
Egypt are experiencing an explosion of urban population growth.

Birth, Death, Migration: 
Population and Social Life

Since every social system happens only when people participate in
it, to understand how social life works we have to pay attention to
how many people there are, how they get there, and how and when
they leave. Birth and migration are the two ways people enter a soci-
ety, a family, or a religion, for example, but migration is the only way
to enter a workplace or a school (with few exceptions—such as kings
and queens or the old Indian caste system or slavery in the United
States—no one is born into a job). Too few people in a system can
be just as much a problem as too many, or the wrong number in the
wrong place at the wrong time (as anyone who’s ever stood in an un-
employment line knows).

How big a population is and how fast it grows or shrinks depend
on a simple process of addition through births and immigration and
subtraction through deaths and out-migration. In most industrial
societies, births are nearly balanced by deaths, and growth happens
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primarily through migration. In the United States, migration ac-
counted for just 12 percent of population growth in 1950, compared
with more than 38 percent today. The flow of undocumented immi-
grants has grown so rapidly that no one really knows just how many
people cross the border each year.7 As of 2005, non-Hispanic whites
constituted numerical minorities of the populations of Hawaii,
Texas, New Mexico, and California, and the populations of New
York, Maryland, Mississippi, Arizona, and Georgia were not far be-
hind.8 Such trends have inspired intense debate over laws to control
immigration in the United States and in many parts of Europe—
including Britain, France, and Germany—where competition be-
tween foreign-born and native-born workers has prompted social
movements advocating the expulsion of immigrants.

In nonindustrial societies, which include most of the world,
growth occurs through a surplus of births over deaths. Current
growth rates vary from highs of almost 3 percent in Afghanistan to
lows of less than zero in Germany and Russia.9 Three percent may
seem like a small number, but not when figured into the laws of
compound interest. At a 3 percent rate of increase, a population will
double in around twenty-three years, quadruple in just forty-six
years, and increase eight-fold in sixty-nine years, which is less than
the human life span. The world’s population is currently growing at
about 1.2 percent per year, which implies a doubling from its current
size of around six billion people to roughly twelve billion by 2065.

Population affects systems of all kinds, from households to the
world economy. New households and families, for example, are cre-
ated first through migration when people marry or otherwise decide
to move in and live together. In some cultures, that migration re-
quires the husband to move to live near the wife’s family, while in
others the pattern is just the opposite. In the latter case, the wife’s
already subordinate status in the marriage is reinforced by her phys-
ical isolation from kin who might support her, while in the former,
the husband’s dominance is lessened by the nearness of the wife’s
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family. In societies where couples can live wherever they want, the
problem is more likely to be a lack of contact and support from ei-
ther family and the kind of isolation characteristic of the modern
nuclear family.

The typical new family household starts with a population of
two, which is a relatively simple and manageable number. The best
way to see this is to imagine what happens when we add just one
more to make it three. If it’s a baby, the consequence is a radical
change in the household’s role structure, with the addition of sev-
eral new statuses (mother, father, son, daughter, and so on). But
from a population point of view, something else happens as well.
With three people, coalitions become possible as two can gang up
against or exclude the third. With just two people, neither can feel
excluded because one person can’t create a relationship to exclude
the other from. With three people, however, two can form a sub-
group within the larger group.

Add a fourth member, and it’s now possible to have two sub-
groups, such as the children and the parents, and thereby two coali-
tions can shape the distribution of power. Theoretically, children
could organize in order to deal with the power of their parents, but
it’s more likely that one of the children will try to form a coalition
with one or both parents to gain power in relation to the other child
or parent. Whatever happens structurally, the range of possibilities
will vary with the number of people.

As families age, population continues to shape and reshape their
culture and structure. As everyone gets older, for example, the age
structure shifts upward and with it may come profound changes in
how the family works. Parents lose power as children gain autonomy
and independence, and everyone’s role expectations begin to
change. When children migrate away to go to college, to work, or to
form households of their own, the shift in family power structures
becomes even more pronounced, although financial dependence
can preserve some aspects of it for a while. In fact, getting out from
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under parental authority is a major reason why young adult children
long to migrate away and be out on their own.

Physical separation also changes the communication and role
structures and prompts the “empty nest” syndrome, which can occa-
sion as much relief as grief. If daughters and sons form families of
their own, the addition of new members to the network of extended
kin increases the overall family population and complicates most of
its structural and cultural characteristics. At the other end of the life
span, death brings not only loss and grief but also structural and cul-
tural shifts. When our parents die, for example, we can find ourselves
feeling as though now we’re the true adults in the family with no one
in front of us to watch and measure ourselves by. This can be a time
of shifting weight in family roles as we step into a sense of responsi-
bility that we couldn’t even imagine while our parents were alive.

All of these changes flow from the fact that how family life un-
folds depends greatly on the dynamics of population through which
people are added and subtracted, age, and move around in relation
to one another. This dynamic operates in societies and throughout
the world, and includes patterns of birth and death that reflect how
birthing and dying always happen in relation to social systems.

Although everyone has to die sometime, for example, which sta-
tuses we occupy affect how long we’re likely to live and what we’re
most likely to die of. Men, for example, are consistently more likely
than women to die at any given age and from most causes of death.
Some of this is undoubtedly due to biological factors since males are
also more likely to die before they’re even born. But a great deal of
the sex differential in death is about sex as a social status. Men are
far more likely than women to die from homicide, suicide, and acci-
dents, as well as from physical causes such as cancer and heart dis-
ease that have clear links to how people live. Men are more likely
than women to work at hazardous occupations, to take physical
risks, and to act out aggressively. Men are also less likely than women
to see a doctor when they’re not feeling well, which means they’re
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less likely to find out about life-threatening conditions in time to do
something about them. They are also heavier users of cigarettes, al-
cohol, and addictive drugs.10

Death and dying have an especially powerful structural connec-
tion through the effects of social class and race. The wealthier peo-
ple are, for example, the more likely they are to describe themselves
as being in excellent health, a pattern that repeats itself with educa-
tional attainment and occupational prestige.11 Death rates at each
age of life are lowest among those with the most education and
highest income. In comparison with whites, for example, the age-
adjusted death rate for African Americans is 30 percent higher, the
infant mortality rate is more than twice as high, and life expectancy
at birth is almost five years shorter. For homicide, African American
death rates are almost six times higher than for whites. Suicide is
the only major cause of death with lower rates among African Amer-
icans than among whites.12

None of these differences tell us what will happen to any specific
person who participates in U.S. society, but they do reflect paths of
least resistance that load the odds in different ways depending on
who we are in social terms. Being a white man doesn’t mean that I’ll
eventually kill myself, but it does mean that my position in the
world makes suicide more likely for me than it does for most people
of color and white women. It also means that I’m far less likely to
find myself in a situation where I’m likely to be murdered than I
would be if I were black. Being in the middle class means that I’m
far less likely to work in a dangerous occupation such as lumbering,
trucking, mining, or construction or to be exposed to cancer-causing
chemicals and other threats to my health. I’m also less likely to
smoke cigarettes or abuse alcohol and more likely to have health in-
surance and access to quality health care.

If we look at these differences from an individualistic perspec-
tive, we could conclude that they are simply a matter of personal
choice, as in choosing whether to smoke cigarettes, for example. But
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applying the basic principle of sociological practice leads straight to
the fact that every choice is made in relation to the systems we par-
ticipate in. From there we have to ask how the paths of least resis-
tance presented to people differ depending on what those systems
are and the social positions people occupy in them. In my middle-
class neighborhood, there are no billboards with glossy cigarette ad-
vertisements, but for many years in inner-city neighborhoods across
the United States, cigarette manufacturers have targeted lower- and
working-class African Americans with ads that aggressively promote
cigarette smoking as a glamorous and attractive thing to do, as one
“pleasure” that’s available even to people living in poverty. Which
path is easier to follow—to smoke or not to smoke—depends to
some extent on where you live, and where you live is invariably af-
fected by social class and race.

Population and the Big Picture

If we look at population at the level of societies or the world as a
whole, it’s hard to miss the huge and growing mismatch between
the needs and resources of societies on the one hand and the size
and growth of populations on the other. The fifteen poorest coun-
tries of the world, for example, contain roughly half the world’s pop-
ulation, and countries whose populations account for 80 percent of
all the people in the world share less than a quarter of all the world’s
annual income. In many countries, per capita income levels have ac-
tually fallen in recent years and recurring periods of famine have be-
come almost permanent facts of life.13

A common explanation of the widening gap between rich and
poor nations is huge differences in birth and growth rates. There are,
it is argued, simply too many people in countries like India, China,
and Mexico and in many parts of Africa, and the populations in
those countries are growing too rapidly to keep up with the demand
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for basic services and resources such as food and drinkable water.
With Mexico’s population growing at a rate of 1.6 percent each year,
Mexico’s economy must grow 1.6 percent just to keep up without
anything to spare to improve standards of living.14 Since a 1.6 per-
cent annual rate of economic growth is hard to achieve, it would
seem that high rates of population growth virtually ensure contin-
ued deprivation and misery for most people in the world.

What makes a bad situation worse is that high birth rates also
result in a high percentage of children in the population, and chil-
dren are relatively unproductive and claim resources that could oth-
erwise be invested in economic growth. Also making matters worse
are migration patterns that swell already crowded cities such as
Mexico City and Bombay with unskilled workers looking for relief
from rural poverty. What they find, however, are poor sanitation, not
enough water, no jobs, and no roof over their heads.

The situation in such countries is so dire that it’s easy to think of
population as the most important determining factor in social life.
But it’s not that simple. What we call overpopulation isn’t just a
matter of resources being inadequate because there are too many
people. Resources can also be inadequate because they are distrib-
uted in a way that gives a great deal to some and very little to others.
China, for example, contains 21 percent of all the people in the
world but consumes only 10 percent of all the energy used each year.
By comparison, the United States has only 5 percent of the world’s
population but claims a 25 percent share of all the energy con-
sumed.15 Which society, then, places a greater population burden on
the world? Which country shows the greater mismatch between pop-
ulation and resources? Is it China with its billion people who con-
sume relatively little? Or is it the United States with only a quarter as
many people who consume five times as much? Or is it both?

If we look at the world as a social system, we can ask how popu-
lation dynamics affect structural patterns of inequality between so-
cieties through which resources and wealth are distributed. It might
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be that there simply isn’t enough wealth to go around. But it also
might be that there is plenty of wealth that is kept from going
around by a world system in which enormous economic and politi-
cal power is held by a tiny number of nations and the small fraction
of the world’s people who live in them.

Certainly there are practical limits to population growth and
size. The human species—within societies and in the world as a
whole—cannot indefinitely ignore the natural laws that limit the
populations of every other life form. But it would seem equally clear
that wealthy countries cannot continue indefinitely to pretend that
population is the only or even the primary issue shaping the fate of
nonindustrial societies and that the solution to the misery of bil-
lions of people is simply for there to be fewer of them. The principle
that we are always participating in something larger than ourselves
applies as much to nations as it does to individuals. In that sense,
the wealth of the industrial world and the pervasive poverty found
everywhere else inevitably are connected to each other, and socio-
logical practice is a powerful way to see just how this happens and
why it matters.
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5

Us, It, and Social Interaction

130

Having spent five chapters on those “things larger than our-
selves” that we participate in, it’s time to look more closely
at the “we” and what our participation is all about. Social

systems don’t happen without us, and, in important ways, we don’t
happen without them. On the one hand, systems lay out paths of
least resistance, but we’re the ones who perceive, interpret, and
choose among those paths. We make visible and manifest whatever
power they have to shape social life. On the other hand, we live as
thinking, acting beings, yet the stuff that thoughts are made of and
the meaning our actions have make sense only in relation to cul-
tural, structural, and ecological aspects of social systems.

