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Sociology: The Essentials is a book that teaches stu-
dents the basic concepts, theories, and insights of the 
sociological perspective. With each new edition come 
new challenges—challenges that stem from new gen-
erations of students with different learning styles; chal-
lenges that stem from the diversity among students 
who will study this book; and challenges that stem from 
the changes that are taking place in society. One of the 
most important changes taking place today is how stu-
dents learn and how they are engaged with their course 
material, often in the form of online learning resources. 
With that in mind, Sociology: The Essentials, ninth edi-
tion, takes full advantage of this revolutionary change 
by having a fully electronic version of the book avail-
able, which allows for personalized, fully online digital  
learning—a platform of content, assignments, and 
learning resources that will engage students in an inter-
active mode, while also offering instructors the oppor-
tunity to make individualized configurations of course 
work. Some will want to continue using the printed 
version of the book, still enhanced with various peda-
gogical features. Those who want to enhance their cur-
riculum through online resources will be able to utilize 
the new MindTap Sociology in the way that best suits 
their course. 

However the book is used, we have updated it to 
reflect the latest social changes and developments in 
sociological scholarship. We are somewhat amazed, 
even as sociologists, to see how much change occurs, 
even in the relatively short period of time between edi-
tions. Our book adapts to new research that appears at 
an amazing pace, as well as addresses the significant 
changes that occur in society between editions. 

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

In this book, we try to capture the excitement of the 
sociological perspective, while introducing students to 
how sociologists do research and how they theoretically 
approach their subject matter. We know that most stu-
dents in an introductory course will not become sociol-
ogy majors, although we hope, of course, that our book 
and their teacher encourage them to do so. We want 
to give students, no matter their area of study, a way of 
thinking about the world that is not immediately appar-
ent. We especially want students to understand how 
sociology differs from the individualistic and common-
sense thinking that tends to predominate. This is show-
cased in the box feature in every chapter entitled, “What 
Would a Sociologist Say?” Here, we take a common 
topic and, with informal writing, briefly discuss how a 
sociological perspective would approach understand-
ing on that particular issue. We think this feature helps 
students see the unique ways that sociologists view eve-
ryday topics—things as commonplace as the funeral of 
a superstar, finding a job, or sports in popular culture. 

We want our book to be engaging and accessible 
to undergraduate readers, while also preserving the 
integrity of sociological research and theory. Our expe-
rience in teaching introductory students shows us that 
students can appreciate the revelations of sociological 
research and theory if they are presented in an engag-
ing way that connects to their lives. We have kept this 
in mind throughout this revision and have focused on 
material that students can understand and apply to 
their own social worlds. 

Critical Thinking 
and Debunking 
We use the theme of debunking in the manner first 
developed by Peter Berger (1963) to look behind the 
facades of everyday life, challenging the ready-made 
assumptions that permeate commonsense thinking. 
Debunking is a way for students to develop their criti-
cal thinking, and we use the debunking theme to help 
students understand how society is constructed and 
sustained. This theme is highlighted in the Debunking 
Society’s Myths feature found throughout each chapter. 

We want students to understand the rigor that is 
involved with sociological research, whether quanti-
tative research or qualitative. The box feature Doing 
Sociological Research presents a diverse array of 
research studies, presented to students so they can 
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see the question being asked, the method of inves-
tigation, the research results, and the study’s con-
clusions. This feature also includes critical thinking 
questions (“Questions to Consider”) to help students 
think further about the implications of the research 
presented.

We also include a feature to help students see the 
relevance of sociology in their everyday lives. The box 
feature See for Yourself allows students to apply a 
sociological concept to observations from their own 
lives, thus helping them develop their critical abilities 
and understand the importance of the sociological 
perspective. 

Critical thinking is a term widely used but often 
vaguely defined. We use it to describe the process by 
which students learn to apply sociological concepts to 
observable events in society. Throughout the book, we 
ask students to use sociological concepts to analyze and 
interpret the world they inhabit. This is reflected in the 
Thinking Sociologically feature that is also present in 
most chapters. 

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

A Focus on Diversity 
When we first wrote this book, we did so because we 
wanted to integrate the then new scholarship on race, 
gender, and class into the core of the sociological 
field. We continue to see race, class, and gender—or, 
more broadly, the study of inequality—as one of the 
core insights of sociological research and theory. With 
that in mind, diversity, and the inequality that some-
times results, is a central theme throughout this book. 
A boxed theme, Understanding Diversity, highlights 
this feature, but you will find that analysis of inequality, 
especially by race, gender, and class, is woven through-
out the book. 

Social Change 
The sociological perspective helps students see society 
as characterized both by constant change and social 
stability. Throughout this book, we analyze how soci-
ety changes and how events, both dramatic and sub-
tle, influence change. We have added new material 
throughout the text that shows students how socio-
logical research can help them understand that social 
changes are influencing their lives, even if students 
think of these changes as individual problems. 

Global Perspective 
One of the main things we hope students learn in an 
introductory course is how broad-scale conditions 
influence their everyday lives. Understanding this idea 
is a cornerstone of the sociological perspective. We use 
a global perspective to examine how global changes 
are affecting all parts of life within the United States, 
as well as other parts of the world. This means more 
than including cross-cultural examples. It means, for 
example, examining phenomena such as migration 
and immigration or helping students understand that 
their own consumption habits are profoundly shaped 
by global interconnections. The availability of jobs, too, 
is another way students can learn about the impact of 
an international division of labor on work within the 
United States. Our global perspective is found in the 
research and examples cited throughout the book, as 
well as in various chapters that directly focus on the 
influence of globalization on particular topics, such 
as work, culture, and crime. The map feature Viewing 
Society in Global Perspective also brings a global per-
spective to the subject matter. 

New to the Ninth Edition 
We have made various changes to the ninth edition to 
reflect new developments in sociological research and 
current social issues. These revisions should make the 
ninth edition easier for instructors to teach and even 
more accessible and interesting for students. 

Sociology: The Essentials is organized into five 
major parts: “Introducing the Sociological Imagina-
tion” (Chapter 1); “Studying Society and Social Struc-
ture” (Chapters 2 through 7); “Social Inequalities” 
(Chapters 8 through 12); “Social Institutions” (Chapters 
13 through 15); and “Social Change” (Chapter 16). 

Part I, “Introducing the Sociological Imagina ‑ 
tion,” introduces students to the unique perspective of 
sociology, differentiating it from other ways of studying 
society, particularly the individualistic framework stu-
dents tend to assume. Within this section, Chapter 1, 
 “The Sociological Perspective,” introduces students  
to the sociological perspective. The theme of debunk-
ing is introduced, as is the sociological imagination, 
as developed by C. Wright Mills. This chapter briefly 
reviews the development of sociology as a discipline, 
with a focus on the classical frameworks of sociological 
theory, as well as contemporary theories, including an 
expanded discussion of feminist theory. There is a stron-
ger discussion of how sociology differs from psychology. 
The ninth edition adds examples from current events 
to capture student interest, including new research on 
growing inequality, the high rate of suicide among vet-
erans, the influence of social media, and new research 
on how friendship patterns influence the likelihood of 
pregnancy. 
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In Part II, “Studying Society and Social Structure,” 
students learn some of the core concepts of sociology. It 
begins with the study of culture in Chapter 2, “Culture” 
that includes much discussion of social media as a force 
shaping contemporary culture. This includes research on 
social media usage both by young and older people. There 
is new material on the vast growth of digital viewing, but 
also new work on body images and some of the popular 
titles that influence young people. Some of the material 
on ethnocentrism, cultural relativism, and culture shock 
was reorganized to integrate it better with other chapter 
material. Chapter 3, “Doing Sociological Research,” 
contains a discussion of the research process and the 
tools of sociological research—the survey, participant 
observation, controlled experiments, content analysis, 
historical research, and evaluation research. The chap-
ter was somewhat reorganized to give better attention to 
the different types and tools of sociological research. As 
in the previous edition, we place the chapter on research 
methods after the chapter on culture as a way of capturing 
student interest early.  Chapter 4, “Socialization and the 
Life Course,” contains material on socialization theory 
and research, including agents of socialization such as the 
media, family, and peers. There is new material on mili-
tary identities, especially in transition to civilian life. More 
material on child-rearing practices is included, as well as 
more discussion of the socialization of college students. 

Chapter 5, “Social Structure and Social Interac‑
tion,” emphasizes how changes in the macrostructure 
of society influence the micro level of social interaction. 
We do this by focusing on technological changes that 
are now part of students’ everyday lives and making 
the connection between changes at the societal level in 
the everyday realities of people’s lives. New material on 
social media usage is included, including how people 
create identities online and use social media websites 
to interact with others. The discussion of social inter-
action includes contemporary examples of romantic 
relationships, police interviews, and group interactions, 
such as Comic-Con. 

In Chapter 6, “Groups and Organizations,” we 
study social groups and bureaucratic organizations, 
using sociology to understand the complex processes 
of group influence, organizational dynamics, and the 
bureaucratization of society. The chapter includes a 
discussion of organizational culture, McDonaldization, 
and the significance of social networks.

Chapter 7, “Deviance and Crime,” includes the 
study of sociological theories and research on deviance 
and crime. The core material is illustrated with contem-
porary events, such as police shootings of young, Black 
men, as well as school rampages. There is new mate-
rial on gender-based violence, identity theft, human 
trafficking, and terrorism. The chapter also maintains 
a focus on race, class, and gender inequality in the 
criminal justice system, including mass incarceration of 
Black Americans and Hispanics.

In Part III, “Social Inequalities,” each chapter 
explores a particular dimension of stratification in soci-
ety. Beginning with the significance of class, Chapter 8, 
“Social Class and Social Stratification,” provides an 
overview of basic concepts central to the study of class 
and social stratification. The chapter has a substan-
tial emphasis on growing inequality. New research on 
extreme poverty and on the connection between pov-
erty and immigration is included. There is updated data 
throughout and new data on the likelihood of social 
mobility in the United States compared to other nations. 

Chapter 9, “Global Stratification,” follows with a 
particular emphasis on understanding the significance 
of global stratification, the inequality that has devel-
oped among, as well as within, various nations. There is 
new material on world poverty and the Ebola outbreak, 
as well as new examples to show students how the 
clothing they wear is linked to global stratification. Data 
and examples are updated throughout. Chapter  10,  
“Race and Ethnicity,” is a comprehensive review of 
the significance of race and ethnicity in society. We 
have added new material on colorblind racism and the 
significance of implicit bias, as well as updating exam-
ples in this important and growing field of sociological 
research. 

Chapter 11, “Gender,” focuses on gender as a cen-
tral concept in sociology closely linked to systems of 
stratification in society. This edition was reorganized to 
better present material on nature–nurture and biological  
sex differences. There is a more thorough and new dis-
cussion of research on transgender people, as well as 
new work on Black and Latino men’s gender identities. 
More material is included on Title IX and the national 
concern with sexual assault on college campuses. 
There is new material on immigrant women, as well. 
Chapter  12, “Sexuality,” treats sexuality as a social 
construction and a dimension of social stratification 
and inequality. We have emphasized the influence of 
feminist theory on the study of sexuality. The chapter 
also includes new research on pornography and vio-
lence against women, as well as the link between rape 
myths and the sexual double standard. There is new 
data throughout on topics such as abortion rates, teen 
pregnancy, and contraception usage. 