Self: The We Who Participate

“Take care of yourself,” a friend of mine says at the end of a recent
conversation. As I return to this work, I wonder just what that means.
Who or what is this “self” I’m supposed to take care of, and is the “I”
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who takes care of it something other than the “self” that gets taken
care of? Is my “self” something I can touch, hear, or smell? I can sense
my body and what it does, but my self is more than that. Behavioral
psychologists like B. F. Skinner have little interest in the self, since
they can’t figure out a way to observe it scientifically.1

And yet, we think about the self as something real and thing-like
that is responsible for what we do. When my “body” does some-
thing wrong—as when my hand takes something that doesn’t be-
long to me—no one blames my body even though it did the deed.
Nor do they blame my brain (“Bad brain!”), which directed my body
to do it. They blame my self (“You should be ashamed of yourself”).
Just exactly what that self is that I’m supposed to be ashamed of and
where I’m likely to find it are elusive things, because more than any-
thing the self is an idea we have about our own existence.2 But it’s a
powerful idea because we don’t live it as such: We act as though the
self is as real as anything we can see and touch.

Part of what makes the idea of the self so powerful is that it lo-
cates us in relation to other people and social systems. One answer
to the question “Who am I?” is “Allan Griswold Johnson,” three
words that name me in the same way that words name an oak tree or
a banana. They also serve a similar purpose. In my culture they iden-
tify me as male (Allan being regarded as a man’s name) and thereby
distinguish me from females. They distinguish me from all the peo-
ple I’m not. And they connect me to kin marked by common
names—Griswold being my mother’s family name and Johnson my
father’s. A person’s name, then, and the self that it names have a
purely relational purpose of marking us in relation to others. The
only reason to have a name is to be able to participate in social life,
and this is also why we develop ideas about the self in general and
about ourselves in particular.

As the philosopher and sociologist George Herbert Mead saw it,
we discover our “selves” as children through a process of discover-
ing others and the ideas they have about themselves and about us.3
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Infants tend to experience the world in an egocentric way in that
they can’t distinguish between the world and themselves. Every-
thing is just one big “whole” with them at the center of it all. This
leaves them without a way to know that other people exist as sepa-
rate people with thoughts and feelings. As an infant, I couldn’t
imagine that my mother had a point of view on things, including
me. I couldn’t see that she thought about herself in relation to me
and me in relation to her or about things that had to do with nei-
ther at all. I could feel her body and otherwise sense what she did
and said, but I had no way to know that there was something going
on beneath all that, that she had ideas about who she was or who I
was or about how to be a good mother or what kind of man she
hoped I’d grow up to be or what to have for dinner.

If I couldn’t imagine that my mother had a point of view on her-
self and the world, then I also couldn’t imagine that I had a point of
view on things. As far as I could tell, the way I heard and felt and
otherwise sensed things was simply the way things were and had
nothing to do with who I was in relation to them or how I perceived
or interpreted them. I was like a baseball umpire who, instead of say-
ing, “I call ’em as I see ’em” or (confidently) “I call ’em as they are,”
says, “Until I call ’em, they aren’t.”

As an infant, I couldn’t be aware that I had a point of view on
things because I had no way to think about myself as a self, to imag-
ine an “Allan” who existed in the first place. Mead argues that we
learn to think about ourselves as selves by discovering the inner
lives of other people. We realize that other people think about us,
perceive us in certain ways, expect things of us, have feelings about
us, and have lives separate from our own that in many ways have
nothing to do with us. This happens primarily when people use lan-
guage to talk about themselves, about us, and everything else they
experience as reality. They use language as a bridge of meaning to
connect their experience to the experiences of other people. So,
when I was hungry I might have experienced that simply as bodily
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discomfort, an empty feeling in my stomach that made me cry un-
til it was taken care of. But when someone put words like “I’m hun-
gry” to that experience, then I could imagine how they felt and put
myself in their place.

Without language, there’s no way to be aware of that otherwise
invisible realm known as the self, and without that, children have no
way to construct their own ideas about who they are as selves. It’s
through language, then, that we discover the human possibility of a
self by discovering what other people have done with that possibil-
ity. We become aware of our point of view as a point of view rather
than as simply “the way things are.”

Once we see this, we can construct all kinds of ideas about our-
selves that make up the self. Because they are about the self, we use
them to think about the self just as we’d think about someone else
(as in, “How to be your own best friend”). We can talk to it, have
feelings about it, evaluate and judge it, believe or not believe in it,
defend or condemn it, scold or praise it, feel proud or ashamed of
it, “get hold” of it, disown it (“I’m not myself today”), lose it, be
conscious of it (“self-conscious”), try to accept, understand, or “get
over” it. We can say and do things to affect how other people per-
ceive us and how they treat us as a result. We can wade into deep
pools of paradox, thinking of our selves as unique and separate
from the world around us, even though “unique” is a cultural con-
cept from that same world and the self exists only in relation to
other selves.

No wonder one of our most exhilarating experiences is when
someone “believes” in us. And no wonder one of the greatest
crises we can experience happens when we stop “believing in our-
selves” and feel lost, cut loose with nothing to hang onto. Note,
however, that whether or not this experience turns into a crisis de-
pends on the culture we live in. In many Asian cultures, thinking
of the self as unique and separate from groups and society is nei-
ther a given nor an ideal of social life. In traditional Japanese culture,
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for example, it is a far greater crisis to lose a deep sense of attach-
ment to the whole and be thrust from it into the uncertainties of
individualism.

To participate as selves in social systems, we have to locate our-
selves in relation to systems, to see how and where we connect to
them and how this reflects back a sense of who we are. Most people
don’t know that “self” my friend told me to take care of. What they
do know about me are statuses I occupy and the roles that go with
them. At birth, we’re known only by a handful of statuses—gender,
race, age, and family position—because there isn’t much else about
us to know yet. As we grow up, we accumulate a social identity by
occupying one status after another and using them to locate our-
selves in relation to social systems and other people.

As Erving Goffman points out, when we occupy a status, the
role that goes with it provides us with a ready-made “self” that we
can adopt as a path of least resistance toward acceptance by others.4

In this sense, most people don’t know much about who we are on
the inside. What they “know” consists primarily of cultural images
of the “typical” person who occupies this or that status—the typical
girl, the typical student, the typical lawyer, the typical business man-
ager. In social space, we aren’t “who we are” in some absolute, ob-
jective sense. We are who people think we are, a reality of us they
construct from cultural ideas before they ever know anything about
us based on direct experience. Most people know very little about
the “real me” as I experience myself. But anyone who thinks they
know about fathers, men, heterosexuals, white people, writers,
grandfathers, brothers, husbands, public speakers, baby boomers,
Ph.D. recipients, the middle class, and people whose households in-
clude dogs, goats, and a snake may think they know quite a lot about
me. What they actually know are paths of least resistance that go
with statuses I occupy and the likelihood that I usually follow those
paths. I may choose differently, but they can’t know that unless they
see how I actually participate in social life.
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Not only do other people know us primarily through role rela-
tionships, but this is also a major way for us to know ourselves.
Think back for a moment to Mead’s idea that we discover ourselves
through first discovering others. If so, then it follows that how we
see, evaluate, and feel about ourselves is shaped by the statuses we
occupy, which means that as we construct the ideas and feelings
about who we are that constitute the self, we depend primarily on
information that comes from outside ourselves.

These outside sources of information take the form of two kinds
of “others.” Significant others are specific people who act like mir-
rors, reflecting images back to us that we may incorporate into our
sense of who we are.5 “Significant” in this case means “specific”
rather than “important.” If a man in the audience at one of my pre-
sentations comes up to me afterward and tells me he thinks I did a
great job (or a rotten one), he becomes a significant other for me be-
cause the information he gives comes from him as an individual. He
also offers me a reflection of myself to consider as information that I
may or may not include in my sense of who I am. This is known as
the “looking-glass self”: I use him as a mirror, and the reflection con-
sists of what I think he thinks of me (which may or may not turn out
to match how he actually sees me).6

Early in life, most information about ourselves comes from sig-
nificant others such as family members and playmates. Only later
through a complex process of socialization do we begin to grasp
what’s called the “generalized other.”7 The generalized other isn’t a
specific person or even a group of people. It’s our perception of how
people in general view a social situation and the people who occupy
different statuses within it.

When I go to my dentist for a checkup, for example, I interact
with someone I know as an individual. I know something about
what he expects, what he’s like as a person, and how he does things.
This makes him a significant other to me. When I went to him for
the first time, however, his name, gender, race, approximate age, and
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occupation were the only things I knew about him as an individual.
How, then, did I know how to behave and how did he? Without
knowing each other, we had to rely on cultural ideas about dentists
and their patients and what goes on between them. Until we learned
about each other as significant others, these generalized others were all
we had to put together some idea of what the situation was about and
who he and I were in it. In the beginning, we knew nothing about each
other except the statuses we occupied and the social relationship be-
tween them. In other words, we knew each “other” only as a general-
ized other.

What makes the generalized other difficult for young children to
grasp is that it’s a purely abstract collection of ideas about status oc-
cupants. We learn what significant others expect from us by what
they say and do, and children pick that up very quickly. But to distin-
guish between the specific woman who is my mother and “mother”
as a social status requires a level of cognitive ability that develops
only as children mature.

The ideas that make up the generalized other are cultural,
which encourages us to assume we share their meaning with other
people. Based on this, we also assume people will perceive, inter-
pret, and evaluate us in certain ways when they know which sta-
tuses we occupy in a situation. This is why lesbians and gays are
careful about revealing their sexual orientation to heterosexuals. It
is also why heterosexuals feel no qualms at all about revealing
theirs, to the extent that they don’t experience it as “revealing”
something at all, much less “coming out” or “admitting” they’re
heterosexual. It is why it matters what clothes we wear when we go
out in public. Our choices shape who other people think we are. It
is why privilege and oppression based on race and gender and dis-
ability status (when it’s visible) are so powerful. People think they
know which status we occupy simply by looking at us and, as a re-
sult, easily associate us with ideas about who we are, what we can
and can’t do, what we’re worth, and what our rights are in relation
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to them. In this sense, we need to extend the idea introduced in
Chapter 2 that we construct reality in a cultural sense, for the real-
ity we create is also profoundly structural in relation to statuses,
roles, and the generalized other.

Since statuses and roles are elements of social systems, who we
are—to ourselves and to other people—is profoundly rooted in our
participation in these things larger than ourselves and the socializa-
tion process through which we learn how to participate. This makes
understanding ourselves a basic part of sociological practice and not
merely the province of psychology. Statuses and roles connect us to
the social world and overlap our lives with other people’s lives. They
locate, identify, and anchor us in social space. Without them, we
don’t exist in a social sense, and without that, there isn’t much left
of what we know and experience as a self or a life.

This can be a disturbing idea for people living in a culture that
places such a high value on individual autonomy and uniqueness.
But in fact, it doesn’t diminish our worth as people. It simply means
that we (and our worth) exist in relation to something larger, that we
aren’t the beginning and the end of things. Even rebels and icono-
clasts who reject their society are organizing their sense of self and
their lives in relation to something larger than themselves—the soci-
ety they reject. And they occupy recognizable statuses within those
societies, such as “rebel” and “iconoclast.” In most high schools and
colleges, for example, there are always a few students who play the
role of the outlandish nonconformist who conforms to a cultural
type by openly rejecting the idea of conforming to cultural types.

None of this means that we’re nothing more than occupants of
statuses and roles. Not only can we make creative choices about how
to participate in social systems, but also there are all kinds of funda-
mental mysteries of human existence that are far more than social
constructions. Every culture has ideas about such mysteries and
about itself, but the best we can do with them is to construct reality
second- or third-hand. Only in rare moments do we manage to
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shake ourselves loose from social systems and experience the mys-
teries of life and death more directly. But that experience can be
enough to remind us that however we construct our sense of social
life and ourselves, there is mystery piled upon mystery beneath it.
We aren’t machines, and social systems aren’t either. Both are far
more complex, elusive, and interesting than that.

Self in Systems

The key to how we participate in systems is the concept of social in-
teraction, and the key to that is the difference between action and
behavior. Everything we do is a behavior, but only some behavior
takes the form of action.

A baby’s first step, for example, is a behavior but not an action.
A child’s walking across the room in response to “Please come here,”
however, is both a behavior and an action. The difference? In the
first case, the behavior involves no interpretation on her part. She
doesn’t consider the meaning of what she’s doing (and not doing)
and how her behavior will be perceived and interpreted by someone
else. She doesn’t consider it because she lacks the language and ab-
stract cultural ideas necessary for thinking about what she’s doing or
what other people expect of her and make of what she does. In the
second case, she can use language to anticipate what her behavior
would mean to someone else, and she can take this into account in
choosing what to do. She can imagine alternatives and the most
likely responses to each. In short, behavior based on meaning is ac-
tion, and actions are the building blocks of our participation in so-
cial systems and social life as we interact with others.

On the level of individuals, social interaction is the process
through which systems happen, but it’s also how we happen as so-
cial beings. As Erving Goffman puts it in several fascinating books,
we are like actors on a stage.8 Every social situation has its props
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and setting, its script and opportunities for improvisation. And
every play has an audience, except that in social life we are all ac-
tors and part of someone else’s audience at the same time. We use
a variety of techniques to have our performances seen as authen-
tic, as worthy of whatever role we’re playing, as convincing enough
for us to be accepted in that situation for who it is we claim to be.
So, we usually make an effort to show up looking the part, wearing
the right clothes, having the right attitude for that situation,
knowing our lines, and carrying the right props. Like actors, we
create impressions of who we are, what Goffman called “the pre-
sentation of self.”

Like every impression, the presentation of self is an ongoing pro-
cess. It needs to be sustained and managed, especially when we do
something that’s “out of character” or otherwise calls our perfor-
mance into question. When two people go out on a date, for exam-
ple, each spends time shaping the self they’ll present to the
other—choosing which clothes to wear, whether to shower or use de-
odorant or cologne, how to wear their hair, the use of jewelry and
make-up. Every behavior contributes to the impression they create—
what they say and how they say it, what they order in the restaurant
and how they eat it, how often and how long they look at each other,
what they laugh at and what they don’t, how much they talk and how
much they listen, how and when they touch each other.

When they part company, each is likely to wonder about the im-
pression they made on the other, whether they said or did some-
thing that was misunderstood, taken to indicate something about
the self that doesn’t fit how they see themselves or would like to.
Like players before an audience, as the curtain falls, they wait for the
response, the volume and duration of applause, anything that might
tell them how well their performance was accepted. On a date, it
might be whether a kiss goodnight is forthcoming, or whether the “I
had a great time” or “I’ll call you” sounds sincere or merely polite
(yet another way to manage impressions).
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As in a play, both actors and audience in social life want every-
thing to go as it’s supposed to, because if it doesn’t, it may compro-
mise our own ability to play our roles effectively. Even as an audience
for someone else’s performance, we are never just that, for the audi-
ence has its role to play, too. This is why when actors in a theater for-
get their lines or otherwise ruin their performances, people in the
audience often feel uncomfortable. The role of “witness to someone
else’s failed performance” is difficult to play because the mere fact of
our sitting there and watching it happen contributes to the actor’s
pain. We become part of the actor’s failure, since if we weren’t
there—if there were no audience—the failure couldn’t happen. And
so we do what we can to protect the actor from failure. We don’t call
attention to the forgotten line, the stumble, the momentary lapse,
the wooden delivery, but act as though it never happened, allowing
the performance to continue with the hope that the people “on
stage” will “get their act together.” In doing this, we protect both
them and ourselves as well as the integrity of the “play” in which we
all participate. As both actors and audience, we have our own impres-
sions to manage.

As actors, of course, there are many things we can do to protect
our own performances. We can disown them with disclaimers such
as “I’m not myself today” or “I was only kidding” or “I didn’t mean
it” or “I don’t know what came over me.” A man might say some-
thing sexist but then distance himself from it by saying that it
doesn’t mean that he is sexist. Or, as Goffman points out, he might
react with embarrassment that lets people know that his perfor-
mance may have failed this time, but he’s still committed to doing
better next time.9 His red face and awkwardness show that he be-
lieves in the importance of what people expect of him, a display
that may protect him by reinforcing his claim to the part he has in
the play.

Looking at social life as theater, it’s easy to wonder if we have an
authentic social self at all, if everything isn’t just a cynical matter of
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figuring out how to make the best impression, protect perfor-
mances, and play audience to someone else. The very idea of a
“role” can seem to preclude the possibility of being authentic, as if
creating impressions and trying to turn in an acceptable perfor-
mance invariably mean faking it and wearing masks that conceal our
“real” selves.

But the line between who we are and how we participate in so-
cial life isn’t as clear and neat as it might seem. To act as though it
were invites all kinds of trouble. If we pretend that our role behavior
somehow isn’t connected to who we “really” are, for example, then
we avoid taking responsibility not only for the role but also for our
portion of the play itself.

Goffman argues that we are always being ourselves even though
we may not feel comfortable owning up to the results and allowing
them to shape how other people see us. If I play a role in a way that
seems to contradict who I think I am, the person playing that role is
still me and is no less real than the “me” who rejects this as not be-
ing the “real me.” If I “fake it” and act in ways that don’t reflect how
I “really” feel, it is still me who does the faking, who appears and be-
haves in ways that create a particular impression.

Whatever the performance turns out to be, it comes from
somewhere in me, and if there is an unreality in it, it’s in my not
being aware of that simple fact and denying my connection to the
consequences my behavior produces. As such, the problem of au-
thenticity isn’t that we’re performing or managing impressions.
The problem is that we don’t embrace and own our actions for
what they are as part of who we are. The problem isn’t that we have
so many roles to perform that can make us appear inconsistent or
other than we’d like. The problem is that we don’t integrate them
with an ongoing awareness of the incredible complexity of our-
selves and the social life we participate in.

Not seeing this complexity sets us up to participate unknowingly
in systems that produce bad consequences. At the same time, we
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cut ourselves off from our potential to do something about those
consequences. When white people act in racist ways, for example,
they often rush to make the point that they aren’t racist. “I didn’t
mean it,” they say, or “I misspoke,” or “I made a mistake [by saying
that] and I’m sorry.” They almost never respond with something as
simple as “I guess the racism in the world gets into all of our lives,
including mine, and I’d better look at that to see what that means
for me.”

In terms of impression management, everything said in self-
defense is probably true: They didn’t intend to say or do anything
that would hurt someone or add racism to the impression people
have of them. But this is beside the more important point that the
racist content of social action is real, and if people choose—
consciously or not—to be vehicles for its expression, this says some-
thing about the systems they participate in and about them as
participants. In a racist society, talk and action that reflect and rein-
force white privilege are paths of least resistance that tell us more
about society than about ourselves. But the choices we make in rela-
tion to those paths tell us something about who we are in relation to
them, and if we don’t see that, we can’t do anything about the paths
or about ourselves.

Few things in sociological practice are as important or as tricky to
grasp as the relationship between people and systems. In an individ-
ualistic society, the path of least resistance is to ignore systems alto-
gether or to see them as menacing forces that threaten to swallow us
up. The truth, however, is more complicated than that, and with far
more potential for creative living. Our relationship to a system’s cul-
ture, for example, is dynamic and alive, with us creating the world as
much as we are created by and through it. We are objects of
culture—described, valued, and limited by its ideas about who we
are and how we ought to think, feel, and behave. We are also subjects
of culture, the ones who believe, who value, who expect, who feel,
who use, who write and talk and think and dream. We are creators of
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culture, part of an endless stream of human experience—sensing, in-
terpreting, choosing, shaping, making. We’re the ones who make cul-
ture our own so that we often can’t tell the point where it leaves off
and we begin, or if that point exists at all. We are recipients of cul-
ture, socialized and enculturated. We are the ones who internalize
ideas, taking them inside ourselves where they shape how we partici-
pate in social life and thereby make it happen. And this thing we
make happen is at the same time the cultural force that shapes us as
we happen.

As a creative medium that we share with others, culture isn’t us,
but it also isn’t completely external to us. It exists through us as we
exist through it. It is among and of us. When we participate in it, it
provides a way to participate in other people’s lives. In this sense,
there is no clear, fixed boundary that separates us from culture and,
therefore, no clear, fixed boundary that separates us from other peo-
ple. Culture is like the air. It is everywhere, and we can’t live without
it. We can live without any particular culture, but not without some
culture. Like the air, culture is always flowing in and out of us in
ways that make it impossible to draw a true line between “I” or “us”
and “it.” It’s both outside us and in every cell of our bodies. As be-
ings, we are of the air, but in a particular form that distinguishes us
from dogs or ferns or bacteria. And since we all share this relation-
ship with the air—as with culture—in a way we are all of one an-
other. You are part of flowing and mixing with the same air that
inhabits me.

Culture provides ideas and materials to work with as we make
ourselves and social life happen from one moment to the next, but
we have to decide what to do with them. Culture isn’t something
that can think or decide or do anything, nor is any other aspect of
social systems or the systems themselves. We aren’t autonomous
and independent in relation to systems, but we also aren’t puppets
on a string. We’re somewhere in between in a far more creative
place. We’re like jazz improvisers who can’t play without learning
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the basics of music. They have to know the difference between a
sharp and a flat and between major and minor, and how notes
combine to make different kinds of chords. They have to know
how to blend time, rhythm, and sound so they can shape the flow
of the music and stay together while they play together. In other
words, they need to know how symbols and ideas define and un-
derlie jazz as a musical form and how they shape the way musi-
cians think and hear and imagine and relate to one another in ways
both structural and ecological. But the social forms that limit
them are also what they use to create, to bend and play with the
“rules,” to test the limits in ways that sound both familiar (“mu-
sic,” “jazz”) and new.

This doesn’t mean they can do whatever they want, even
though jazz can sound that way, as if everyone’s doing their own
thing oblivious to everyone else. In fact, however, they are deeply
aware of one another and the form within which they play all the
while they’re making it up as they go along. There is beneath the
seeming creative disorder an unarticulated inner discipline based
on their shared participation in a social system. This is what gives
the entire piece its musical integrity and its social integrity as
something happening not merely within individual musicians but
also among them. This ability to play within a form and yet impro-
vise around and, at times, beyond it is what gives jazz its unmis-
takable character. As with jazz and its musicians, so also with
social life and us.

Making Systems Happen

Social interaction consists of all the ways that people create and sus-
tain a particular sense of reality out of which our lives, systems, and
social life all happen. Social interaction is interplay between us and
systems that works through both action and appearance. If employ-
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ees in a bank, for example, dress in clown costumes and gorilla suits,
customers will have a hard time identifying this as a bank where
they can confidently deposit their money. Appearance and action
mirror each other. The hushed atmosphere in a typical bank and the
quiet, efficient way that tellers handle transactions sustain the
shared sense that this is a serious place where your money will be
well taken care of. People don’t laugh a lot in banks or make jokes
about bank failures or embezzlement, just as airline pilots and flight
attendants don’t make funny remarks about crashes or bombs.

In fact, in the United States, especially since the events of Sep-
tember 11, 2001, you’re likely to be arrested for making jokes in an
airport about possibly carrying a bomb onto a plane. This is because
the shared sense that flying is a safe way to travel is a fragile social re-
ality even without the threat of terrorism and can be sustained only
by controlling anything that people might say or do to indicate oth-
erwise. As I sit in my seat at 30,000 feet, reading a book or listening
to music on my iPod, I usually don’t realize how fine a line separates
the alternate realities of safety and immanent danger, and every-
thing around me is designed to encourage me not to. The comfort
of the seats, the availability of movies, food, reading material, mu-
sic, air conditioning, heat, telephones—all create a sense of reality
that, when I consider where all of this is taking place, is in some
ways absurd. But I accept this situation and make it “normal” and
unremarkable until something goes wrong to suggest otherwise.

Every social situation is defined by a reality that exists only as
people actively shape and support it.10 In something as simple as a
conversation, we have to engage in a kind of dance of gestures, talk,
and body language to sustain a shared sense that this thing we call a
“conversation” is in fact happening from one moment to the next.
There are all kinds of methods, for example, that we can use to as-
sure people that we’re paying attention to what they’re saying. We
look at them, nod our heads now and then, murmur an occasional
“uh huh,” smile or laugh at the funny parts, frown at something
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serious, ask a question or make a comment that’s related to what
they’ve said. Without that, the idea that a conversation is happen-
ing can’t be sustained as a shared reality.