Part IV, “Social Institutions,” includes three chap-
ters, each focusing on basic institutions within society. 
Chapter 13, “Families and Religion,” maintains its 
inclusion of important topics in the study of families, 
such as interracial dating, same-sex marriage, father-
hood, gender roles within families, and family violence. 
We have added new material on women’s employment 
and divorce rates, gender and housework sharing, 
as well as the impact of economic stress on families. 
Chapter 14, “Education and Health Care,” has been 
substantially reorganized to emphasize inequality. 
There is updated information on school segregation, 
including the impact of choice and charter schools on 

03083_fm_ptg01.indd   17 18/08/15   10:50 AM

Copyright 2017 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).
Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



xviii  PReFACe

segregation. In the section on health, details about the 
Affordable Care Act have been included, including the 
increased usage. Data on both education and health 
care is updated throughout. Chapter 15, “Economy 
and Politics,” analyzes the state, power, authority, and 
bureaucratic government. It also contains a detailed 
discussion of theories of power in addition to coverage 
of the economy seen globally and characteristics of the 
labor force. The new edition includes more informa-
tion on Native American unemployment, as well as new 
research on LGBT experiences in the workplace. The 
section on politics was substantially revised to show the 
influence of super-PACs and the Citizens United court 
case on political elections, as well as more emphasis on 
the influence of power elites in politics. 

Part V, “Social Change,” includes Chapter 16, 
“Environment, Population, and Social Change.” This 
chapter has been substantially revised for this edition 
so that a sociological analysis of environmental issues 
frames the chapters. The chapter focuses on sustain-
ability and climate change. There is an updated discus-
sion of population growth as well as recent examples 
from disasters such as Hurricane Sandy. The social 
movements section includes an illustration from the 
“Black Lives Matter” movement that followed the police 
shootings in Ferguson, Missouri, and other places. 

Features and Pedagogical  
Aids 
The special features of this book flow from its major 
themes: diversity, current theory and research, debunk-
ing and critical thinking, social change, and a global 
perspective. The features are also designed to help stu-
dents develop critical thinking skills so that they can 
apply abstract concepts to observed experiences in 
their everyday life and learn how to interpret different 
theoretical paradigms and approaches to sociological 
research questions. 

Critical Thinking Features 
The feature Thinking Sociologically takes concepts 
from each chapter and asks students to think about 
these concepts in relationship to something they can 
easily observe in an exercise or class discussion. The fea-
ture Debunking Society’s Myths takes certain common 
assumptions and shows students how the sociological 
perspective would inform such assumptions and beliefs. 

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

An Extensive and Content‑Rich 
Map Feature 
We use the map feature that appears throughout the 
book to help students visualize some of the ideas pre-
sented, as well as to learn more about regional and 
international diversity. One map theme is Mapping 
America’s Diversity and the other is Viewing Society 
in Global Perspective. These maps have multiple uses 
for instructional value, beyond instructing students 
about world and national geography. The maps have 
been designed primarily to show the differentiation by 
county, state, and/or country on key social facts. 

High‑Interest Theme Boxes 
We use high-interest themes for the box features that 
embellish our focus on diversity and sociological 
research throughout the text. Understanding Diversity 
boxes further explore the approach to diversity taken 
throughout the book. In most cases, these box fea-
tures provide personal narratives or other information 
designed to teach students about the experiences of dif-
ferent groups in society. 

Because many are written as first-person narratives, 
they can invoke students’ empathy toward groups other 
than those to which they belong—something we think 
is critical to teaching about diversity. We hope to show 
students the connections between race, class, and other 
social groups that they otherwise find difficult to grasp. 

The box feature Doing Sociological Research is 
intended to show students the diversity of research ques-
tions that form the basis of sociological knowledge and, 
equally important, how the questions researchers ask 
influence the methods used to investigate the questions. 

We see this as an important part of sociological 
research—that how one investigates a question is deter-
mined as much by the nature of the question as by alle-
giance to a particular research method. Some questions 
require a more qualitative approach; others, a more 
quantitative approach. In developing these box features, 
we ask: What is the central question sociologists are ask-
ing? How did they explore this question using sociologi-
cal research methods? What did they find? What are the 
implications of this research? We deliberately selected 
questions that show the full and diverse range of sociolog-
ical theories and research methods, as well as the diver-
sity of sociologists. Each box feature ends with Questions 
to Consider to encourage students to think further about 
the implications and applications of the research. 

What Would a Sociologist Say? boxes take a topic 
of interest and examine how a sociologist would likely 
interpret this subject. The topics are selected to cap-
ture student interest, such as a discussion of veteran 
suicides, hip-hop culture, and sex and popular culture. 
We think this box brings a sociological perspective to 
commonplace events. 
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The feature A Sociological Eye on the Media, 
found in several chapters, examines some aspect of 
how the media influence public understanding of some 
of the subjects in this book. We think this is important 
because sociological research often debunks taken-
for-granted points of view presented in the media, and 
we want students to be able to look at the media with 
a more critical eye. Because of the enormous influence 
of the media, we think this is increasingly important in 
educating students about sociology. In addition to the 
features just described, we offer an entire set of learning 
aids within each chapter that promotes student mastery 
of the sociological concepts. 

In‑Text Learning Aids 
Learning Objectives. We have added learning objec-
tives to this edition, which appear near the beginning of 
every chapter. Matched to the major chapter headings, 
these objectives identify what we expect students to 
learn from the chapter. Faculty may choose to use these 
learning objectives to assess how well students com-
prehend the material. We tried to develop the learning 
objectives based on different levels of understanding 
and analysis, recognizing the various paths that stu-
dents take in how they learn material. 

Chapter Outlines. A concise chapter outline at the 
beginning of each chapter provides students with an 
overview of the major topics to be covered. 

Key Terms. Key terms and major concepts appear 
in bold when first introduced in the chapter. A list of 
the key terms is found at the end of the chapter, which 
makes study more effective. Definitions for the key 
terms are found in the glossary. 

Theory Tables. Each chapter includes a table that 
summarizes different theoretical perspectives by com-
paring and contrasting how these theories illuminate 
different aspects of different subjects. 

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

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

MindTap Sociology: The Personal 
Learning Experience 
MindTap Sociology for Sociology: The Essentials, ninth 
edition, powered by Knewton from Cengage Learning 
represents a new approach to a highly personalized, 
online learning platform. A fully online learning solu-
tion, MindTap Sociology combines all of a student’s 

learning tools—readings, multimedia, activities, and 
assessments—into a singular learning path that guides 
students through an introduction to sociology course. 
Instructors personalize the experience by customizing 
the presentation of these learning tools for their students, 
even seamlessly introducing their own content into the 
learning path via “apps” that integrate into the MindTap 
platform. Learn more at www.cengage.com/mindtap. 

MindTap Sociology for Sociology: The Essentials, 
ninth edition, powered by Knewton, is easy to use and 
saves instructors' time by allowing them to: 

●● Seamlessly deliver appropriate content and technol-
ogy assets from a number of providers to students, as 
they need them. 

●● Break course content down into movable objects to 
promote personalization, encourage interactivity, 
and ensure student engagement. 

●● Customize the course—from tools to text—and make 
adjustments “on the fly,” making it possible to inter-
twine breaking news into their lessons and incorpo-
rate today’s teachable moments. 

●● Bring interactivity into learning through the inte-
gration of multimedia assets (apps from Cengage 
Learning and other providers) and numerous 
in-context exercises and supplements; student 
engagement will increase, leading to better student 
outcomes. 

●● Track students’ use, activities, and comprehension 
in real time, which provides opportunities for early 
intervention to influence progress and outcomes. 
Grades are visible and archived so students and 
instructors always have access to current standings 
in the class. 

●● Assess knowledge throughout each section: after 
readings, in activities, homework, and quizzes. 

●● Automatically grade all homework and quizzes. 
●● MindTap Sociology for Sociology: The Essentials, 

ninth edition, features Aplia assignments, which 
help students learn to use their sociological imagi-
nation through compelling content and thought-
provoking questions. Students complete interactive 
activities that encourage them to think critically in 
order to practice and apply course concepts. These 
valuable critical thinking skills help students become 
thoughtful and engaged members of society.  

Instructor Resources
Sociology: The Essentials, ninth edition, is accompanied 
by a wide array of supplements prepared to create the 
best learning environment inside as well as outside the 
classroom for both instructors and students. All the con-
tinuing supplements for Sociology: The Essentials, ninth 
edition, have been thoroughly revised and updated. 
We invite you to take full advantage of the teaching and 
learning tools available to you. 
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Instructor’s Resource Manual. This supplement 
offers instructors brief chapter outlines, student learn-
ing objectives, American Sociological Association rec-
ommendations, key terms and people, detailed chapter 
lecture outlines, lecture/discussion suggestions, stu-
dent activities, chapter worksheets, video suggestions, 
video activities, and Internet exercises. The ninth edi-
tion also includes a syllabus to help instructors easily 
organize learning tools and create lesson plans. 

Cengage Learning Testing Powered by Cognero.  
This flexible, online system allows teachers to author, 
edit, and manage test bank content from multiple 
Cengage Learning solutions, create multiple test ver-
sions in an instant, and deliver tests from your LMs, 
your classroom, or wherever you want. 

PowerPoint Slides. Preassembled Microsoft® Power-
Point® lecture slides with graphics from the text make it 
easy for you to assemble, edit, publish, and present cus-
tom lectures for your course. 
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3

Imagine you had been switched with another infant at birth. 
How different would your life be? What if your accidental  
family was very poor … or very rich? How might this have 

affected the schools you attended, the health care you 
received, and the possibilities for your future career? If you 
had been raised in a different religion, would this have affected 
your beliefs, values, and attitudes? Taking a greater leap, what 
if you had been born another sex or a different race? What 
would you be like now? 

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

Consider this: 
●● The people least likely to attend college are those most 

likely to benefit from it (Brand and Xie 2010). 
●● In the past, marriages in which wives had more education 

than their husbands were more likely than other marriages 
to end in divorce. This is no longer true (Schwartz and  
Han 2014). 

●● Fourteen percent of households in the United States  
(18 million households) are considered “food insecure,” 
meaning that they do not have the money for an adequate 
amount of food (Piontak and Schulman 2014).

●● Gender and racial diversity in for-profit business organiza-
tions is associated with increased sales revenues, more 
customers, and higher profits (Herring 2009). 

These conclusions, drawn from current sociological 
research, describe some consequences of particular social 
locations in society. Although we may take our place in soci-
ety for granted, our social location has a profound effect on 
our chances in life. The power of sociology is that it teaches 
us to see how society influences our lives and the lives of 

The Sociological 
Perspective

●● Illustrate what is meant 
by saying that human 
behavior is shaped by 
social structure

●● Question individualistic 
explanations of human 
behavior

●● Describe the significance 
of studying diversity in 
contemporary society

●● Explain the origins of 
sociological thought

●● Compare and contrast  
the major frameworks  
of sociological theory 

in this chapter, you will learn to:

What Is Sociology? 4

The Sociological Perspective 6

The Significance of Diversity 11

The Development of  
Sociological Theory 14

Theoretical Frameworks  
in Sociology 18

Chapter Summary 24
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4  CHaPTEr 1

others, and it helps us explain the consequences 
of different social arrangements. 

Sociology also has the power to help us 
understand the influence of major changes on 
people. Currently, rapidly developing technolo-
gies, increasing globalization, a more diverse 
population in the United States, and changes in 
women’s roles are affecting everyone, although 
in different ways. How are these changes affect-
ing your life? Perhaps you rely on social media to 
keep in touch with friends. Maybe your commu-
nity is witnessing an increase in immigrants from 
other places. Perhaps you see women and men 
trying hard to manage the demands of both work 
and family life. All of these are issues that guide 
sociological questions. Sociology explains some 
of the causes and consequences of these changes. 

Although society is always changing, it is also remarkably stable. People generally follow established 
patterns of human behavior, and you can often anticipate how people will behave in certain situations. 
You can even anticipate how different social conditions will affect different groups of people in society. 
This is what sociologists find so interesting: Society is marked by both change and stability. Societies con-
tinually evolve, creating the need for people to adapt to change while still following generally established 
patterns of behavior. 