There’s a workshop exercise that makes this point come alive,
in which people pair off and one person tells a story to the other
while the partner pretends to be completely oblivious to what’s be-
ing said (sometimes going to sleep). It’s an awful experience for the
speaker who typically can’t think of what to say next or can but
can’t get their mouth to say it. In this sense, “having a conversa-
tion” is a reality that we create and sustain between us, and every-
thing we do or don’t do figures into making that happen. The
methods are something we have to learn, and they vary from one
system to another.

In some societies, for example, a sign of paying attention in a
conversation is looking at the other person’s eyes from time to time.
In other societies, however, this is considered a sign of disrespect if
done by someone lower in authority toward someone higher. So,
when typical middle-class white teachers in U.S. schools try to have
a conversation with students from any number of Latino or Asian
societies, they find their students seeming to shirk their responsibil-
ity to help keep the conversation going (thinking, perhaps, the stu-
dents are trying to conceal some wrongdoing), when what’s really
going on is a show of respect and politeness. What sustains a con-
versation in one system can have just the opposite effect in another.

We continually use our knowledge of how reality is constructed
to figure out from one moment to the next what’s going on and
how to do our part to keep it going. At the movies, for example, I
walk up to the theater and notice a line of people extending out the
front door and down the sidewalk. I take this to mean that they
haven’t started selling tickets for the next show and I’m supposed to
go to the end of the line and wait for it to move. The social reality of
a waiting line is a fragile one, because most people would rather be
at the front than farther back. It’s so fragile that it takes very little to
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undo it. It takes only a few people to leave the line and go into the
door ahead of everyone else for people to start doubting that it is in
fact a “line” in which the rules of staying in place and waiting your
turn apply. When this happens, the line can fall apart physically and
as a shared social reality, which depends on certain patterns of social
action to maintain a consensus that it exists.

Because the methods we use to sustain a social reality are used
over and over again, they often take on a ritual quality.11 Intimate re-
lations between spouses or life partners, for example, are usually
based on the assumption that the two people love each other. Since
an assumption is just an idea, it is sustained through rituals that call
attention to it as part of the reality these two people participate in
day after day. Such rituals might include saying goodnight before go-
ing to sleep, perhaps accompanied with a kiss, or saying “I love you”
before ending a phone conversation, or kissing as part of saying good-
bye when going off in separate directions at the start of a workday.

We may not think of such rituals as sustaining reality until our
partner fails to enact them, especially over a period of time. In itself,
each “I love you,” each kiss, or each “goodnight” doesn’t amount to
much, but as part of a fabric that holds together the social reality of
a love relationship, it can take on much greater significance. It may
not take many lapses to raise insecurity in a partner, worry that
something is wrong in the relationship, that the assumption of love
and commitment is weaker than it was. Those rituals are like many
interaction rituals: we don’t even know they’re there until someone
deviates from them, and we notice the hole in the social fabric that
marks where they’re supposed to be.

With sociological practice, focusing on interaction naturally
draws us toward individuals, but it’s important to keep in mind that
almost everything we say or do happens in relation to one social sys-
tem or another. What goes on among people is rarely just a matter
of that, but it often has implications for larger systems even though
we don’t know it at the time.
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Linguist Deborah Tannen, for example, has written several
books on how women and men talk to one another.12 She notices
that men tend to talk in ways that enhance their status—they’re
more likely than women to interrupt during conversations, to use
aggressive language and tones of voice, and to avoid doing anything
that might suggest a lack of control such as asking for directions or
saying they don’t know the answer to a question. Women, on the
other hand, are more likely than men to interact in ways that sup-
port personal relationships—to listen attentively while others talk,
to wait their turn rather than interrupt, to avoid verbal aggression,
and to be more open about their doubts. Tannen explains these pat-
terns as a relatively simple matter of children playing in same-sex
groups as they grow up, thereby socialized by their peers to interact
in different ways. They grow up in what amounts to different cul-
tures, Tannen argues, and behave accordingly.

The problem with Tannen’s approach is that she never links
such differences to the larger social context that encourages them.
She tells us that a boy learns to interact aggressively by hanging out
with other boys, but she doesn’t tell us where those boys learn to in-
teract aggressively. It’s as if boys and girls invent different patterns
spontaneously and all by themselves, rather than learning them as
part of their socialization into the larger society they both inhabit.
More importantly, Tannen doesn’t ask what kind of society would
have paths of least resistance that lead men to seek status and
women to attend more to personal relationships. She barely men-
tions that we live in a society that is male-dominated, male-
identified, and male-centered. In such a world, men who seek status
and women who attend to personal relationships also reinforce male
privilege and the oppressive price that privilege exacts from women.

When women and men interact along their paths of least resis-
tance, they do more than talk differently. They also play a part in
making a particular kind of society happen from one moment to
the next. When men interrupt and women don’t object, when men
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answer questions even when they don’t know the answer and
women remain silent or say they don’t know even when they do,
when men argue aggressively for their point of view and women
raise questions and otherwise show an openness to alternatives—
this is how male privilege happens in order to shape a major struc-
tural feature of society as a whole, with all the systems—from
family to the workplace—included in it.

This is true of every form of social inequality whose patterns of
inclusion and exclusion, advantage and disadvantage, reward and
punishment all contribute to privileging some groups over others. In
all kinds of workplaces, for example, white women, people of color,
gays, lesbians, and people with disabilities find themselves at the re-
ceiving end of messages that make them feel like unwelcome out-
siders. Sometimes these messages are overt and deliberate, but
often they are woven into the everyday fabric of interaction. As Ros-
abeth Moss Kanter observed about corporations, for example, when
men use strong language in the presence of women, they typically
apologize to the women.13 While the men may think they’re only
being sensitive or polite, they’re also sending the message that if the
women weren’t there, the men wouldn’t have to pay such close at-
tention to how they talk. By apologizing, men draw attention to the
exceptional nature of women’s presence and identify women as out-
siders who interfere with what would otherwise be regarded as the
normal flow of conversation.

Gays and lesbians experience this kind of exclusion all the time
in the form of an ongoing assumption by heterosexuals that every-
one else is heterosexual, too.14 Since “coming out” carries all kinds
of risks at work, gays and lesbians have to be careful in the simplest
everyday interactions, such as Monday morning talk about what
coworkers did over the weekend. When heterosexuals try to imagine
telling someone all about their family without ever using a word
that indicates anyone’s gender, they get some idea of what it’s like to
be gay or lesbian in the workplace. A heterosexual has nothing to
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lose by casually “revealing” a partner’s gender, as when a woman
refers to her partner as “he.” But a lesbian who does the same thing
could find herself in a great deal of trouble, excluded if not harassed
and discriminated against in ways that threaten her livelihood.
Since heterosexuals have much greater freedom to talk about their
personal lives, such talk becomes a form of privilege because it is de-
nied to others.15 Heterosexuals are rarely aware of this, which is also
part of their privilege.

In a society that privileges whites, people of many races must deal
with patterns of interaction that exclude and discriminate. The mes-
sages “you aren’t white” and “you don’t belong here” are sent rou-
tinely and in a variety of ways. Black men, for example, are routinely
treated as objects of fear in public places as white people hug packages
and bags more tightly against their bodies as they pass by or avoid the
encounter by crossing the street. Blacks often have their presence
challenged, however politely. A black partner in a large law firm, for ex-
ample, comes to work early one morning and is confronted by a young
newly hired white attorney who doesn’t know who he’s talking to.
“Can I help you?” the young man asks pointedly. When told “No,” he
repeats the question until the senior lawyer angrily explains who he is.
A black U.S. federal judge tells the story of waiting for a cab with sev-
eral colleagues—all dressed in suits and ties—outside a prominent ho-
tel in a major city. A white woman drove up in her car, got out, and
handed the judge her keys as she strode into the hotel.16

It is in such ways that “large” structures of social inequality which
characterize entire societies play themselves out in everyday life. The
countless ways that such systems limit and damage people’s lives
don’t usually take the form of overt and deliberate harm. Instead, they
happen through a particular choice of words, a tone of voice, the tim-
ing of a silence or an averted gaze, a seemingly innocent question.
Such patterns make it difficult for members of dominant, privileged
groups to appreciate that their privilege even exists, not to mention
what a cost their privilege exacts from others. And those patterns also
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make it difficult for members of subordinate groups to endure the
small everyday exclusions and insults, no one of which carries great
weight, but that accumulate into the kind of burden that gives op-
pression its name.

The interplay between the details of speech, gesture, and behav-
ior on the one hand and how social systems happen on the other op-
erates in some way at every level and in every realm of social life.
This interplay gives significance to everything we do and don’t do,
and to the choices that shape how we do it. It is, ultimately, what
connects us to a social reality larger than ourselves and our own ex-
perience, a reality shaped through our participation which, at the
same time, shapes who we are.
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Sociology isn’t simply a field of study, a discipline, an intellec-
tual pursuit, but is also a form of practice, a way of living in
the world. As such, sociology changes how we see the world

and how we experience it, which is a first step toward new ways of
participating in it.

Sociology as life and practice can affect us in many ways. The
more we practice, the more we notice the assumptions and under-
standings that underlie everyday life. These are rarely spoken or
otherwise made explicit, but they operate in powerful ways to
shape how we perceive reality, how we feel, and how we behave.
The practice of sociology also takes us toward a deeper under-
standing of larger social issues and problems, where they come
from, and what they have to do with us. This isn’t to justify blame,
but to clarify the choices we make every day as we participate in so-
cial life and our potential to be part of the solution rather than
merely part of the problem. If systems and their consequences are
continually created and re-created, and if this happens only
through the participation of individuals, then the possibilities for
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making a difference are endless and simply wait for us to notice
and act on them.

Sociology as life and practice can take us deeper on every level of
human experience. To provide a clearer sense of this, consider three
questions: What does it really mean when someone says, “I love
you”? Why do so many people not vote in elections in the United
States? And why is there poverty?

What Does “I Love You” Really Mean?

To most of us, language is little more than a way to label the world,
to represent symbolically what we perceive, feel, and think and to
communicate it to other people. It is much more than that, how-
ever, for as we saw in Chapter 2, language is also a shared medium
for creating a sense of reality in each social situation. As such, it acts
as a powerful glue that holds social systems and our participation in
them together. It allows us to assume basic outlines of what’s real
and what’s not, without which social life simply couldn’t happen.

Of all the ways we use language, one of the most intriguing and
least studied is performative language. These are expressions that
count as actions in and of themselves. We often use language to de-
scribe what we’ve done, are doing, or intend to do, but while the
words have meaning, the saying of them isn’t a social action. I might
say, for example, “I’ve been thinking about quitting my job,” but
that isn’t doing anything except saying some words to communicate
what I think. If I go to my employer, however, and say, “I quit,” then
I haven’t just said words that convey some meaning. I’ve also done
something: I’ve actually quit my job and in that changed a piece of
social reality—my relation to my employer.

This is what makes performative language performative: the
words aren’t just about behavior, they are a meaningful action in and
of themselves. They are an action because the content of what is
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said is regarded as action beyond the mechanics of talk. In the same
way, when I say, “I promise to pay you the money I owe,” I don’t just
communicate my intentions. I also do something by saying words
that actually change my relationship to the person I’m saying them
to. The words invoke a set of social expectations that bind me to
certain actions and give others the right to hold me accountable to
them. To say “I promise” is to promise and has consequences that
are no less concrete than any other social action. This is true for any
kind of oath, from swearing to tell the truth in a court of law to
swearing loyalty to a government.

Probably the best known example of performative language is the
“I do” spoken by people in the act of getting married. It’s no accident
that these two simple words are so often a source of humor in movies
as the audience waits breathlessly while a character stands there in si-
lence, hesitating, holding onto the potential not to say them. All of
the other words in a marriage ceremony amount to nothing without
these two. When spoken at the right moment, they have the social
authority to transform the relationship between two people and their
families and between them and institutions such as the state, whose
approval is necessary to undo the effects of saying them.

It’s relatively easy to see how “I promise,” “I quit,” and “I do”
qualify as performative language, but a more interesting case is per-
formative language that doesn’t stand out quite so clearly. When I
say “I’m sorry,” for example, I could simply be expressing sorrow for
someone else’s loss or pain, whether or not I had anything to do with
causing it. The words could serve, however, as performative lan-
guage that alters my relationship with someone else. If I hurt some-
one by being insensitive to their feelings, I incur a social obligation
to accept their anger because they have a right to it. I’m also obliged
to at least try to make it up to them in some way. One way to escape
the anger and the obligation—to return the relationship to the way
it was before—is to use “I’m sorry” as performative language that
gets me off the hook. I hurt his feelings and he gets angry and I say,

154

SIX



“I’m sorry.” He persists in his anger and I ward him off with “I said I
was sorry, didn’t I?” If the words simply expressed my feelings, they
would have relatively little effect (“You may feel sorry, but I’m still
hurt”). But as performative language, they can alter the relationship
itself if he no longer feels he has the right to continue being angry.

This kind of performative language is powerful because we’re
unaware that it’s performative. “I love you” may be the single most
potent (and dangerous) bit of hidden performative language there
is. Since the emergence of romantic love in the European age of
chivalry, “I love you” has become one of the most important phrases
people hope to hear or have occasion to say. Especially in Western
societies (but increasingly elsewhere as well), there seems to be an
obsession with love—getting it, having it, keeping it, and recovering
from the loss of it. Love is everywhere, from literature and film to
music, art, and the corridors of every high school. There seem to be
few things in our lives that have as much power to shape our sense
of well-being or our willingness to take risks that might make us look
like fools as the quest to hear those three short words spoken by the
right person at the right time.

What, then, do the words mean? In the simplest sense, they
work like any other words to communicate information, except in
this case the information takes on a high cultural value. The words
form a message about how one person perceives and feels about an-
other. If this were all that “I love you” was about, then we’d expect
that everyone would want to hear them as often as possible, espe-
cially in societies where people are obsessed with loving and being
loved. But this isn’t the case, for the “wrong” person saying “I love
you” can be just as much a problem as the “right” person not saying
it. Saying (and not saying) “I love you” is so problematic because
the words do much more than communicate information about re-
ality. They also play a key performative role in altering reality. This
is why those three little words are the source of so much attention
and trouble.
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We could, for example, see “I love you” as a gift of sorts, like a
compliment. If we follow the norm of reciprocity, we feel obliged to
complete the exchange by replying in kind (“I love you.” “Thank
you. I love you, too.”).1 We could also interpret it as a way of show-
ing vulnerability, of taking the risk of exposing our feelings to some-
one else in order to deepen our relationship. As with a gift, this also
calls upon the other person to reciprocate in some way. In either
case, then, when we tell people that we love them—especially for
the first time—we are hoping, if not expecting, that they’ll say they
love us, too.

If the words have gone back and forth between us over a long pe-
riod, we might assume the response even if it isn’t actually spoken.
But otherwise, if the reply falls short of “I love you, too,” we have a
problem. Responses like “That’s wonderful” or “Thank you for shar-
ing that with me” or “It’s great that you love me” are likely to leave
us feeling dissatisfied, exposed, foolish, vulnerable, even humiliated
(“I told her that I love her and all she said was ‘Thank you’!”). Any-
one who’s gone out on the “I love you” limb knows the special agony
of waiting for the response. And anyone who’s been on the receiving
end without wanting to be knows how painfully awkward it is to feel
obliged to reciprocate.

But couldn’t we just fake a response in order to satisfy the obli-
gation to reciprocate? People do this all the time in other situa-
tions, as in “You look great today.” “Thanks, so do you.” We
certainly could fake it, but we do so at our peril because unlike “You
look great, too,” “I love you” is a powerful bit of performative lan-
guage that amounts to far more than a simple exchange of compli-
ments and other pleasant thoughts. In relationships that have a
romantic potential (unlike, for example, the relationship between
parents and children), saying “I love you” for the first time is far
more than a way to make someone feel good. It is also an invitation
and an expression of intent to alter a social relationship. If we re-
ciprocate with “I love you, too,” something happens immediately
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that changes our relationship to the other person. Suddenly the ex-
pectations and understandings that connect us shift. There might,
for example, be an expectation of adding a sexual dimension to the
relationship, a preference for and loyalty toward that person above
everyone else in all kinds of situations. We might even be expected
to form a long-term if not permanent relationship that involves liv-
ing together or forming a family.

As performative language, the words do more than communi-
cate, for they also act on social reality and transform it by altering
our relationship with someone else. They are “I do” on a less for-
mally binding level and are important not simply for what they
mean as for what they do. In this sense, all the positive feelings typi-
cally associated with “I love you” are, without the performative
words themselves, merely information without transformation: “You
say I’m wonderful, attractive, sexy, smart, and funny, that I excite
you, interest you, and move you, and that you want to be with me.
But you’ve never said you love me.”

The words are both crucial and powerful because they signal the
crossing of a structural boundary around the love relationship. This is
why we’re so careful about when and to whom we say them. It’s one
thing to use just the word “love” as when signing a letter to a friend,
for example, but quite another to say “I love you.” It’s the difference
between expressing a sentiment and declaring a relationship.

Using the words can take us across the boundary into a new rela-
tionship that radically alters our responsibilities and obligations. This
difference between love as feeling and love as relationship is beauti-
fully illustrated in the film Harold and Maude, in which a young and
suicidally depressed Harold falls in love with the elderly, free-spirited
Maude. Unbeknownst to Harold, Maude has a long-standing plan to
end her life on her 70th birthday, having decided that this will be the
right time for her to die. She takes a drug overdose and when Harold
finds out, he rushes her to the hospital. Desperate to save her, he
protests that she can’t do this because “I love you, Maude.” But she
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won’t join him in his definition of feeling as a binding relationship:
“Wonderful!” she replies, “Go love some more!”

“I love you” works as performative language in many situations
other than romantic ones, with quite different dynamics and results.
When parents say “I love you” to their children, for example, it
means something different than when children say the same words
to their parents. This reflects a profound difference in the struc-
tured roles of parent and child. For the parent, the words typically
convey not only loving feelings, but a commitment to the child’s
well-being. The words are so closely tied to that commitment that
they may not tell children much about how the parent actually feels
toward them, which is why children often make a distinction be-
tween being loved by their parents and being liked by them. The
role relationship between parents and children requires that parents
love them in the sense of being committed to their care, but it
doesn’t require that parents like them. From children’s end of
things, saying “I love you” may not have much to do with how they
actually feel toward parents, especially when they’re too young to
know much about what love is. Instead, the words can be a way to
elicit reassurance from parents that the relationship is sure and cer-
tain, as shown when the parent reciprocates with “I love you, too.”
This kind of ritual also works between adult partners as a shorthand
way of signaling an ongoing commitment to the relationship.

The power of performative language requires us to use it with
care. If we don’t, we risk punishment reserved for people who show
too little respect for its cultural authority and the harm its misuse
can do. Nothing makes us unfit for social relationships as quickly as
the habit of abusing performative language—the person who lies,
who breaks promises, who dodges responsibility for injury and loss,
or who professes love falsely or casually. In this sense, language is far
more than talk, and we, in using it, are far more than mere talkers.
We create and transform, spinning the world, ourselves, and one an-
other as we speak.
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Why Don’t People in the United States Vote?

I’m writing this a few days before election day. As I think about what
I plan to do this Tuesday, I’m reminded that, if the past is any guide,
tens of millions of eligible voters probably won’t join me in exercis-
ing their constitutional right. Why they won’t is a puzzle, especially
given how many billions of people have no right to vote in the first
place, and even more of a puzzle when I consider that we’re much
less likely to vote than people are in Canada and most of Europe.
What’s going on?

If we look at the question sociologically, we have to begin with
the principle that voting and not voting are two ways to participate
in a political system. Given this, we have to ask how the political sys-
tem is organized so that not voting appears as a path of least resis-
tance for millions of people. Can a political system that celebrates
democratic principles actually discourage people from voting?

Yes, it can, and it does.
To begin with, it’s hard to register as a voter in the United

States. Registration is automatic in Canada, but in the United
States you must apply in advance and be accepted as a voter. Recent
laws make it possible to register as part of applying for a driver’s li-
cense, but the right to vote still isn’t something that comes auto-
matically with the fact of citizenship. Since a fairly high percentage
of registered voters do vote, it’s reasonable to assume that the easier
it is to register, the more participation there will be.

That the United States is so reluctant to make registration easy
reflects a long-standing cultural bias against the lower classes, newly
arrived immigrants, and others who might use political power to dis-
turb the status quo and the privilege of dominant groups. In the
years following the revolution for independence that launched the
great experiment in “democracy,” for example, only white men who
owned property were allowed to vote.
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If we go deeper into the structure of the political system, we find
that it’s put together in ways that discourage people from register-
ing or voting by taking away the potential for their vote to make a
difference. Elections are organized on a winner-take-all principle.
This means that in order to be represented in government, you must
have a candidate who can win a majority of votes in a district. This
makes it impossible for minority points of view to be represented in
state or federal legislatures unless the minority voters can put to-
gether a majority across an entire district, which is hard to do. This
situation appeared in a dramatic way in the decision to exclude
third-party candidate Ross Perot from the 1996 presidential debates
on the grounds that he didn’t have a reasonable chance of winning a
majority of the nation’s votes.

In contrast to the United States, most European parliaments
apportion seats according to the percentage of the vote each party
receives. If your party wins 5 percent of the vote, then your party
gets 5 percent of the seats. But in the United States, a party could
get as much as 49.99 percent of the vote without getting any seats
at all. This means that if you support a candidate or party that
cannot win a majority of all the votes in your district, it’s easy to
conclude that your vote won’t make a difference. You might gain
moral satisfaction from doing your civic duty, or protest by voting
for “none of the above” or for a candidate who shares your views
but can’t possibly win. But your vote cannot result in your views
having representation in the government. European voters, how-
ever, can go to the polls knowing that each vote they cast will have
a real additive effect that builds a political party’s representation
in the government.

Another reason that many people don’t vote is that the U.S. po-
litical system is organized around just two major political parties.
The Republicans and Democrats differ on some issues such as abor-
tion rights and gun control, but they share an overall support for
capitalism, wealth, property, and the use of military force to defend
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and advance national interests. They also share a willingness to
abandon people living in poverty who depend on welfare; a ten-
dency to use immigrants, people in the lower class, teenage moth-
ers, and people of color as scapegoats for social problems; and a
resistance to doing anything serious about problems like racism, sex-
ism, and other forms of privilege and oppression.

If you belong to one of the groups whose interests the major par-
ties don’t support, then it’s easy to see the political system as loaded
toward interests that aren’t yours. From this perspective, it doesn’t
matter which party rules. It also doesn’t matter whether you vote or
not, for the outcome for you will be the same either way. In 1996, for
example, the federal government drastically cut welfare benefits and
turned away from its longstanding commitment to care for its need-
iest citizens, including children living in poverty. The law was passed
by a Republican-controlled Congress and signed by a Democratic
president.

Since the 1990s, Republicans and Democrats have joined in
what Harvard economist John Kenneth Galbraith described as a “re-
volt of the contented against the unfortunate.”2 The United States
has a political system controlled by a majority of the voting popula-
tion who are content with the way things are: “It operates under the
compelling cover of democracy, albeit a democracy not of all citizens
but of those who, in defense of their social and economic advantage,
actually go to the polls and vote. The result is a government accom-
modated not to reality or common need, but to the beliefs of the
contented who are a majority of the actual voters.”3 It should come
as no surprise, then, that you’re more likely to vote if you’re in the
middle or upper classes, if you have a good job, or if you’re white.

It’s become a common practice to explain low voter turnout in
terms of psychological conditions such as apathy. Sociologically,
however, this misses the underlying fact that how people feel arises
from their participation in social systems. When a political system is
organized in ways that make staying away from the polls a rational
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choice for millions of people, it rings somewhat hollow to argue that
citizens don’t vote simply because “they don’t care.”

Why Is There Poverty? Putting the “Social”
Back into Social Problems

Following the course of major social problems such as poverty, drug
abuse, violence, and oppression, it often seems that nothing works.
Government programs come and go as political parties swing us
back and forth between stock answers whose only effect seems to be
who gets elected. If anything, the problems get worse, and people
feel increasingly helpless and frustrated or, if the problems don’t af-
fect them personally, often feel nothing much at all.