What Is Sociology?
Sociology is the study of human behavior in society. 
Sociologists are interested in the study of people and 
have learned a fundamental lesson: Human behavior, 
even when seemingly “natural” or taken for granted, is 
shaped by social structures—structures that have their 
origins beyond the immediately visible behaviors of 
everyday life. In other words, all human behavior occurs 
in a social context. That context—the institutions and 
culture that surround us—shapes what people do and 
think. In this book, we will examine the dimensions of 
society and analyze the elements of social context that 
influence human behavior.

Sociology is a scientific way of thinking about soci
ety and its influence on human groups. Observation, 
reasoning, and logical analysis are the tools of sociolo
gists. Sociology is inspired by the fascination people 
have for observing people, but it goes far beyond casual 
observations. It builds from objective analyses that oth
ers can validate as reliable. 

Every day, the media in their various forms (televi
sion, film, video, digital, and print) bombard us with so 
cial commentary. Media commentators provide endless 
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Sociology is the study of human behavior. What social  
behaviors do you see here?
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THE SoCIologICal PErSPECTIvE  5

opinion about the various and sometimes bizarre forms 
of behavior in society. Sociology is different. Sociologists 
often appear in the media, and they study some of the 
same subjects that the media examine, such as crime, 
violence, or income inequality, but sociologists use spe
cific research techniques and welltested theories to 
explain social issues. Indeed, sociology can provide the 
tools for testing whether the things we hear about society 
are actually true. Much of what we hear in the media and 
elsewhere about society, although delivered with per
fect earnestness, is misstated and sometimes completely 
wrong, as you will see in some of the “Debunking Soci
ety’s Myths” examples featured throughout this book.

→Thinking Sociologically 

Q: What do the following people have in common? 

First Lady Michelle Obama 
Robin Williams (actor, comedian) 
Ronald Reagan (former president) 
Reverend Martin Luther King, Jr. 
Regis Philbin (TV personality) 
Reverend Jesse Jackson 
Saul Bellow (novelist; Nobel Prize recipient) 
Joe Theismann (former football player  

and TV personality) 
Congresswoman Maxine Waters (from California) 
Senator Barbara Mikulski (from Maryland) 

A: They were all sociology majors! 

Source: Compiled by Peter Dreier, Occidental College.

The subject matter of sociology is everywhere. 
This is why people sometimes wrongly believe that 
sociology just explains the obvious. Sociologists bring 
a unique perspective to understanding social behav
ior and social change. Even though sociologists often 
do research on familiar topics, such as youth cul
tures or racial inequality, they do so using particular 
research tools and specific frames of analysis (known 
as sociological theory). Psychologists, anthropolo
gists, political scientists, economists, social workers, 
and others also study social behavior, although each 
has a different perspective or “angle” on people in 
society. 

Students often wonder what makes sociology dif
ferent from psychology. After all, both study people 
and both identify some of the social forces that shape 
our lives. There is, however, a difference. Psycholo
gists study groups. Research in psychology can inform 
some sociological analyses, but the focus in psychol
ogy is more on individuals—what makes individuals 
do what they do and how individual minds and emo
tions work. Increasingly, psychology is also influ
enced by the studies of the brain that are emerging 
from the techniques of neuroscience. Sociology, on 
the other hand, though it can learn from psychologi
cal research, is more interested in the broader social 
forces that shape society as a whole and the people 
within it. (See the box “What Would a Sociologist 
Say?” for an example.) Together, these various social 
sciences provide compelling, though different, views 
of human behavior. 

As you build your sociological perspective, you must learn 
certain key concepts to begin understanding how sociolo
gists view human behavior. Social structure, social institu
tions, social change, and social interaction are not the only 
sociological concepts, but they are fundamental to grasping 
the sociological perspective. 

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

Social Structure. We define social structure as the orga
nized pattern of social relationships and social institutions 
that together constitute society. Social structure is not a 
“thing,” but refers to the fact that social forces not always 
visible to the human eye guide and shape human behav
ior. Acknowledging that social structure exists does not 
mean that humans have no choice in how they behave, 

only that those choices are largely conditioned by one’s 
location in society. 

Social Institutions. In this book, you will also learn about the 
significance of social institutions, defined as established and 
organized systems of social behavior with a particular and rec
ognized purpose. Family, religion, marriage, government, and 
the economy are examples of major social institutions. Social 
institutions confront individuals at birth and transcend indi
vidual experience, but they still influence individual behavior.

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

As you read this book, you will see that these key con
cepts—social interaction, social structure, social institu
tions, and social change—are central to the sociological 
imagination.

Key Sociological Concepts

Sociology is the study of human behavior. What social  
behaviors do you see here?
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6  CHaPTEr 1

When does a woman get pregnant? 
Simple, you might think—it’s biological. 
Of course, you can think of pregnancy 
from a biological perspective, explain-
ing the process of fertilization. Or, 
you might think of pregnancy from a 
psychological perspective, analyzing 
the desire to have a child as deeply 
rooted in emotion and individual 
decision-making processes. You might 
even think about pregnancy from a 
cross-cultural or historical perspective, 

Getting Pregnant: A Very Social Act
analyzing childbirth in different cul-
tural contexts or analyzing historical 
changes in how pregnancy is managed 
by the medical profession. But, what 
would a sociologist say about getting 
pregnant? 

From a sociological perspective, 
pregnancy is deeply social behavior. 
There would be many sociological angles 
for studying pregnancy. An example 
from recent research reveals the power 
of sociological thinking. Sociological 

researchers have found that the likeli-
hood of becoming pregnant increases 
significantly in the two years following 
a friend's having had a child. As the 
researchers conclude, even such per-
sonal decisions as the decision to have a 
child result from the web of social rela-
tionships in which people are embedded 
(Balbo and Barban 2014). Pregnancy 
may seem like a very personal decision, 
but it is fertile ground for sociological 
study. What other social forces do you 
think might influence the likelihood of 
getting pregnant? 

what would a sociologist say?

The Sociological 
Perspective 
Think back to the chapter opening where we asked you 
to imagine yourself growing up under different circum
stances. Our goal in that passage was to make you feel 
the stirring of the sociological perspective—the ability to 
see societal patterns that influence individual and group 
life. The beginnings of the sociological perspective can 
be as simple as the pleasures of watching people or won
dering how society influences people’s lives. Indeed, 
many students begin their study of sociology because 
they are “interested in people.” Sociologists convert this 
curiosity into the systematic study of how society influ
ences different people’s experiences within it. 

C. Wright Mills (1916–1962) was one of the first to 
write about the sociological perspective in his classic  
book, The Sociological Imagination (1959). He wrote 
that the task of sociology was to understand the rela
tionship between individuals and the society in which 
they live. He defined the sociological imagination as 
the ability to see the societal patterns that influence 
the individual as well as groups of individuals. Soci
ology should be used, Mills argued, to reveal how the 
context of society shapes our lives. He thought that to 
understand the experience of a given person or group 
of people, one had to have knowledge of the social and 
historical context in which people lived. 

Think, for example, about the time and effort that 
many people put into their appearance. You might ordi
narily think of this as merely personal grooming or an 
individual attempt to “look good,” but this behavior has 
significant social origins. When you stand in front of a 
mirror, you are probably not thinking about how soci
ety is present in your reflection. As you look in the mir
ror, though, you are seeing how others see you and are 

very likely adjusting your appearance with that in mind, 
even if not consciously. 

This seemingly individual behavior is actually a 
very social act. If you are trying to achieve a particular 
look, you are likely doing so because of social forces that 
establish particular ideals. These ideals are produced 
by industries that profit enormously from the prod
ucts and services that people buy, even when people 
do so believing they are making an individual choice. 
Some industries suggest that you should be thinner or 
curvier, your pants should be baggy or straight, your 
breasts should be minimized or maximized—either 
way, you need more products. Maybe you should have 
a complete makeover! Many people go to great lengths 
to try to achieve a constantly changing beauty ideal, one 
that is probably not even attainable (such as flawless 
skin, hair always in place, perfectly proportioned body 
parts). Sometimes trying to meet these ideals can even 
be hazardous to your physical and mental health. 

The point is that the alleged standards of beauty 
are produced by social forces that extend far beyond an 
individual’s concern with personal appearance. Beauty 
ideals, like other socially established beliefs and prac
tices, are produced in particular social and historical 
contexts. People may come up with all kinds of per
sonal strategies for achieving these ideals: They may 
buy more products, try to lose more weight, get a Botox 
treatment, or even become extremely depressed and 
anxious if they think their efforts are failing. These per
sonal behaviors may seem to be only individual issues, 
but they have basic social causes. The sociological 
imagination permits us to see that something as seem
ingly personal as how you look arises from a social con
text, not just individual behavior. 

Sociologists are certainly concerned about indi
viduals, but they are attuned to the social and historical 
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THE SoCIologICal PErSPECTIvE  7

context that shapes individual and group experiences. 
The sociological imagination distinguishes between  
troubles and issues. Troubles are privately felt problems 
that spring from events or feelings in a person’s life. 
Issues affect large numbers of people and have their 
origins in the institutional arrangements and history of 
a society (Mills 1959). This distinction is the crux of the 
difference between individual experience and social 
structure, defined as the organized pattern of social rela
tionships and social institutions that together constitute 
society. Issues shape the context within which troubles 
arise. Sociologists employ the sociological perspective to 
understand how issues are shaped by social structures.

Mills used the example of unemployment to explain 
the meaning of troubles versus issues—an example that 
still has resonance given people’s concerns about find
ing work. When an individual person becomes unem
ployed—or cannot find work—he or she has a personal 
trouble, such as the worry that many college graduates 
have experienced in trying to find work following grad
uation. The personal trouble unemployment brings 
may include financial problems as well as the person 
feeling a loss of identity, becoming depressed, or having 
to uproot a family and move. College students may have 
to move back home with parents after graduation. 

The problem of unemployment, however, is deeper 
than the experience of any one person. Unemployment 
is rooted in the structure of society; this is what interests 
sociologists. What societal forces cause unemployment? 
Who is most likely to become unemployed at different 
times? How does unemployment affect an entire com
munity (for instance, when a large plant shuts down) 
or an entire nation (such as when recessions hit)? 

Sociologists know that unemployment causes per
sonal troubles, but understanding unemployment is 
more than understanding one person’s experience. It 
requires understanding the social structural conditions 
that influence people’s lives. 

→Thinking Sociologically

Troubles and Issues 
Personal troubles are everywhere around us: alcohol 
abuse or worries about money or even being upset about 
how you look. at an individual level, these things can be 
deeply troubling, and people sometimes need personal 
help to deal with them. But most personal troubles, as  
C. Wright Mills would say, also have their origins in societal 
arrangements. Take the example of alcohol abuse. 

What are some of the things about society—not just 
individuals—that might influence this personal trouble?  
Is there a culture of drinking on your campus that gener-
ates peer pressure to drink? Do people drink more when 
they are unemployed? Is drinking more common among 
particular groups or at different times in history? Who 
profits from people’s drinking? Thinking about these  
questions can help you understand the distinction that 
Mills makes between personal troubles and social issues. 

The specific task of sociology, according to Mills, is 
to comprehend the whole of human society—its personal 
and public dimensions, historical and contemporary—
and its influence on the lives of human beings. Mills 
had an important point: People often feel that things are 
beyond their control, meaning that people are shaped 
by social forces larger than their individual lives. Social 
forces influence our lives in profound ways, even though 
we may not always know how. Consider this: Sociologists 
have noted a current trend, popularly labeled “the boo
merang generation” or “accordion families” (Newman 
2012). These terms refer to the pattern whereby many 
young people, after having left their family home to attend 
college, are returning home after graduation. Although 
this may seem like an individual decision to save money 
on housing or live “free” while paying off student loans, 
when a whole generation experiences this living arrange
ment, there are social forces at work that extend beyond 
individual decisions. In other words, people feel the 
impact of social forces in their personal lives, even though 
they may not always know the full dimensions of those 
forces. This is where sociology comes into play—revealing 
the social structures that shape the different dimensions 
of our daytoday lives. Social structure is a lot like air: You 
cannot directly “see” it, but it is essential to living our lives. 

Sociologists see social structures through careful 
and systematic observation. This makes sociology an 
empirical discipline. Empirical refers to careful observa
tion, not just conjecture or opinion. In this way, sociology 

Personal troubles are felt by individuals who are experienc-
ing problems; social issues arise when large numbers of  
people experience problems that are rooted in the social  
structure of society.
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8  CHapter 1

is very different from common sense. For empirical 
observations to be useful to others, they must be gathered 
and recorded rigorously. Sociologists are also obliged 
to reexamine their assumptions and conclusions con-
stantly. Although the specific methods that sociologists 
use to examine different problems vary, as we will see in 
Chapter 3 on sociological research methods, the empiri-
cal basis of sociology is what distinguishes it from mere 
opinion or other forms of social commentary. 

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

●● Many think of the Internet as promoting more  
impersonal social interaction. Sociological research,  
however, finds that people with Internet access 
are actually more likely to have romantic part-
ners because of the ease of meeting people online 
(Rosenfeld and Thomas 2012).

●● Despite the widespread idea promoted in the media 
that well-educated women are opting out of profes-
sional careers to become “stay-at-home moms,” the 
proportion of college-educated White women who stay 
home with children has actually declined; those who 
opt out of work do so more typically because of frustra-
tion with how they are treated at work (Stone 2007). 

●● The number of women prisoners has increased at 
almost twice the rate of increase for men; two-thirds 
of women and half of men in prison are parents (Glaze 
and Maruschak 2008; Sabol and Couture 2008). 

These facts provide unsettling evidence of persistent 
problems in the United States, problems that are embed-
ded in society, not just in individual behavior. Sociolo-
gists try to reveal the social factors that shape society 
and determine the chances of success for different 
groups. Some never get the chance to go to college; oth-
ers are unlikely to ever go to jail. These divisions persist 
because of people’s placement within society. 

▲ Figure 1.1 provides graphic evidence of how  
changes in society might determine the opportunities 
for success of different groups. This image shows what 
percentage of income growth went to the top 10 percent  
and the bottom 90 percent of the U.S. population since 
World War II. This was a period of great economic  
expansion in the United States. How was income growth 
distributed over this time period and who benefitted? 
As you can see in this image, since 2000, the bottom 
90 percent of the population has actually experienced 
a rather dramatic decline in income growth. How does 
this affect opportunity for people like you? How might it 
help explain the growing concern with class inequality? 
We will discuss these changes more in Chapter 8, but for 
now, perhaps you can begin to understand how sociolo-
gists study the broad social forces that shape people’s life 
chances. Something as simple as being born in a par-
ticular generation can shape the course of your lifetime. 

Debunking Society’s Myths←
Myth: anyone who works hard enough in the United 
States can get ahead.
Sociological Research: there are periods in society 
when some groups are able to move ahead. as examples, 
the Black middle class expanded following changes in civil 
rights laws in the 1960s; the White middle class also grew 
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▲ Figure 1.1 
Distribution of average 
Income Growth during 
economic expansions 
This figure shows how the 
bottom 90 percent and top 
10 percent of the popula-
tion experience change in 
their income during periods 
of economic expansion. 
What trends do you see 
here and how might they be 
affecting people's personal 
troubles and social issues?
Source: Tcherneva, Pavlina  
R. 2014. Growth for Whom? 
Levy Economics Institute of 
Bard College. Retrieved April 1, 
2015. www.levyinstitute.org 
/pubs/op_47.pdf
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THE SoCIologICal PErSPECTIvE  9

in the post-World War II period as the result of such things 
as gI benefits for returning vets and government support 
for home ownership. However, although there are excep-
tions, most people do not change their social class posi-
tion from that in which they were born. as Figure 1.1 shows 
you, at times groups may even fall further behind as the 
result of conditions in society (Piketty 2014; Noah 2013).

Sociologists study not just the disquieting side of soci
ety. Sociologists may also study questions that affect every
day life, such as how young boys and men are affected by 
changing gender roles (Kimmel 2008), worker–customer 
dynamics in nail salons (Kang 2010), or the expectations 
that young women and men have for combining work 
and family life (Gerson 2010). There are also many intrigu
ing studies of unusual groups, such as cyberspace users  
(Kendall 2002), strip clubs and dancers (PriceGlynn 2010; 
Barton 2006), or competitive eaters (Ferguson 2014). The 
subject matter of sociology is vast. Some research illumi
nates odd corners of society; other studies address urgent 
problems of society that may affect the lives of millions. 

Debunking in Sociology
The power of sociological thinking is that it helps us 
see everyday life in new ways. Sociologists question 
actions and ideas that are usually taken for granted. 
Peter Berger (1963) calls this process “debunking.”  
Debunking refers to looking behind the facades of every
day life—what Berger called the “unmasking tendency” 
of sociology (1963: 38). In other words, sociologists look 
at the behindthescenes patterns and processes that 
shape the behavior they observe in the social world. 

Take schooling, for example: We can see how the soci
ological perspective debunks common assumptions about 
education. Most people think that education is primarily a 
way to learn and get ahead. Although this is true, a socio
logical perspective on education reveals something more. 
Sociologists have concluded that more than learning takes 
place in schools; other social processes are at work. Social 
cliques are formed where some students are “insiders” 
and others are excluded “outsiders.” Young schoolchildren 
acquire not just formal knowledge but also the expecta
tions of society and people’s place within it. Race and class 
conflicts are often played out in schools (Lewis 2003). Poor 
children seldom have the same resources in schools as 
middleclass or elite children, and they are often assumed 
to be incapable of doing schoolwork and are treated 
accordingly. The somber reality is that schools may actu
ally stifle the opportunities of some children rather than 
launch all children toward success (Kozol 2006). 

Debunking is sometimes easier to do when looking 
at a culture or society different from one’s own. Consider 
how behaviors that are unquestioned in one society 
may seem positively bizarre to an outsider. For a thou
sand years in China, it was usual for the elite classes to 

bind the feet of young girls to keep the feet from grow
ing bigger—a practice allegedly derived from a mistress 
of the emperor. Bound feet were a sign of delicacy and 
vulnerability. A woman with large feet (defined as more 
than 4 inches long!) was thought to bring shame to her 
husband’s household. The practice was supported by 
the belief that men were highly aroused by small feet, 
even though men never actually saw the naked foot. 
If they had, they might have been repulsed, because a 
woman’s actual foot was Ushaped and often rotten and 
covered with dead skin (Blake 1994). Outside the social, 
cultural, and historical context in which it was practiced, 
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Cultural practices that seem bizarre to outsiders may be  
taken for granted or defined as appropriate by insiders. 
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10  CHaPTEr 1

foot binding seems bizarre, even dangerous. Feminists 
have pointed out that Chinese women were crippled by 
this practice, making them unable to move about freely 
and more dependent on men (Chang 1991). 

This is an example of outsiders debunking a prac
tice that was taken for granted by those within the cul
ture. Debunking can also call into question practices in 
one’s own culture that may normally go unexamined. 
Strange as the practice of Chinese foot binding may 
seem to you, how might someone from another cul
ture view wearing shoes that make it difficult to walk? 
Or piercing one’s tongue or eyebrow? Many take these 
practices of contemporary U.S. culture for granted, just 
as they do Chinese foot binding. Until these cultural 
processes are debunked, seen as if for the first time, 
they might seem normal.

Debunking Society’s Myths←
Myth: Email scams promising to deliver a large sum of 
cash from some african bank if you contact the email 
deliverer prey on people who are just stupid or old. 
Sociological Research: Studies of these email scams 
indicate that americans and Brits are especially sus-
ceptible to such scams because they play on widely 
held cultural stereotypes about africa (that these are 
economically unsophisticated nations in which people 
are unable to manage money). These scams also exploit 
the american cultural belief that it is possible to “get 
rich quick”—reflecting a belief in individualism and the 
belief that anyone who tries hard enough can get ahead 
(Smith 2009).

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

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

Debunking the Myths of Black Teenage Motherhood

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

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

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

life. Often locked out of the job market, 
the young women’s struggle to develop 
an identity is compounded by the disrup-
tive social and economic conditions in 
which they live. 

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

Questions to Consider 
1. Suppose that Kaplan had studied 

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

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

Source: Kaplan, Elaine Bell. 1996. Not Our Kind 
of Girl: Unraveling the Myths of Black Teenage  
Motherhood. Berkeley, CA: University of 
California Press.

doing sociological research
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 ◆ Table 1.1 U.S. Population Projections, 2010–2050

2010 2020 2030 2040 2050

White 79.5% 78.0% 76.6% 75.3% 74.0% 

Black 12.9% 13.0% 13.1% 13.0% 13.0% 

american Indian and 
alaskan Native 

1.0% 1.1% 1.2% 1.2% 1.2% 

asian 4.6% 5.5% 6.3% 7.1% 7.8%

Native Hawaiian and 
other Pacific Islander

0.2% 0.2% 0.2% 0.3% 0.3%

Two or more races 1.8% 2.1% 2.7% 3.2% 3.7% 

Note: The U.S. census counts race and Hispanic ethnicity separately. Thus, Hispanics may  
fall into any of the race categories. Those who identified themselves as Hispanic were  
16 percent of the total U.S. population in the 2010 census.
Source: U.S. Census Bureau. 2012. National Population Projections: Summary Table.  
Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Commerce, www.census.gov

Establishing Critical 
Distance 
Debunking requires critical distance—
that is, being able to detach from the 
situation at hand and view things with 
a critical mind. The role of critical dis
tance in developing a sociological imag
ination is well explained by the early 
sociologist Georg Simmel (1858–1918). 
Simmel was especially interested in 
the role of strangers in social groups. 
Strangers have a position both inside 
and outside social groups. They are part 
of a group without necessarily sharing 
the group’s assumptions and points of 
view. Because of this, the stranger can 
sometimes see the social structure of a 
group more readily than can people who 
are thoroughly imbued with the group’s worldview. 
Simmel suggests that the sociological perspective 
requires a combination of nearness and distance. 
One must have enough critical distance to avoid 
being taken in by the group’s definition of the situ
ation, but be near enough to understand the group’s 
experience. 

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

The Significance  
of Diversity 
The analysis of diversity is a central theme of sociology. 
Differences among groups, especially differences in the 
treatment of groups, are significant in any society, but 
they are particularly compelling in a society as diverse 
as that in the United States. 

Defining Diversity 
Today, the United States includes people from all 
nations and races. In 1900, one in eight Americans was 
not White; today, racial and ethnic minority groups 
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In an increasingly diverse society, valuing and understanding  
diversity is a part of fully understanding society.

(including African Americans, Hispanics, American 
Indians, Native Hawaiians, Asian Americans, and 
people of more than one race) represent 27 percent 
of Americans, and that proportion is growing (see  
◆ Table 1.1 and ■ Map 1.1). 

Perhaps the most basic lesson of sociology is that 
people are shaped by the social context around them. 
In the United States, with so much cultural diversity, 
people will share some experiences, but not all. Experi
ences not held in common can include some of the most 
important influences on social development, such as 
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Individual biographies often have a great 
influence on the subjects sociologists 
choose to study. The authors of this book 
are no exception. Margaret Andersen, a 
White woman, now studies the sociology 
of race and women’s studies. Howard Tay-
lor, an African American man, studies race, 
social psychology, and especially race and 
intelligence testing. Here, each of them 
writes about the influence of their early 
experiences on becoming a sociologist.