As a society, then, we are stuck, and we’ve been stuck for a long
time. One reason we’re stuck is that the problems are huge and
complex. But on a deeper level, we tend to think about them in ways
that keep us from getting at their complexity in the first place. It is
a basic tenet of sociological practice that to solve a social problem
we have to begin by seeing it as social.4 Without this, we look in the
wrong place for explanations and in the wrong direction for visions
of change.

Consider, for example, poverty, which is arguably the most far-
reaching, long-standing cause of chronic suffering there is. The
magnitude of poverty is especially ironic in a country like the United
States whose enormous wealth dwarfs that of entire continents.
More than one out of every six people in the United States lives in
poverty or near-poverty. For children, the rate is even higher.5 Even
in the middle class there is a great deal of anxiety about the possi-
bility of falling into poverty or something close to it—through di-
vorce, for example, or simply being laid off as companies try to
improve their competitive advantage, profit margins, and stock
prices by transferring jobs overseas.
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How can there be so much misery and insecurity in the midst of
such abundance? If we look at the question sociologically, one of the
first things we see is that poverty doesn’t exist all by itself. It is sim-
ply one end of an overall distribution of income and wealth in soci-
ety as a whole. As such, poverty is both a structural aspect of the
system and an ongoing consequence of how the system is organized
and the paths of least resistance that shape how people participate
in it.

The system we have for producing and distributing wealth is
capitalist. It is organized in ways that allow a small elite to control
most of the capital—factories, machinery, tools—used to produce
wealth. This encourages the accumulation of wealth and income by
the elite and regularly makes heroes of those who are most success-
ful at it—such as Microsoft’s Bill Gates. It also leaves a relatively
small portion of the total of income and wealth to be divided among
the rest of the population. With a majority of the people competing
over what’s left to them by the elite, it’s inevitable that a substantial
number of people are going to wind up on the short end and living
in poverty or with the fear of it much of the time. It’s like the game
of musical chairs: Since the game is set up with fewer chairs than
there are people, someone has to wind up without a place to sit
when the music stops.

In part, then, poverty exists because the economic system is or-
ganized in ways that encourage the accumulation of wealth at one
end and create conditions of scarcity that make poverty inevitable at
the other. But the capitalist system generates poverty in other ways
as well. In the drive for profit, for example, capitalism places a high
value on competition and efficiency. This motivates companies and
their managers to control costs by keeping wages as low as possible
and replacing people with machines or replacing full-time workers
with part-time workers. It makes it a rational choice to move jobs to
regions or countries where labor is cheaper and workers are less likely
to complain about poor working conditions or where laws protecting
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the natural environment from industrial pollution or workers from
injuries on the job are weak or unenforced. Capitalism also encour-
ages owners to shut down factories and invest money elsewhere in
enterprises that offer a higher rate of return.

These kinds of decisions are a normal consequence of how capi-
talism operates as a system, paths of least resistance that managers
and investors are rewarded for following. But the decisions also have
terrible effects on millions of people and their families and commu-
nities. Even having a full-time job is no guarantee of a decent living,
which is why so many families depend on the earnings of two or
more adults just to make ends meet. All of this is made possible by
the simple fact that in a capitalist system most people neither own
nor control any means of producing a living without working for
someone else.

To these social factors we can add others. A high divorce rate, for
example, results in large numbers of single-parent families who have
a hard time depending on a single adult for both childcare and a liv-
ing income. The centuries-old legacy of racism in the United States
continues to hobble millions of people through poor education, iso-
lation in urban ghettos, prejudice, discrimination, and the disap-
pearance of industrial jobs that, while requiring relatively little
formal education, nonetheless once paid a decent wage. These were
the jobs that enabled many generations of white European immi-
grants to climb out of poverty but which are now unavailable to the
masses of urban poor.6

Clearly, patterns of widespread poverty are inevitable in an eco-
nomic system that sets the terms for how wealth is produced and
distributed. If we’re interested in doing something about poverty
itself—if we want a society largely free of impoverished citizens—
then we’ll have to do something about both the system people par-
ticipate in and how they participate in it. But public debate about
poverty and policies to deal with it focuses almost entirely on how
people participate with almost nothing to say about the system they
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participate in. What generally pass for “liberal” and “conservative”
approaches to poverty are, in fact, two variations on the same nar-
row theme of individualism.

A classic example of the conservative approach is Charles Mur-
ray’s book Losing Ground.7 Murray sees the world as a merry-go-
round. The goal is to make sure that “everyone has a reasonably
equal chance at the brass ring—or at least a reasonably equal chance
to get on the merry-go-round.”8 He reviews thirty years of federal
antipoverty programs and notes that they’ve generally failed. He
concludes from this that since government programs haven’t worked,
poverty must not be caused by social factors.

Instead, Murray argues, poverty is caused by failures of individ-
ual initiative and effort. People are poor because there’s something
lacking in them, and changing them is therefore the only effective
remedy. From this he suggests doing away with public solutions
such as affirmative action, welfare, and income support systems, in-
cluding “AFDC, Medicaid, food stamps, unemployment insurance,
and the rest. Eliminating these programs would leave the working-
aged person with no recourse whatsoever except the job market,
family members, friends, and public or private locally funded ser-
vices.”9 The result, he believes, would “make it possible to get as far
as one can go on one’s merit.”10 With the 1996 welfare reform act,
the United States took a giant step in Murray’s direction by reaf-
firming its long-standing cultural commitment to individualistic
thinking and the mass of confusion around alternatives to it.

The confusion is about how we think about individuals and so-
ciety and about poverty as an individual condition and as a social
problem. On the one hand, we can ask how individuals are sorted
into different social class categories, what characteristics best pre-
dict who will get the best jobs and earn the most. If you want to get
ahead, what’s your best strategy? Based on many people’s experi-
ence, the answers come fast and easy: work hard, get an education,
don’t give up when the going gets rough.
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There is certainly a lot of truth in this advice, and it gets to the
issue of how people choose to participate in the system as it is. So-
ciologically, however, it focuses on only one part of the equation by
leaving out the system itself. In other words, it ignores the fact that
social life is shaped by both the nature of systems and how people
participate, by the forest and the trees. Changing how individuals
participate may affect outcomes for some. As odd as this may seem,
however, this has relatively little to do with the larger question of
why widespread poverty exists at all as a social phenomenon.

Imagine for a moment that income is distributed according to the
results of a footrace. All of the income in the United States for each
year is put into a giant pool and we hold a race to determine who gets
what. The fastest fifth of the population gets 48 percent of the in-
come to divide up, the next fastest fifth splits 23 percent, the next
fastest fifth gets 15 percent, the next fifth 10 percent, and the slowest
fifth divides 4 percent. The result would be an unequal distribution of
income, with each person in the fastest fifth getting 12 times as much
money as each person in the slowest fifth, which is what the actual
distribution of income in the United States looks like.

If we look at the slowest fifth of the population and ask, “Why
are they poor?” an obvious answer is, “They didn’t run as fast as
everyone else, and if they ran faster, they’d do better.” This
prompts us to ask why some people run faster than others and to
consider all kinds of answers from genetics to nutrition to motiva-
tion to having time to work out to being able to afford a personal
trainer.

But to see why some fifth of the population must be poor no
matter how fast people run, all we have to do is look at the system it-
self. It uses unbridled competition to determine not only who gets
fancy cars and nice houses, but also who gets to eat or has a place to
live or access to health care. It distributes income and wealth in
ways that promote increasing concentrations among those who al-

166

SIX



ready have the most. Given this, the people in this year’s bottom
fifth might run faster next year and get someone else to take their
place in the bottom fifth.

But there has to be a bottom fifth so long as the system is orga-
nized as it is. Learning to run faster may keep you or me out of
poverty, but it won’t get rid of poverty itself. To do that, we have to
change the system along with how people participate in it. Instead
of splitting the “winnings” into shares of 48 percent, 23 percent, 15
percent, 10 percent, and 4 percent, for example, we might divide
them into shares of 24 percent, 22 percent, 20 percent, 18 percent,
and 16 percent. There would still be inequality, but the fastest fifth
would get only 1.5 times as much as the bottom instead of 12 times
as much, and 1.2 times as much as the middle fifth rather than more
than 3 times as much.

People can argue about whether chronic widespread poverty is
morally acceptable or what an acceptable level of inequality might
look like. But if we want to understand where poverty comes from,
what makes it such a stubborn feature of social life, we have to begin
with the simple sociological fact that patterns of inequality result as
much from how social systems are organized as they do from how
individuals participate in them. Focusing on one without the other
simply won’t do it.

The focus on individuals is so entrenched, however, that even
those who think they’re taking social factors into account usually
aren’t. This is as true of Murray’s critics as it is of Murray himself.
Perhaps Murray’s greatest single mistake is to misinterpret the failure
of federal antipoverty programs. He assumes that federal programs
actually target the social causes of poverty, which means that if the
programs don’t work, social causes must not be the issue. But he sim-
ply has it wrong. Welfare and other antipoverty programs are “social”
only in the sense that they’re organized around the idea that social
systems such as government have a responsibility to do something
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about poverty. But antipoverty programs are not organized around a
sociological understanding of how systems produce poverty in the
first place. As a result, they focus almost entirely on changing indi-
viduals and not systems and use the resources of government and
other systems to make it happen.

If antipoverty programs have failed, it isn’t because the idea that
poverty is socially caused is wrong. They’ve failed because policy-
makers who design them don’t understand what makes a cause “so-
cial.” Or they understand it but are so trapped in individualistic
thinking that they don’t act on it by targeting systems such as the
economy for serious change.

The easiest way to see this is to look at the antipoverty programs
themselves. They come in two main varieties. The first holds indi-
viduals responsible by assuming that financial success is solely a
matter of individual qualifications and behavior. In other words, if
you just run faster, you’ll finish the race ahead of people who are
currently beating you, and then they’ll be poor instead of you. We
get people to run faster by providing training and motivation. What
we don’t do, however, is look at the rules of the race or question
whether the basic necessities of life should be distributed through
competition.

The result is that some people rise out of poverty by improving
their competitive advantage, while others sink into it when their ad-
vantages no longer work and they get laid off or their company relo-
cates to another country or gets swallowed up in a merger that boosts
the stock price for shareholders and earns the CEO a salary that in
2005 averaged more than 262 times the average worker’s pay. But
nothing is even said—much less done—about an economic system
that allows a small elite to own and control most of the wealth and
sets up the rest of the population to compete over what’s left.

And so, individuals rise and fall in the class system, and the sto-
ries of those who rise are offered as proof of what’s possible, and the
stories of those who fall are offered as cautionary tales. The system
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itself, however, including the huge gap between the wealthy and
everyone else and the steady proportion of people living in poverty,
stays much the same.

A second type of program seems to assume that individuals
aren’t to blame for their impoverished circumstances, because it
reaches out with various kinds of direct aid that help people meet
day-to-day needs. Welfare payments, food stamps, housing subsi-
dies, and Medicaid all soften poverty’s impact, but they do little
about the steady supply of people living in poverty. There’s nothing
wrong with this in that it can alleviate a lot of suffering. But it
shouldn’t be confused with solutions to poverty, no more than army
hospitals can stop wars.

In relation to poverty as a social problem, welfare and other such
programs are like doctors who keep giving bleeding patients transfu-
sions without repairing the wounds. In effect, Murray tells us that fed-
eral programs just throw good blood after bad. In a sense, he’s right,
but not for the reasons he offers. Murray would merely substitute one
ineffective individualistic solution for another. If we do as he suggests
and throw people on their own, certainly some will find a way to run
faster than they did before. But that won’t do anything about the
“race” or the overall patterns of inequality that result from using it as
a way to organize one of the most important aspects of social life.