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

When I moved again to suburban 
Boston in the 1960s, I was defined by 
Bostonians as a southerner and was ridi-
culed. Nicknamed “Dixie,” I was teased for 
how I talked. Unlike in the South, where 
Black people were part of White people’s 

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

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

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

My father was a businessman in a then 
all-Black life insurance company. He was 

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

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

Today, my research on race, class, gen-
der, and intelligence testing seems rooted 
in these early experiences. I do quantita-
tive research in sociology and see sociol-
ogy as a science that reveals the workings 
of race, class, and gender in society.
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language, religion, and the traditions of family and com
munity. Understanding diversity means recognizing this 
diversity and making it central to sociological analyses.

In this book, we use the term diversity to refer to 
the variety of group experiences that result from the 
social structure of society. Diversity is a broad con
cept that includes studying group differences in soci
ety’s opportunities, the shaping of social institutions 
by different social factors, the formation of group and 
individual identity, and the process of social change. 
Diversity includes the study of different cultural ori
entations, although diversity is not exclusively about 
culture.

Understanding diversity is crucial to understanding 
society because fundamental patterns of social change 
and social structure are increasingly patterned by 
diverse group experiences. There are numerous sources 
of diversity, including race, class, gender, and others as 
well. Age, nationality, sexual orientation, and region 
of residence, among other factors, also differentiate 
the experience of diverse groups in the United States.  

As the world is increasingly interconnected through 
global communication and a global economy, the study 
of diversity also encompasses a global perspective—that  
is, an understanding of the international connections 
existing across national borders and the impact of such 
connections on life throughout the world.

→Thinking Sociologically

What are some of the sources of diversity on your  
campus? How does this diversity affect social relations  
on campus?

Society in Global Perspective 
No society can be understood apart from the global 
context that now influences the development of all 
societies. The social and economic system of any one 
society is increasingly intertwined with those of other 
nations. Coupled with the increasing ease of travel and 

Minority Population as a Percentage of County Population
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Mapping America’s Diversity: A Changing Population
The nation is becoming increasingly 
diverse, but the distribution of minority 
groups differs in various regions of the 

country. Looking at this map, what  
factors do you think influence the  
distribution of the population?

Data: U.S. Census Bureau. 2010.  
www.census.gov

map 1.1
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telecommunication, a global perspective is necessary 
to understand change both in the United States and in 
other parts of the world. 

To understand globalization, you must look beyond 
the boundaries of your own society to see how patterns 
in any given society are increasingly being shaped by 
the connections between societies. Comparing and 
contrasting societies across different cultures is valu
able. It helps you see patterns in your own society that 
you might otherwise take for granted, and it enriches 
your appreciation of the diverse patterns of culture 
that mark human society and human history. A global 
perspective, however, goes beyond just comparing dif
ferent cultures; it also helps you see how events in one 
society or community may be linked to events occur
ring on the other side of the globe.

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

Such processes are increasingly shaping many of 
the subjects examined in this book—work, family, edu
cation, politics, just to name a few. Without a global 
perspective, you would not be able to fully understand 
the experience of any one of the people just mentioned, 
much less how these processes of change and global 
context shape society. Throughout this book, we will use 
a global perspective to understand some of the develop
ments shaping contemporary life in the United States. 

The Development  
of Sociological Theory 
Like the subjects it studies, sociology is itself a social 
product. Sociology first emerged in western Europe 
during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. In this 
period, the political and economic systems of Europe 
were rapidly changing. Monarchy, the rule of society 
by kings and queens, was disappearing, and new ways 
of thinking were emerging. Religion as the system of 
authority and law was giving way to scientific author
ity. At the same time, capitalism grew. Contact between 
different societies increased, and worldwide economic 
markets developed. The traditional ways of the past 
were giving way to a new social order. The time was ripe 
for a new understanding.

The Influence of the Enlightenment 
The Enlightenment in eighteenth and nineteenth
century Europe had an enormous influence on the 
development of modern sociology. Also known as the 
Age of Reason, the Enlightenment was characterized 
by faith in the ability of human reason to solve society’s 
problems. Intellectuals believed that there were natu
ral laws and processes in society to be discovered and 
used for the general good. Modern science was gradu
ally supplanting traditional and religious explanations 

globalization brings diverse cultures together, but it is also  
a process by which Western markets have penetrated much  
of the world.
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for natural phenomena with theories confirmed by 
experiments. 

The earliest sociologists promoted a vision of soci
ology grounded in careful observation. Auguste Comte 
(1798–1857), a French philosopher who coined the term 
sociology, believed that just as science had discovered 
the laws of nature, sociology could discover the laws 
of human social behavior and thus help solve society’s 
problems. This approach is called positivism, a system of 
thought still prominent today, in which scientific obser
vation and description is considered the highest form 
of knowledge, as opposed to, say, religious dogma or 
poetic inspiration. The modern scientific method, which 
guides sociological research, grew out of positivism. 

Alexis de Tocqueville (1805–1859), a French citi
zen, traveled to the United States as an observer begin
ning in 1831. Tocqueville thought that democratic values 
and the belief in human equality positively influenced 
American social institutions and transformed personal 
relationships. Less admiringly, he felt that in the United 
States the tyranny of kings had been replaced by the  
tyranny of the majority. He was referring to the ability of  
a majority to impose its will on everyone else in a democ
racy. Tocqueville also felt that, despite the emphasis on  
individualism in American culture, Americans had little 
independence of mind, making them selfcentered and 
anxious about their social class position (Collins and 
Makowsky 1972). 

Another early sociologist is Harriet Martineau 
(1802–1876). Like Tocqueville, Martineau, a British cit
izen, embarked on a long tour of the United States in 
1834. She was fascinated by the newly emerging culture 
in the United States. Her book Society in America (1837) 
is an analysis of the social customs that she observed. 
This important work was overlooked for many years, 
probably because the author was a woman. It is now 
recognized as a classic. Martineau also wrote the first 
sociological methods book, How to Observe Morals and 
Manners (1838), in which she discussed how to observe 
behavior when one is a participant in the situation 
being studied. 

Classical Sociological Theory 
Of all the contributors to the development of sociol
ogy, the giants of the European tradition were Emile  
Durkheim, Karl Marx, and Max Weber. They are classi
cal thinkers because the ideas they offered more than 
150 years ago continue to influence our understanding 
of society, not just in sociology but in other fields as well 
(such as political science and history). 

Emile Durkheim. During the early academic career 
of the Frenchman Emile Durkheim (1858–1917), 
France was in the throes of great political and religious 
upheaval. AntiSemitism (hatred of Jews) was rampant. 
Durkheim, himself Jewish, was fascinated by how the 
public degradation of Jews by nonJews seemed to calm 
and unify a large segment of the divided French pub
lic. Durkheim later wrote that public rituals have a spe
cial purpose in society. Rituals create social solidarity, 
referring to the bonds that link the members of a group. 
Some of Durkheim’s most significant works explore 
what forces hold society together and make it stable. 

According to Durkheim, people in society are glued 
together by belief systems (Durkheim 1947/1912). The 
rituals of religion and other institutions symbolize and 
reinforce the sense of belonging. Public ceremonies 
create a bond between people in a social unit. Durkheim  
thought that by publicly punishing people, such rituals 
sustain moral cohesion in society. Durkheim’s views on 
this are further examined in Chapter 7, which discusses 
deviant behavior. 

Durkheim also viewed society as an entity larger 
than the sum of its parts. He described this as society sui 
generis (which translates as “thing in itself”), meaning 
that society is a subject to be studied separately from 
the sum of the individuals who compose it. Society is 
external to individuals, yet its existence is internalized 
in people’s minds—that is, people come to believe what 
society expects them to believe. Durkheim conceived 
of society as an integrated whole—each part contribut
ing to the overall stability of the system. His work is the 
basis for functionalism, an important theoretical per
spective that we will return to later in this chapter. 

One contribution from Durkheim was his concep
tualization of the social facts. Durkheim created the 
term social facts to indicate those social patterns that 
are external to individuals. Things such as customs and 
social values exist outside individuals, whereas psycho
logical drives and motivation exist inside people. Social 
facts, therefore, are the proper subject of sociology; they 
are its reason for being. 

A striking illustration of this principle was Dur
kheim’s study of suicide (Durkheim 1951/1897). He 
analyzed rates of suicide in a society, as opposed to 
looking at individual (psychological) causes of sui
cide. He showed that suicide rates varied according 

as one of the  
earliest observers  
of american culture,  
Harriet Martineau  
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social observation to  
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the social structure  
of american society.  
long ignored for  
her contributions  
to sociology, she is  
now seen as one  
of the founders of  
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to how clear the norms and customs of the society 
were, whether the norms and customs were consis
tent with each other and not contradictory. Anomie 
(the breakdown of social norms) exists where norms 
were either grossly unclear or contradictory; the sui
cide rates were higher in such societies or such parts 
of a society. It is important to note that this condi
tion is in society—external to individuals, but felt by 
them (Puffer 2009). In this sense, such a condition is  
truly societal. 

Durkheim held that social facts, though they 
exist outside individuals, nonetheless pose con
straints on individual behavior. Durkheim’s major 
contribution was the discovery of the social basis of 
human behavior. He proposed that society could be 
known through the discovery and analysis of social 

facts. This is the central task of sociology (Coser 1977; 
Bellah 1973; Durkheim 1950/1938).

Karl Marx. It is hard to imagine another scholar who 
has had as much influence on intellectual history as has 
Karl Marx (1818–1883). Along with his collaborator, 
Friedrich Engels, Marx not only changed intellectual 
history but also world history. 

Marx’s work was devoted to explaining how capi
talism shaped society. He argued that capitalism is an 
economic system based on the pursuit of profit and 
the sanctity of private property. Marx used a class 
analysis to explain capitalism, describing capitalism 
as a system of relationships among different classes, 
including capitalists (also known as the bourgeois 
class), the proletariat (or working class), the petty 
bourgeoisie (small business owners and managers), 
and the lumpenproletariat (those “discarded” by the 
capitalist system, such as the homeless). In Marx’s 
view, profit, the goal of capitalist endeavors, is pro
duced through the exploitation of the working class. 
Workers sell their labor in exchange for wages, and 
capitalists make certain that wages are worth less 
than the goods the workers produce. The difference in 
value is the profit of the capitalist. In the Marxist view, 
the capitalist class system is inherently unfair because 
the entire system rests on workers getting less than 
they give. 

Marx thought that the economic organization 
of society was the most important influence on what 
humans think and how they behave. He found that the 
beliefs of the common people tended to support the 
interests of  the capitalist system, not the interests of 
the  workers themselves. Why? The answer is that the 
capitalist class controls the production of goods and the 
production of ideas. It owns the publishing companies, 
endows the universities where knowledge is produced, 

Durkheim thought that symbols and rituals were important  
in producing social cohesion in society. You can witness this  
when shrines are spontaneously created in the aftermath  
of tragedies, such as this outpouring of solidarity following  
the mass shootings in an elementary school in Newtown,  
Connecticut.
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Currently, 6500 veterans commit 
suicide each year—more than the total 
number of soldiers killed in Afghanistan 
and Iraq since the start of those wars 
(Williams 2012). Veterans are, in fact, 
twice as likely as nonveterans in the gen-
eral population to commit suicide, even 
though “natural” causes of death do not 
differ between these two groups (Kaplan 
et al. 2007). How would a sociologist 
explain this? 

Suicide among Veterans
Certainly, there are psychological 

factors at work—post-traumatic stress, 
depression, and, sometimes, substance 
abuse—but sociological factors are at 
work, too. Durkheim would argue that 
this is a good example of anomic sui-
cide. A soldier returning home is likely 
to encounter a far less structured envi-
ronment than when in service where 
military life is highly structured. This 
can be a suicide-prone environment, 

what would a sociologist say?
especially if combined with unemploy-
ment, homelessness, or a disability.  
If you add to that a lack of social sup-
port services or benefits specifically  
to address the risk of suicide, you  
can have a potentially lethal social  
context. 

Although sociologists do not ignore 
the psychological dimensions of behav-
ior such as suicide, they see that society 
involves other important social factors 
that produce this tragic behavior.
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and controls information industries—thus shaping 
what people think.

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

Max Weber. Max Weber (1864–1920; pronounced 
“vayber”) was greatly influenced by and built upon 
Marx’s work. Whereas Marx saw economics as the 
basic organizing element of society, Weber theorized 
that society had three basic dimensions: political, eco
nomic, and cultural. According to Weber, a complete 
sociological analysis must recognize the interplay 
between economic, political, and cultural institutions 
(Parsons 1947). Weber is credited with developing a 
multidimensional analysis of society that goes beyond 
Marx’s more onedimensional focus on economics. 

Weber also theorized extensively about the relation
ship of sociology to social and political values. He did not 
believe there could be a valuefree sociology because 
values would always influence what sociologists consid
ered worthy of study. Weber thought sociologists should 
acknowledge the influence of values so that ingrained 
beliefs would not interfere with objectivity. Weber pro
fessed that the task of sociologists is to teach students 
the uncomfortable truth about the world. Faculty should 
not use their positions to promote their political opin
ions, he felt; rather, they have a responsibility to exam
ine all opinions, including unpopular ones, and use the 
tools of rigorous sociological inquiry to understand why 
people believe and behave as they do.

An important concept in Weber’s sociology is ver-
stehen (meaning “understanding” and pronounced 
“vershtayen”). Verstehen, a German word, refers to 
understanding social behavior from the point of view of 
those engaged in it. Weber believed that to understand 
social behavior, one had to understand the mean
ing that a behavior had for people. He did not believe 

sociologists had to be born into a group to understand it 
(in other words, he didn’t believe “it takes one to know 
one”), but he did think sociologists had to develop 
some subjective understanding of how other people 
experience their world. One major contribution from 
Weber was the definition of social action as a behav
ior to which people give meaning (Weber 1962/1913; 
Parsons 1951b; Gerth and Mills 1946), such as placing 
a bumper sticker on your car that states pride in U.S. 
military troops. 

Sociology in the United States 
American sociology was built on the earlier work of 
Europeans, but unique features of U.S. culture con
tribute to its distinctive flavor. In the early twentieth 
century, as sociology was evolving, most early soci
ologists in the United States took a reformbased 
approach, emphasizing more the importance of 
applying knowledge for social change. American 
sociologists believed that if they exposed the causes 
of social problems, they could alleviate human suf
fering. The nation in the early twentieth century was 
moving to a more urban society, with a new mix of 
immigrants and visible problems such as those we 
face today: urban blight, hunger, poverty, and racial 
segregation. Sociology, it was believed, could explain 
how these problems were caused and, therefore, be 
used to create change. 

Nowhere was the emphasis on application more 
evident than at the University of Chicago, where a style 
of sociological thinking known as the Chicago School 
developed. The Chicago School included scholars who 
wanted to understand how society shapes the mind and 
identity of people. Sociologists such as George Herbert 
Mead and Charles Horton Cooley thought of soci
ety as a human laboratory where they could observe 
and understand human behavior to be better able to 
address human needs, and they used the city in which 
they lived as a living laboratory. You will study these 
thinkers more in Chapter 4.

Robert Park (1864–1944), from the University of 
Chicago, was a key founder of sociology. Originally a 
journalist who worked in several Midwestern cities, 
Park was interested in urban problems and how dif
ferent racial groups interacted with each other. He was 
also fascinated by the sociological design of cities, not
ing that cities were typically sets of concentric circles. 
At the time, the very rich and the very poor lived in the 
middle, ringed by slums and lowincome neighbor
hoods (Coser 1977; Collins and Makowsky 1972; Park 
and Burgess 1921). Park would still be intrigued by how 
boundaries are defined and maintained in urban neigh
borhoods. You might notice this yourself. A single street 
crossing might delineate a Vietnamese neighborhood 
from an Italian one, an affluent White neighborhood 
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from a barrio. The social structure of cities continues to 
be a subject of sociological research. 

Many early sociologists of the Chicago School were 
women whose work is only now being rediscovered. Jane 
Addams (1860–1935) was one of the most renowned 
sociologists of her day. Because she was a woman, she 
was never given the jobs or prestige that men in her time 
received. She was the only practicing sociologist ever 
to win a Nobel Peace Prize (in 1931), yet she never had 
a regular teaching job. Instead, she used her skills as a 
research sociologist to develop community projects that 
assisted people in need (Deegan 1988). She was a leader 
in the settlement house movement providing services 
and doing research to improve the lives of slum dwell
ers, immigrants, and other poor people. 

Another early sociologist, widely noted for her work 
in the antilynching movement, was Ida B. Wells-Barnett 
(1862–1931). Born a slave, Ida B. WellsBarnett learned 
to read and write at Rust College, a school established 
for freed slaves, later receiving her teaching credentials 
at Fisk University. She wrote numerous essays on the sta
tus of African Americans in the United States and was an 
active crusader against lynching and for women’s rights, 
including the right to vote. Because she was so violently 
attacked—in writing and in actual threats—and because 
of her passionate work, she often had to write under an 
assumed name. Until recently, her contributions to the 
field of sociology have been largely unexamined. Inter
estingly, her grandson, Troy Duster (b. 1936) is now a 
faculty member at New York University and the Univer
sity of California, Berkeley (Giddings 2008; Henry 2008; 
Lengermann and NiebruggeBrantley 1998). 

W. E. B. DuBois (1868–1963; pronounced “due 
boys”) was one of the most important early sociologi
cal thinkers in the United States. DuBois was a promi
nent Black scholar, a cofounder of the NAACP (National 
Association for the Advancement of Colored People) 
in 1909, a prolific writer, and one of the best Ameri
can minds. He received the first Ph.D. ever awarded to 
a Black person in any field (from Harvard University), 
and he studied for a time in Germany, hearing several 
lectures by Max Weber (Morris 2015). 

DuBois was deeply troubled by the racial divisive
ness in society, writing in a classic essay published in 1901 
that “the problem of the twentieth century is the problem 
of the color line” (DuBois 1901: 354). Like many of his 
women colleagues, he envisioned a communitybased, 
activist profession committed to social justice (Deegan 
1988); he was a friend and collaborator with Jane Addams. 
He believed in the importance of a scientific approach to 
sociological questions, but he also thought that convic
tions always directed one’s studies. Were he alive today, 
he might no doubt note that the problem of the color line 
still persists well into this, the twentyfirst century. 

Much of DuBois’s work focused on the social struc
ture of Black communities, one of his classic studies being 
of the city of Philadelphia. His book, The Philadelphia 
Negro, published in 1899, remains a classic study of Afri
can American urban life and its social institutions. One of 
the most lasting ideas from DuBois is his concept of “dual 
(or double) consciousness.” DuBois saw African Ameri
cans as always having to see themselves through the eyes 
of others, a response that would be typical among any 
group oppressed by others. For DuBois, this dual con
sciousness led African Americans to always be alert to 
how others see them, and at the same time, to develop a 
strong collective identity of themselves as “Black” or, as 
we would say now, African American (DuBois 1903). 

Theoretical Frameworks 
in Sociology 
The founders of sociology have established theoretical 
traditions that ask basic questions about society and 
inform sociological research. The idea of theory may 
seem dry to you because it connotes something that is 
only hypothetical and divorced from “real life.” Socio
logical theory though is one of the tools that sociologists 
use to interpret real life. Sociologists use theory to orga
nize their observations and apply them to the broad 
questions sociologists ask, such as: How are individu
als related to society? How is social order maintained? 
Why is there inequality in society? How does social 
change occur? (See ◆ Table 1.2.)
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 ◆ Table 1.2 Classical Theorists Reflect on the Economic Recession

Major Concepts What’s the Big Idea?
An Applied Example:  
The Economic Recession

EMIlE DUrKHEIM  
(1858–1917)

Society sui generis

Social solidarity

Social facts

Social structures produce 
social forces that impinge  
on individuals even when  
they are not immediately  
visible; social solidarity  
is produced through  
identifying some as “other”  
or not belonging.

In times of economic crises, 
people may blame others, such 
as immigrants or “foreigners” for 
taking jobs from those perceived 
as citizens.

Karl MarX
(1818–1883)

Capitalism

Class conflict

Capitalism is built on the 
exploitation of laboring  
groups for the profit of  
others. Class conflict is  
embedded in the system of 
capitalism that then shapes 
other social institutions.

It is no surprise that inequality is 
growing; the forces of capitalism 
mean that the rich will amass the 
most resources, with everyone  
else becoming worse off.

MaX WEBEr
(1864–1920)

Multidimensional 
analysis

verstehen

Cultural values interact  
with economic and political 
systems to produce society;  
no one factor determines  
the character of society.

Even when the economy is  
stagnant, cultural beliefs in hard 
work and the Protestant ethic 
mean that people will blame  
individuals, not the system,  
for failure.

W. E. B. DUBoIS
(1868–1963)

Color line 

Double 
consciousness

racial inequality structures  
social institutions in the  
United States. Those who are  
oppressed by race develop  
a dual consciousness, ever  
aware of their status in the  
eyes of others but also having  
a collective identity as african  
american.

The “problem of the color line” 
extends into the twenty-first  
century, as african american  
people and other people of  
color are those most likely to be  
disadvantaged by economic 
stress.
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 ◆ Table 1.3  Manifest and Latent Functions:  
The Family

Manifest Functions  
(explicit, deliberate)

Latent Functions  
(unintended, unrecognized)

reproduction Sexual relations outside of 
the traditional family may be 
judged as deviant

Transmission of cultural 
values

risk of intolerance of different  
cultures/groups

Care of the young Neglect of public policies to 
support working parents

Emotional support Silence around conflicts that 
occur within families

Consumption of goods Transmission of inequality 
across generations as wealth 
and property is passed on for 
some and not others

Different theoretical frameworks within sociol
ogy make different assumptions and provide different 
insights about the nature of society. In the realm of 
macrosociology are theories that strive to understand 
society as a whole. Durkheim, Marx, and Weber were 
macrosociological theorists. Theoretical frameworks 
that center on facetoface social interaction are known 
as microsociology. Some of the work derived from the 
Chicago School—research that studies individuals 
and group processes in society—is microsociological. 
Although sociologists draw from diverse theoretical 
perspectives to understand society, four theoretical tra
ditions form the major theoretical perspectives: func
tionalism, conflict theory, symbolic interaction, and, 
more recently, feminist theory. 

Functionalism 
Functionalism has its origins in the work of Durkheim, 
who you will recall was especially interested in how 
social order is possible and how society remains rela
tively stable. Functionalism interprets each part of 
society in terms of how it contributes to the stability  
of the whole. As Durkheim suggested, functional
ism conceptualizes society as more than the sum of  
its component parts. Each part is “functional” for  
society—that is, contributes to the stability of the whole. 
The different parts are primarily the institutions of  
society, each of which is organized to fill different 
needs and each of which has particular consequences 
for the form and shape of society. The parts each then 
depend on one another. 

The family as an institution, for example, serves 
multiple functions. At its most basic level, the fam
ily has a reproductive role. Within the family, infants 
receive protection and sustenance. As they grow older, 
they are exposed to the patterns and expectations of 
their culture. Across generations, the family supplies 
a broad unit of support and enriches individual expe
rience with a sense of continuity with the past and 
future. All these aspects of family can be assessed by 
how they contribute to the stability and prosperity of 
society. The same is true for other institutions. 