Liberals and conservatives are locked in a tug of war between
two individualistic solutions to problems that are only partly about
individuals. Both approaches rest on profound misunderstandings
of what makes a problem like poverty “social.” Neither is informed
by a sense of how social life actually works as a dynamic relation be-
tween social systems and how people participate in those systems.
This is also what traps them between blaming problems like poverty
on individuals and blaming them on society. Solving social problems
doesn’t require us to choose or blame one or the other. It does re-
quire us to see how the two combine to shape the terms of social life
and how people actually live it.
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Because social problems are more than an accumulation of indi-
vidual woes, they can’t be solved through an accumulation of indi-
vidual solutions. We must include social solutions that take into
account how economic and other systems really work. We also have
to identify the paths of least resistance that produce the same pat-
terns and problems year after year. This means that capitalism can
no longer occupy its near-sacred status that holds it immune from
criticism. It may mean that capitalism is in some ways incompatible
with a just society in which the excessive well-being of some does
not require the misery of so many others. It won’t be easy to face up
to such possibilities, but if we don’t, we will guarantee poverty its fu-
ture and all the conflict and suffering that go with it.
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7

A Simple Framework for a

Complicated World

171

Social life may be infinitely complex, but the tools we need to
observe and figure it out are not. This is true of many things.
The millions of life forms found on the Earth and all the ways

they’re connected to and affect one another are also infinitely com-
plex, but the basic concepts and tools of biology are not. We don’t
have to grasp the complexity of life in all its details to gain a working
sense of that complexity and how to explore and comprehend what
interests us about it.

As we’ve seen, a clear and simple gateway to sociological prac-
tice lies through the principle that we’re always participating in
something larger than ourselves—social systems—and each system
participates in something larger than itself in relation to other sys-
tems. Because systems happen only when people participate and be-
cause people’s lives happen almost entirely in relation to social
systems, the connection between the two is profoundly dynamic. As
a result, nothing stays the same, even when it seems to. Systems are
always being created and re-created—their cultures, their structural
patterns, their ecological arrangements, their population dynamics.
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And, in important ways, we are always being created and re-created
as social beings as we interact with people in the context of one sys-
tem or another.

What this all amounts to is a model for thinking about social life,
a model that works at every level, from a simple conversation to global
politics. The bottom half of Figure 7-1 shows the dynamic relation-
ship between systems and people that we first looked at in Chapter 1.

But now we’re in a position to say more about the nature of social
systems and how social life actually happens. Every social system has
various characteristics, as shown in the top half of the model, and
these are all connected to one another. This is to say, for example, that
changes in structure may prompt changes in culture or in the dynam-
ics of population and human ecology, just as changes in culture can
lead to changes in the other two. If you’re wondering whether one is
more important than the others, there are sociologists who will argue
the point, but when all is said and done, it seems clear that a full un-
derstanding of what happens in social life invariably must include all
three factors and how they relate to one another.

The only reason it’s important to understand social life is that it
produces consequences. These include everything that happens as a
result of the dynamic through which human beings participate in so-
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cial systems—everything, no matter how small and inconsequential
or how large and profound, from two people accidentally bumping
into each other while getting on a bus (“Excuse me.” “No problem.”)
to the definition of marriage, conflict between social classes, global
warming, war, and the fate of planet Earth. Some consequences are
external to social systems, such as the extinction of various species of
life as a result of climate change. The rest, however, take place within
the context of social systems, including the characteristics of systems
themselves, such as cultural beliefs or norms or the distribution of
power. The result is an unending cycle of movement and change
through which the world happens and people’s lives happen in rela-
tion to it.

As an example, consider the question of how white privilege and
racism came into being in what is now the United States.

Where White Privilege Came From

The history of white privilege is a long and complicated story, too
long and too complicated for me to tell completely here,1 but what I
can do is identify major aspects of the story as a way to show how
the sociological model works.

We begin with the long history of the British struggle to conquer
Ireland and subjugate its people. This structural relation of domi-
nance along with British frustration in the face of stubborn resis-
tance gave rise to a cultural belief that the Irish were an inferior and
savage people, not merely in the organization of their societies but
in their very nature as human beings. The British came to view the
Irish as something like a separate species altogether, possessing infe-
rior traits that were biologically passed from one generation to the
next. In this, the British were inventing a concept of race that made
it a path of least resistance to see other peoples as subhuman if not
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nonhuman, making it easier to objectify them and more difficult to
feel empathy for them as members of their own kind, both integral
to the exertion of control over others.

When the British came to North America, they brought with
them both cultural views of race and the expectation of their own
position of dominance as a structural feature of any society they
might establish. To this was added the explosive growth of industrial
capitalism as an economic system in the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries, whose structure is organized around the capitalist’s ability
to control the conditions and resources on which profit depends. In
the early stages of capitalism, for example, markets were the object
of that control as capitalists bought goods in one place and took
them to another where they were in scarce supply and could com-
mand a higher price than the one originally paid. Later, as capitalists
became involved in the production of goods, profit depended more
on the ability to control workers and natural resources than on
markets—the less the capitalist pays for labor and materials, the
more is left over for the capitalist to keep.

The ecology of North America lent itself to agriculture on a mas-
sive scale, and the capitalist demand for land and cheap labor far out-
stripped the available supply. Most of the land that was to become
the United States was gained through a system of military and politi-
cal dominance that relied on deceit, broken treaties, and military
conquest that included the use of forced migration and genocide,
practices that today would be considered crimes against humanity.2

Most of the labor was drawn from the population of indentured Eu-
ropean servants, Native Americans, and Africans, none of whom were
initially held in a state of perpetual slavery. The structure of the cap-
italist system, however, and the British cultural predisposition to see
themselves as an inherently superior distinct race of people com-
bined to lay down a path of least resistance leading in that direction.

Attempts to convert indentured white servants to permanent
slavery failed because most were from England and had too strong a
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sense of their rights as individuals to allow it. It proved equally im-
practical to enslave Native Americans because they could easily es-
cape and disappear among native populations. This left black
Africans, who were not among their own people in their own land
and whose physical features made them stand out among the rest of
the population, leaving them with no place to hide should they
manage to run away. They alone were selected for the status of per-
manent slavery.

Complicating the process, however, was the existence of the sa-
cred cultural texts on which the fledgling U.S. experiment in democ-
racy was founded. The Declaration of Independence and the
Constitution with its Bill of Rights clearly contradict practices such as
genocide, conquest, forced migration, slavery, the buying and selling
of human beings, and the denial of basic rights to dignity, self-
determination, and freedom. To resolve the contradiction, the con-
cept of race was invoked to create distinct cultural categories of
“white” and “nonwhite” human beings. Native Americans, whose
societies Thomas Jefferson had regarded as equal to those of
Europeans—and in some ways superior—were increasingly regarded
as socially inferior and doomed either to be absorbed into an English
way of life or to disappear altogether. Unlike Native Americans, how-
ever, Africans were held in perpetual bondage extending to their bio-
logical descendants, and because of this, the concept of race was
carried to an extreme by defining whites as a biologically superior
species and blacks as innately inferior and therefore incapable of
learning or advancing themselves. This view, in turn, was used to jus-
tify holding blacks in a permanent status of subordination to whites
on whom they supposedly were to depend for guidance and disci-
pline. It was a common belief among whites that they were doing
Africans a favor by bringing them to live their lives in service to whites
as a kind of deliverance from an inferior and savage existence.

It’s important to emphasize that prior to the British experience
with the Irish and the enslavement of Africans in North America, the
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concept of race, including categories such as “white” and “color” as so-
cial markers of inferiority and superiority, did not exist.3 Notice, then,
how cultural ideas can come into being as a way to justify structural
arrangements and how those same ideas can go on to play a role in
shaping other systems in various ways, such as the subordination of
Africans and Native Americans when English migrants came to North
America to make new lives for themselves. This kind of interaction
among the various characteristics of social systems is basic to under-
standing how social life happens—everything is connected to and has
the potential to affect everything else.

Structural patterns of dominance also operate among whites, of
course, and the concept of race has played a role in this as well. In the
nineteenth century, for example, whites in the upper classes carried
out a campaign to encourage lower- and working-class whites to think
of themselves as white—to make “white” an important part of their
social identity—as a form of compensation for their miserable situa-
tion as workers, as in, “I may be poor, but at least I’m white.”4 Since
then, racial identity has played an important role in distracting white
workers from the realities of capitalism by encouraging them to focus
on race instead of social class. At the turn of the twentieth century, for
example, when the labor movement was at its peak, unions routinely
excluded workers of color. When white unions went on strike to en-
force demands for better working conditions, employers often
brought in people of color as strikebreakers, hoping white workers
would channel their energy and anger into issues of race and away
from the reasons that caused them to go on strike in the first place.
Today, similar dynamics operate around issues related to affirmative
action and immigration policy.

All of this history happened through the participation of individ-
ual people in social systems of various kinds, but it’s important to
note that none of it had to happen as it did. The characteristics of sys-
tems produce paths of least resistance for people to follow, but there is
nothing in the nature of those paths that precludes the possibility of
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people choosing otherwise. There were overwhelming acquiescence
and support for the doctrine of Manifest Destiny and the conquest of
new territory and the practice of slavery, but there was also opposition.
The abolitionist movement was strong almost from the beginning, for
example, and protesters such as Henry David Thoreau were willing to
go to prison rather than pay taxes to fund a war against Mexico insti-
gated solely to enlarge the country by taking Mexican land. People
who participate in social systems, in short, are not robots or puppets
in relation to them. A system’s structural, cultural, population, and
ecological characteristics can load the odds in ways that create paths
of least resistance, but the rest depends on what people choose to do
from one moment to the next.

Most of the choices we make are unconscious, it being in the na-
ture of paths of least resistance to appear to us as the logical, normal
thing to do without our having to think about it. This means, of
course, that we can participate in systems in ways we’re not aware of
and help produce consequences without knowing it and be involved
in other people’s lives, both historically and in the present, without
any intention to do so. I came to this awareness for myself through
tracing my own family’s connection to the history of the United
States, including white privilege and racism.

On the face of it, the path of least resistance is for me to jump to
the conclusion that since, as far as I know, I don’t behave in overtly
racist ways and since my ancestors aren’t from the South and didn’t
own slaves, this troubling history has nothing to do with me. But the
history of race in this country and how it plays out today show that
things aren’t as simple as they seem.

My mother’s father, for example, migrated from Connecticut to
Wisconsin, where he bought land and started what became a pros-
perous dairy farm. As it turns out, the land he purchased had been
taken from the Ho-Chunk Native American tribe several decades
earlier even though the federal government had promised to protect
their rights to their ancestral homeland. That promise was honored
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only until white miners showed an interest in rich deposits of lead
on Ho-Chunk land, and so the United States reneged and called in
the Army to force the Ho-Chunk from their land.

From the Ho-Chunk point of view, my grandfather was in re-
ceipt of stolen property, but since whites had the power to make and
enforce the law, they could also decide what was stolen and what
was not, and so he was allowed to purchase the land without a sec-
ond thought. He went on to be a successful farmer in the midst of
the booming U.S. economy that, as the saying goes, was a rising tide
that lifted all boats, including his. For most people of color, however,
who were systematically denied the opportunity to own their own
“boat,” the rising industrial capitalist tide brought little benefit.

When my grandfather died, the farm was sold and my mother
and her four siblings each received a share of the proceeds. And
when my parents bought their first house in 1954, they used her
modest inheritance for the down payment. They also obtained an
affordable mortgage from the Federal Housing Administration set
up after World War II to help returning veterans buy their own
homes. Being ordinary citizens, they may well have been unaware of
the fact that federal regulations and guidelines governing FHA
loans overwhelmingly favored whites over people of color, putting
them on the receiving end of white privilege in one of the biggest
transfers of wealth in U.S. history. Whether they knew it or not,
however, the effect is the same.5

My parents now had a boat of their own which was lifted by the
rising tide of an expanding economy in the 1950s and 1960s, and
when my wife and I wanted to buy our first house in the 1980s and
didn’t have enough money for the down payment, we borrowed it
from my mother. Now we had a boat that we were able to sell some
years later so we could then build the house that we’re living in now.
Which, I recently learned, is sitting on land that was once the
homeland of the Massacoe tribe, from whom it was taken by white
people in the seventeenth century.
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I could say this history has nothing personally to do with me,
that it was all a long time ago and caused by someone else, that my
ancestors were all good, moral, and decent people who never killed
or enslaved anyone or drove anyone from their land. Even if that
were true (I’ll never know for sure), the only way to let it go at that is
to ignore the fact that if someone were willing to take the time to
follow the money, they would find that some portion of the house
and land that we now call home can be traced directly back through
my family history to the laws and practices that whites have collec-
tively imposed through their government and other institutions.
Back to the industrial capitalist revolution and the exploitation of
people of color that made it possible. And back to the conquest,
forced expulsion, and genocide through which the land that is now
the United States was first acquired by Europeans. In other words,
some portion of this house is our share of the benefits of white priv-
ilege passed on and accumulated from one generation to the next.