The functionalist framework emphasizes the con
sensus and order that exist in society, focusing on social 
stability and shared public values. From a functional
ist perspective, disorganization in the system, such as 
an economic collapse, leads to change because societal 
components must adjust to achieve stability. This is a 
key part of functionalist theory—that when one part of 
society is not working (or is dysfunctional, as they would 
say), it affects all the other parts and creates social 
problems. Change may be for better or worse. Changes 
for the worse stem from instability in the social sys
tem, such as a breakdown in shared values or a social 

institution no longer meeting people’s needs (Eitzen 
and Baca Zinn 2012; Merton 1968). 

Functionalism was a dominant theoretical per
spective in sociology for many years, and one of its 
major theorists was Talcott Parsons (1902–1979). In 
Parsons’s view, all parts of a social system are inter
related, with different parts of society having different 
basic functions. Functionalism was further developed 
by Robert Merton (1910–2003). Merton saw that 
social practices often have consequences for society 
that are not immediately apparent. He suggested that 
human behavior has both manifest and latent func
tions. Manifest functions are the stated and intended 
goals of social behavior. Latent functions are neither 
stated nor intended. The family, for example, has both 
manifest and latent functions, as demonstrated in  
◆ Table 1.3.

→Thinking Sociologically

What are the manifest functions of grades in college? 

What are the latent functions?

Critics of functionalism argue that its empha
sis on social stability understates the roles of power 
and conflict in society. Critics also disagree with the 
explanation of inequality offered by functionalism— 
that it persists because social inequality creates 
a system for the fair and equitable distribution of 
societal resources (discussed further in Chapter 8).  
Functionalists argue that it is fair and equitable that 
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the higher social classes earn more money because 
they are more important (functional) to society. Crit
ics disagree, saying that functionalism is too accept
ing of the status quo. From a functionalist perspective 
though, inequality serves a purpose in society: It 
provides an incentive system for people to work and 
promotes solidarity among groups linked by their 
common social standing.

Conflict Theory 
Conflict theory emphasizes the role of coercion and 
power in society and the ability of some to influ
ence and control others. Functionalism emphasizes 
cohesion within society. Conflict theory emphasizes 
strife and friction. Conflict theory pictures society 
as comprised of groups that compete for social and 
economic resources. Social order is maintained not 
by consensus but by domination, with power in 
the hands of those with the greatest political, eco
nomic, and social resources. When consensus exists, 
according to conflict theorists, it is attributable to 
people being united around common interests, often 
in opposition to other groups (Dahrendorf 1959;  
Mills 1956).

According to conflict theory, inequality exists 
because those in control of a disproportionate share 
of society’s resources actively defend their advan
tages. The masses are not bound to society by their 
shared values but by coercion at the hands of the 
powerful. In conflict theory, the emphasis is on social 
control, not on consensus and conformity. Those 
with the most resources exercise power over others; 
inequality and power struggles are the result. Con
flict theory gives great attention to class, race, gender, 
and sexuality in society because these are seen as the 
grounds of the most pertinent and enduring struggles 
in society. 

Conflict theorists see inequality as inherently 
unfair, persisting only because groups who are eco
nomically advantaged use their social position to 
their own betterment. Their dominance even extends 
to the point of shaping the beliefs of other mem
bers of the society by controlling public information 
and holding power in institutions such as educa
tion and religion that shape what people think and 
know. From the conflict perspective, power struggles 
between conflicting groups are the source of social 
change. Those with the greatest power are typically 
able to maintain their advantage at the expense of 
other groups. 

Conflict theory has been criticized for neglecting 
the importance of shared values and public consensus 
in society while overemphasizing inequality. Like func
tionalist theory, conflict theory finds the origins of social 

behavior in the structure of society, but it differs from 
functionalism in emphasizing the importance of power. 

Symbolic Interaction 
The third major framework of sociological theory is 
symbolic interaction. Instead of thinking of society 
in terms of abstract institutions, symbolic interaction 
emphasizes immediate social interaction as the place 
where “society” exists. Because of the human capacity 
for reflection, people give meaning to their behavior. 
The creation of meaning is how they interpret the differ
ent behaviors, events, or things that happen in society. 

As its name implies, symbolic interaction relies 
extensively on the symbolic meaning that people 
develop and employ in the process of social interaction. 
Symbolic interaction theory emphasizes facetoface  
interaction and thus is a form of microsociology, 
whereas functionalism and conflict theory are more 
macrosociological. 

Derived from the work of the Chicago School, sym
bolic interaction theory analyzes society by addressing 
the subjective meanings that people impose on objects, 
events, and behaviors. Subjective meanings are impor
tant because, according to symbolic interaction, people 
behave based on what they believe, not just on what 
is objectively true. Symbolic interaction sees society 
as socially constructed through human interpretation 
(Blumer 1969; Berger and Luckmann 1967; Shibutani 
1961). Social meanings are constantly modified through 
social interaction.

People interpret one another’s behavior; these 
interpretations form social bonds. These interpretations 
are called the “definition of the situation.” For example, 
why would young people smoke cigarettes even though 
all objective medical evidence points to the danger of 
doing so? The answer is in the definition of the situation 
that people create. Studies find that teenagers are well 
informed about the risks of tobacco, but they also think 
that “smoking is cool,” that they themselves will be safe 
from harm, and that smoking projects an image—a 
positive identity for boys as a “tough guy” and for girls 
as funloving, mature, and glamorous. Smoking is also 
defined by young women as keeping you thin—an ideal 
constructed through dominant images of beauty. In 
other words, the symbolic meaning of smoking over
rides the actual facts regarding smoking and risk. 

→Thinking Sociologically

Think about the example given about smoking, and using 
symbolic interaction, how would you explain other risky 
behaviors, such as steroid use among athletes or eating 
disorders among young women? 
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Now that you understand a bit more what sociology is 
about, you may ask, “What can I do with a degree in 
sociology?” This is a question we often hear from students. 
There is no single job called “sociologist” like there is 
“engineer” or “nurse” or “teacher,” but sociology prepares 
you well for many kinds of jobs, whether with a bachelor’s 
degree or a postgraduate education. The skills you acquire 
from your sociological education are useful for jobs in busi
ness, health care, criminal justice, government agencies, 
various nonprofit organizations, and other job venues.

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

Some sociologists have worked in their communities to 
deliver more effective social services. Some are employed 
in business organizations and social services where they 
use their sociological training to address issues such as pov
erty, crime and delinquency, population studies, substance 

abuse, violence against women, family social services, 
immigration policy, and any number of other important 
issues. Sociologists also work in the offices of U.S. repre
sentatives and senators, doing background research on the 
various issues addressed in the political process.

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

For more information about careers in sociology, see 
the booklet, “21st Century Careers with an Undergraduate 
Degree in Sociology,” available through the American 
Sociological Association (www.asanet.org).

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

and identify any experts who use a sociological per
spective in their commentary. What does this suggest to 
you as a possible career in sociology? What are some of 
the different subjects about which sociologists provide 
expert information?

2. Identify some of the students from your college who 
have finished degrees in sociology. What different ways 
have they used their sociological knowledge?

Careers in Sociology

Symbolic interaction interprets social order as 
constantly negotiated and created through the inter
pretations people give to their behavior. In observing 
society, symbolic interactionists see not simply facts 
but “social constructions,” the meanings attached to 
things, whether those are concrete symbols (like a cer
tain way of dress or a tattoo) or nonverbal behaviors. 
In symbolic interaction theory, society is highly subjec
tive—existing in the minds of people, even though its 
effects are very real. 

Feminist Theory 
Contemporary sociological theory has been greatly 
influenced by the development of feminist theory. 
Prior to the emergence of secondwave feminism (the 
feminist movement emerging in the 1960s and 1970s), 
women were largely absent and invisible within most 
sociological work—indeed, within most academic 
work. When seen, they were strongly stereotyped in 
traditional roles as wives and mothers. Feminist theory 
developed to understand the status of women in society 
and with the purpose of using that knowledge to better 
women’s lives. 

Feminist theory has created vital new knowl
edge about women and has also transformed what is 

Symbolic interaction theory can help explain why people  
might do things that otherwise seem contrary to what one  
might expect.
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understood about men. Feminist scholarship in sociol
ogy, by focusing on the experiences of women, provides 
new ways of seeing the world and contributes to a more 
complete view of society. 

Feminist theory takes gender as a primary lens 
through which to view society. Beyond that, feminist 
theory makes the claim that without considering gen
der in society, one’s analysis of any social behavior 
is incomplete and, thus, incorrect. At the same time, 
feminist theory purports to analyze society with an 
eye to improving the status of women. Men are not 
excluded from feminist theory. In fact, feminist the
ory, as we will see in various chapters that follow also 
argues that men are gendered subjects too. We can
not understand society without understanding how 
gender is structured in society and in women’s and 
men’s lives.

Feminist theory is a now vibrant and rich perspec
tive in sociology, and it has added much to how people 
understand the sociology of gender—and its connec
tion to other social factors, such as race, sexuality, age, 
and class. Along with the classical traditions of sociol
ogy, feminist theory is included throughout this book in 
the context of particular topics.

Functionalism, conflict theory, symbolic interac
tion, and feminist theory are by no means the only 
theoretical frameworks in sociology. For some time, 
however, they have provided the most prominent gen
eral explanations of society. Each has a unique view 
of the social realm. None is a perfect explanation of 
society, yet each has something to contribute. Func
tionalism gives special weight to the order and cohe
sion that usually characterizes society. Conflict theory 
emphasizes the inequalities and power imbalances in 
society. Symbolic interaction emphasizes the mean
ings that humans give to their behavior. Feminist 
theory takes gender as a primary lens through which 
to understand society, especially in relation to other 
structures of inequality. Together, these frameworks 
provide a rich, comprehensive perspective on soci
ety, individuals within society, and social change (see  
◆ Table 1.4).

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

 ◆ Table 1.4 Comparing Sociological Theories

Basic Questions Functionalism Conflict Theory Symbolic Interaction Feminist Theory

What is the relationship 
of individuals to society?

Individuals occupy  
fixed social roles.

Individuals are subordi-
nated to society.

Individuals and society 
are interdependent.

Women and men are 
bound together in 
a system of gender 
relationships that shape 
identities and beliefs.

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

Inequality results from 
a struggle over scarce 
resources.

Inequality is demon-
strated through the 
importance of symbols.

Inequality stems from 
the matrix of domina-
tion that links gender, 
race, class, and sexuality.

How is social order 
possible?

Social order stems  
from consensus on 
public values.

Social order is main-
tained through power 
and coercion.

Social order is sustained 
through social interac-
tion and adherence to 
social norms.

Patriarchal social orders 
are maintained by the 
power that men hold 
over women.

What is the source  
of social change?

Society seeks equi-
librium when there is 
social disorganization.

Change comes through 
the mobilization of 
people struggling for 
resources.

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

Social change comes 
from the mobilization of 
women and their allies 
on behalf of women’s 
liberation.

Major Criticisms

This is a conservative 
view of society that 
underplays power dif-
ferences among and 
between groups.

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

There is little analysis 
of inequality, and it over-
states the subjective 
basis of society.

Feminist theory has too 
often been anchored 
in the experiences of 
White, middle-class 
women.
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Chapter Summary
What is sociology? 
Sociology is the study of human behavior in society. 
The sociological imagination is the ability to see soci
etal patterns that influence individuals. Sociology is an 
empirical discipline, relying on careful observations as 
the basis for its knowledge. 

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

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

When and how did sociology emerge as a field  
of study? 
Sociology emerged in western Europe during the 
Enlightenment and was influenced by the values of crit
ical reason, humanitarianism, and positivism. Auguste 
Comte, one of the earliest sociologists, emphasized 

sociology as a positivist discipline. Alexis de Tocqueville 
and Harriet Martineau developed early and insightful 
analyses of American culture. 