For some whites, the share of benefits is greater or lesser than it
is for others, depending on, among other things, the dynamics of so-
cial class. But one thing is certain: collectively, the white population
of the United States now holds an enormous unearned advantage of
wealth and power. Regardless of what kind of people we are as indi-
viduals or what we have or have not done ourselves, that advantage
cannot be uncoupled from the history of race and racism in this
country. The past is more than history. It is also present in structural
distributions of wealth and power and cultural ideologies, laws,
practices, beliefs, and attitudes whose effect is to justify, defend,
and perpetuate the system of white privilege. And the past is pres-
ent in the huge moral dilemmas that arise from such a history and
the question of what to do about the unnecessary suffering and in-
justice that result from it.

The path of least resistance in any system is to be aware of none of
this, to accept the organization of social life as just the way things are.
This is especially true of dominant groups in systems of privilege, who
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can indulge in the “luxury of obliviousness,” the freedom to live un-
aware of what you’re participating in and how and with what effect.

By contrast, there is no moment of greater awareness for anyone
than when they step off the path of least resistance. There is also no
moment of greater potential to make a difference. In 1960, for ex-
ample, most public accommodations were racially segregated
throughout the U.S. South. One day, in Greensboro, North Car-
olina, four young African American college students walked into a
Woolworth’s lunch counter and bought school supplies for their
first term in college and then sat down at the lunch counter and
asked for menus. The waitress, however, refused to serve them—
“We don’t serve your kind here”—and told them to leave.

They were furious at being treated this way, being from Northern
cities where racism and segregation were certainly alive and well but
not in such a blatant form. For weeks, they argued among themselves
about what to do, until finally they decided to return to the lunch
counter and refuse to leave until they were served like everyone else.
As they sat on the stools that day, they were threatened, verbally
abused, and physically manhandled and had food and drink thrown
on them, and yet they refused to leave. Finally, the manager an-
nounced that the lunch counter was closed. As the students rose to
leave, they said they’d be back tomorrow. Which they were, along
with others who had heard of their actions, and then still more the
day after that, until every seat was occupied by a person of color
openly defying the overt racial segregation that had been a hallmark
of the South for hundreds of years.

Within a matter of weeks, news of what happened in Greens-
boro spread and similar sit-ins occurred across North Carolina and
then, within a few months, throughout the South in all kinds of
public accommodations. The eventual result was an end to this
form of segregation.

Notice what these young men did and did not do. They did not
try to change anyone’s mind. They did not speak, much less argue,
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with anyone or hand out written statements. Instead, they made use
of the fact that every social system happens only through the partic-
ipation of individuals, any one of whom has the potential to change
how the system happens by stepping off the path of least resistance.
By changing the way the system happened, they changed that thing
larger than themselves that shapes people’s experience and behav-
ior. In other words, they discovered that changing the way a system
happens is a far more powerful—and potentially more dangerous—
strategy than trying to change individuals one at a time.

Notice also how their choices fit into the model in Figure 3. By
stepping off the path of least resistance, they changed the ecology
and the structure of that small system known as a lunch counter.
They altered patterns of interaction and the arrangement of people
in physical space—the essence of segregation—and thereby chal-
lenged the distribution of power that had kept these arrangements
in place as cornerstones of white privilege. This, in turn, produced
all kinds of consequences, including tension and conflict and the
manager closing the lunch counter and more people showing up the
next day and so on, all of which continued to affect how the system
happened from one moment to the next. Those consequences re-
verberated out from that small place to much larger systems, and on
and on from there, including my retelling of the story in these pages
and whatever effect that might have on whoever reads it.

This kind of interplay between both the systems and the people
who participate in them is how social life happens and produces the
consequences that make us care one way or another. Clearly, noth-
ing can be reduced to certain kinds of people making certain kinds
of choices all on their own. Nor can social life be reduced to the
characteristics of social systems by themselves. In either case, there
is no such thing, for as the model makes clear, systems and people
exist only in relation to each other and everything we do and every-
thing we experience is always in the context of something larger
than ourselves.
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The challenge of sociological practice is to participate in social
life with an ongoing awareness of how systems are organized in ways
that produce predictable consequences so long as most people fol-
low paths of least resistance most of the time. Then we become
more than mere participants. Then we unlock the potential to make
a difference.

Since we are the ones who make social life happen, sociological
practice can’t help but raise questions about our participation and
the consequences that result from it. It is one thing to think about
issues like privilege and oppression as “big” problems, for example,
but quite another to see what they have to do with who we are and
how we live our lives.

Who Are We Really?

On a cool spring evening some years ago, I took a walk down a street I
lived on in a small university town. Darkness was just coming on and
there were just a few people on the street. As I walked along, I ap-
proached a young woman walking in the opposite direction. I’d never
seen her before, but as we drew near I sensed something that startled
and perplexed me. And, as my vivid memory of that moment shows,
it still troubles me decades later. As we passed each other, she dropped
her head, averted her eyes, quickened her step, and veered just a little
to one side to widen the gap between us. She seemed to shrink in her
body as if to take up less space. She was, I realized suddenly, afraid of
me, walking down this peaceful street on this lovely evening. Afraid of
me, who hadn’t the slightest inclination to do her any harm.

But her reaction had nothing to do with what I intended. It had
to do with my belonging to a social category of people—adult
males—who are the source of most of the world’s violence and al-
most all of the violence and harassment directed at women. That
was all she knew about me, and yet apparently this was enough to
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stir up fear and deference as she moved to hand the sidewalk over to
me at that instant of our passing. That isn’t what I wanted, but it
didn’t matter what I wanted, which is the sociological point of the
story and the core of my dilemma as an individual.

Social life produces all kinds of consequences, including paths
of least resistance that shape how we perceive and think about one
another, how we feel, what we do. We are not the paths. They exist
in a given situation regardless of whether we know about them or
whether they lead where we’d most like to go. That I’ve never been
sexually harassing or violent is sociologically irrelevant, because the
power and threat that she associated with “adult male” are rooted in
a male-dominated, male-identified, and male-centered world in
which we both participated. Since there is no “typical” violent or ha-
rassing male, there was nothing about me that marked me as a dan-
gerous individual, but there was also nothing about me that could
assure her that I wasn’t. The same was true for her as a potential tar-
get, since the characteristic that victims of sexual harassment and
violence have most in common is the simple fact of being female. In
short, in this kind of society, my being male was enough to mark me
as a threat, and her being female was enough for her to feel vulnera-
ble to being singled out as a target.

When I realized what was going on, my first reaction was to de-
fend myself. After all, I’m not one of them, I thought. I’m me, Allan,
not just a member of some social category. In a sense, of course, I
was right, but in another sense, quite wrong. My struggle and confu-
sion were over what to make of these categories I belong to, which
are most of what many people ever know of me, and certainly all
that young woman could know at that moment.

What I came to realize still later was that my insistence on be-
ing treated as an individual separate from my place in social sys-
tems was a luxury that I could afford in part because of the
privilege attached to those same positions. Like many white men, I
didn’t want to think about race or gender, about my being male and
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white as significant and problematic in a sexist, racist world. Be-
cause if I did, I’d have to rethink my comfortable assumptions
about how my life was connected to other people’s lives through
the systems we all participate in.

When white men complain about affirmative action programs,
for example, they tend to draw attention to issues of individual
merit.6 They are well aware of their own talents and hard work and
want to attribute what they get and what they deserve solely to that.
What they ignore are the social advantages they have over white
women and people of color who are just as talented and work just as
hard as they do. They ignore the fact that their success depends in
part on competition limited by barriers routinely placed in front of
other groups.

People of color, for example, are surrounded by a society in
which the path of least resistance is to treat them as invisible, to of-
fer them little encouragement and support in school, and, when all
else fails, to openly discriminate against them. And the white ad-
vantage is so built into the structure of systems that it doesn’t even
require open and deliberate discrimination. In most corporations,
for example, the only way to get ahead is to have someone above
you notice your potential and act as your mentor and sponsor.7

Most mentors and sponsors tend to select those they feel most
“comfortable” with—meaning those who are most like them. Since
most people who are in a high enough position to offer mentoring
are white, the path of least resistance is to select other whites to
bring along.

As long as the promotion process is organized in this way, the ad-
vantages that go along with white privilege will continue, even
though they typically don’t experience them as such. They’ll be aware
of how hard they’ve worked to get ahead, so that when a program
like affirmative action comes along, they’ll cry foul at the “unfair ad-
vantages” being given to others. What they don’t see are the unfair
advantages that are so deeply embedded in how the system is orga-
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nized that they don’t stand out as advantages at all, but simply the
way things are done.

It’s hard to sort out who we are in relation to the statuses we oc-
cupy, to get a clear sense of some “real me” that participates in social
systems but isn’t just a participant in systems, and this is especially
true in societies that place a high value on individualism. We cer-
tainly are more than status occupants and role players, but from the
moment we’re born, just about everything we experience is so en-
twined with one system or another that the distinction between us
and our statuses and roles is hard to make.

I believe, for example, that I have a soul, and that my soul is not
a social creation. But the belief itself and all the ways I have avail-
able for thinking about “soul” are rooted in one culture or another.
In moments of spiritual practice, I may have experiences that seem
separate from the world and social life. I can have moments in
which I stop thinking altogether and sense a reality deeper than
words, deeper than thought shaped by my experience in social sys-
tems. But such moments are few and far between, and although
they remind me that there’s more to human existence than what we
know as social life, their fleeting nature also reminds me that social
life is what my life is about most of the time.

When that young woman and I passed each other on the street,
whatever fear she felt was based on my status as a man in relation to
her status as a woman in a world that relates those statuses to each
other in particular ways. It was based on a social reality that doesn’t
fit many of the ideas I have about myself or how I experience myself.
But this doesn’t mean that she was reacting to something unreal,
because the social reality she and I participated in was every bit as
real as the “real me” and the “real her.” Neither of us created that re-
ality, and as individuals there wasn’t much we could do to change it
all by ourselves. But it was, whether we liked it or not, connected to
who we were in that moment and how we saw and acted in relation
to each other.
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In this way, sociological practice draws us repeatedly to the fact
that everything is connected to everything else in one way or another.
No experience, no action is complete unto itself. Everything is fun-
damentally relational. The global economy isn’t just about nations
and flows of capital; it’s also about families and communities and
neighborhoods and job prospects and stress and arguments over the
dinner table. A large-scale problem like poverty is not only about how
individuals choose to live but is also about the systems they partici-
pate in that shape the alternatives from which they choose and the
paths of least resistance they are encouraged to follow. And some-
thing as simple and unremarkable as two people passing on a side-
walk or having a conversation turns out to be far from simple, for it,
too, happens in relation to a larger context that shapes its course and
gives it meaning.

At every level of social life, the practice of sociology takes us to-
ward a fuller understanding of what’s going on and why we feel and
act as we do. It provides a foundation for a deeper and clearer aware-
ness of how our lives are connected to these “things larger than our-
selves.” All of this can enrich our lives and make them more
interesting.

But the promise of sociology is much greater than that, as the
ability to see how social life works becomes a routine part of how it
works, as sociological thinking becomes a pervasive part of culture
itself. Sociology then becomes a powerful collective tool in the
struggle to understand and do something about the problems that
cause so much injustice and unnecessary suffering in the world. It
empowers us to look at how we participate in social life and see ways
to take some small share of responsibility for the consequences so-
cial life produces. It gives us a way to be not simply part of the prob-
lem but also part of the solution. The world and we could not help
but be better for it.
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