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

What are the major theoretical frameworks  
in sociology?
Functionalism emphasizes the stability and integra
tion in society. Conflict theory sees society as organized 
around the unequal distribution of resources and held 
together through power and coercion. Symbolic interac-
tion emphasizes the role of individuals in giving mean
ing to social behavior, thereby creating society. Feminist 
theory is the analysis of women and men in society and 
is intended to improve women’s lives.

conflict theory 20
debunking 9
diversity 13
empirical 7
Enlightenment 14

feminist theory 22
functionalism 19
issues 7
positivism 15
social change 5

social facts 15
social institution 5
social interaction 5
social structure 7
sociological imagination 6

sociology 4
symbolic interaction 20
troubles 7
verstehen 17
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In one contemporary society known for its technological 
sophistication, people—especially the young—walk around with 
plugs in their ears. The plugs are connected to small wires that 

are themselves coated with a plastic film. These little plastic-
covered wires are then connected to small devices made of 
metal, plastic, silicon, and other modern components, although 
most people who use them have no idea how they are made. 
When turned on, these devices put music into people’s ears or, 
in some cases, show pictures and movies on a screen not much 
larger than a bar of soap. Some people who use these devices 
wouldn’t even consider walking around without them. It is as if 
the devices shield them from other elements of their culture. 

The same people who carry these devices around have 
other habits that, when seen from the perspective of someone 
unfamiliar with this culture, might seem peculiar and certainly 
highly ritualized. Apparently, when young people in this society 
go away to school, most take a large number of various techno-
logical devices along with them. Many sleep with one of these 
devices turned on all night. They look like a large box—some 
square, others flat—and project pictures and sound when users 
click buttons on another small device that, though detached 
from the bigger box, can be placed anywhere in the room. If you 
click the buttons on this portable device, the pictures and sound 
from the larger box will change possibly hundreds of times, 
revealing a huge assortment of images that seem to influence 
what people in this culture believe and, in many cases, how they 
behave. They say that in over 40 percent of the households in 
this culture, this device is turned on 24 hours a day (Gitlin 2002)! 
Indeed, it seems that everything these young people do involves 
looking at some kind of screen, enough so that one of the 
authors of this book has labeled their generation “screenagers.” 

Not everyone in this culture has access to all of these 
devices, although many want them. Indeed, having more devices 
seems to be a mark of one’s social status, that is, how you are 
regarded in this culture, but very few people know where the 
devices are made, what they are made of, or how they work. 
The young also often ridicule older people for not understand-
ing how the devices work or why they are so important to 
young people. From outside the culture, these practices seem 
strange, yet few within the culture think the behaviors associ-
ated with these devices are anything but perfectly ordinary. 

Culture 

●● Define culture
●● Recall the elements  

of culture 
●● Explain the significance  

of cultural diversity 
●● Relate the influence 

of the mass media and 
popular culture 

●● Compare and contrast 
theoretical explanations 
of culture and the media

●● Discuss the components  
of cultural change 

in this chapter, you will learn to: 

Defining Culture 28

The Elements of Culture 34

Cultural Diversity 39

The Mass Media and Popular 
Culture 43

Theoretical Perspectives on 
Culture and the Media 49

Cultural Change 52

Chapter Summary 54
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28  CHaPTER 2

You have surely guessed that the practices described here are taken from U.S. culture: iPads, smart-
phones, television/video use. These are such daily practices that they practically define modern American 
culture. Unless they are somehow interrupted, most people do not think much about their influence on 
society, on people’s relationships, or on people’s definitions of themselves.1

When viewed from the outside, cultural habits that seem perfectly normal often seem strange. Take an 
example from a different culture. The Tchikrin people—a remote culture of the central Brazilian rain forest—
paint their bodies in elaborate designs. Painted bodies communicate to others the relationship of the per-
son to his or her body, to society, and to the spiritual world. The designs and colors symbolize the balance 
the Tchikrin people think exists between biological powers and the integration of people into the social 
group. The Tchikrin also associate hair with sexual powers; lovers get a special thrill from using their teeth 
to pluck an eyebrow or eyelash from their partner’s face (Sanders and Vail 2008; Turner 1969). To Tchikrin 
people, these practices are no more unusual or exotic than the daily habits we practice in the United States. 

To study culture, to analyze it and measure its significance in society, we must separate ourselves 
from judgments such as “strange” or “normal.” We must see a culture as insiders see it, but we cannot be 
completely taken in by that view. We should know the culture as insiders and understand it as outsiders. 

Cultural practices may seem strange to outsiders, but may be taken for granted by those within the culture. How might some  
contemporary cultural practices in the United States look strange to people from a very different culture?
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Defining Culture 
Culture is the complex system of meaning and behavior 
that defines the way of life for a given group or society. 
It includes beliefs, values, knowledge, art, morals, laws, 
customs, habits, language, and dress, among other 
things. Culture includes ways of thinking as well as pat-
terns of behavior. Observing culture involves studying 
what people think, how they interact, and the objects 
they use. 

In any society, culture defines what is perceived 
as beautiful and ugly, right and wrong, good and bad. 

Culture helps hold society together, giving people a 
sense of belonging, instructing them on how to behave, 
and telling them what to think in particular situations. 

Culture is both material and nonmaterial. Material  
culture consists of the objects created in a given 
society—its buildings, art, tools, toys, literature, and 
other tangible objects, such as those discussed in the 
chapter opener. In the popular mind, material arti-
facts constitute culture because they can be collected 
in museums or archives and analyzed for what they 
represent. These objects are significant because of the 
meaning they are given. A temple, for example, is not 
merely a building, nor is it only a place of worship. Its 
form and presentation signify the religious meaning 
system of the faithful. 

Nonmaterial culture includes the norms, laws, 
customs, ideas, and beliefs of a group of people. Non-
material culture is less tangible than material culture, 

1This introduction is inspired by a classic article on the “Nacirema”—
American, backward—by Horace Miner (1956). But it is also written 
based on essays students at the University of Delaware wrote regard-
ing the media blackout exercise described later in this chapter. Stu-
dents have written that, without access to their usual media devices, 
they “had no personality” and that the period of the blackout was the 
“worst forty-eight hours of my life!”
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CUlTURE   29

but it has an equally strong, if not stronger, presence in 
social behavior. Nonmaterial culture is found in pat-
terns of everyday life. For example, in some cultures, 
people eat with utensils; in others, people do not. The 
eating utensils are part of material culture, but the belief 
about whether to use them is nonmaterial culture. 

Cultural patterns make humans interesting. Some 
animal species develop what we might call culture. 
Chimpanzees, for example, learn behavior through 
observing and imitating others, a point proved by 
observing different eating practices among chimpan-
zees in the same species but raised in different groups 
(Whiten et al. 1999). Elephants have been observed 
picking up and fondling bones of dead elephants, per-
haps evidence of grieving behavior (Meredith 2003). 

Dolphins have a complex auditory language. Most peo-
ple also think that their pets communicate with them. 
Apparently, humans are not unique in their ability to 
develop systems of communication. Are human beings 
different from animals? Scientists generally conclude 
that animals lack the elaborate symbol-based forms 
of knowing and communication that are common in 
human societies—in other words, culture. 

Understanding culture is critical to knowing how 
human societies operate. Culture can even shape 
the physical and biological characteristics of human 
beings. Nutrition, for instance, is greatly influenced by 
the cultural environment. Cultural eating habits will 
shape the body height and weight of a given popula-
tion, even though height and weight are also biologi-
cal phenomenon. Without understanding culture, you 
cannot understand such things as changes in ideal-
ized images of beauty over time, as the photos on this 
page show. 

In the 1920s, the ideal woman was portrayed as 
curvaceous with an emphasis on her reproductive 
characteristics—wide, childbearing hips and large 
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Body size ideals have changed dramatically since the 1950s. Jayne Mansfield was a major star and sex symbol in the 1950s; she  
was a size 4. Marilyn Monroe was a size 8. When Twiggy became the ideal in the 1960s, she was the equivalent of a size triple  
zero! Kate Moss, considered now to be “average” size would wear a size 4 dress. In reality, not the ideal, the average american  
woman wears a size 14!
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breasts. In more recent years, idealized images of 
women have become increasingly thin. Body mass 
index (BMI) is a measure of relative size, using height 
and weight. In the 1950s, the body mass index of idol-
ized women, such as Marilyn Monroe, was 20. Now 
models have a body mass index in the mid-teens, far 
below the average BMI for U.S. adult women, which 
is 28. The point is that the media communicate that 
only certain forms of beauty are culturally valued. 
These ideals are not “natural”; they are created within 
a society’s culture. 

→Thinking Sociologically

Celebrating Your Birthday!
Birthday cake, candles, friends singing “Happy birthday to 
you!” Once a year, you feel like the day is yours, and your 
friends and family gather to celebrate with you. Some 
people give you presents, send cards, and maybe a drink-
ing ritual is associated with turning a particular age. If you 
are older, say turning forty or fifty, perhaps people kid 
you about “being over the hill” and decorate your office in 
black crepe paper. Such are the cultural rituals associated 
with birthdays in the United States.

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

What are the norms associated with birthday parties 
that you have attended? How do these reflect the values in 
U.S. culture?

The Power of Culture:  
Ethnocentrism, Cultural  
Relativism, and Culture Shock 
Would you dice a jellyfish and serve it as a delicacy? Roll 
a cabbage through your house on New Year’s Day to 
ensure good luck in the year ahead? Peculiar or revolt-
ing as these examples may seem, from within particular 
cultures, each seems perfectly normal. Because cul-
ture tends to be taken for granted, it can be difficult for 
people within a culture to see their culture as anything 
but “the way things are.” Seen from outside the culture, 
everyday habits and practices can seem bizarre, cer-
tainly unusual or quirky. Such reactions show just how 
deeply influential culture is. 

We take our own culture for granted to such a 
degree that it can be difficult to view other cultures 
without making judgments based on one’s own cultural 
views. Ethnocentrism is the habit of seeing things only 
from the point of view of one’s own group. An ethno-
centric perspective prevents you from understanding 
the world as others experience it, and it can lead to 
narrow-minded conclusions about the worth of diverse 
cultures. 

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

Ethnocentrism can build group solidarity, but it 
can limit intergroup understanding (see, for example, 
▲ Figure 2.1). Taken to extremes, ethnocentrism can 
lead to overt political conflict, war, terrorism, even 
genocide, the mass killing of people based on their 
membership in a particular group. You might wonder 
how people could believe so much in the righteous-
ness of their religious faith that they would murder 
people. Ethnocentrism is a key part of the answer. 
Understanding ethnocentrism does not excuse or 
fully explain such behavior, but it helps you under-
stand how such murderous behavior can occur. 

Contrasting with ethnocentrism is cultural rela-
tivism. Cultural relativism is the idea that something 
can be understood and judged only in relation to the 
cultural context in which it appears. This does not make 
every cultural practice morally acceptable, but it sug-
gests that without knowing the cultural context, it is 
impossible to understand why people behave as they do.  
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For example, in the United States, burying or cremating 
the dead is the cultural practice. It may be difficult for 
someone from this culture to understand that in parts 
of Tibet, with a ruggedly cold climate and the inability 
to dig the soil, the dead are cut into pieces and left for 
vultures to eat. Although this would be repulsive (and 
illegal) in the United States, this practice is understand-
able within Tibetan culture. 

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

From the point of view of Western cultures, clito-
ridectomy is genital mutilation—a form of violence 
against women. Many have called for international 
intervention to eliminate the practice, but there is also 
a debate about whether disgust at this practice should 
be balanced by a reluctance to impose Western cultural 

values on other societies. Should cultures have the right 
of self-determination or should cultural practices that 
maim people be treated as violations of human rights? 
This controversy is unresolved. The point is to see that 
understanding a cultural practice requires knowing the 
cultural values on which it is based. Even if you want to 
change a cultural practice, you will be better able to do 
so if you understand its origins.

The power of culture is also revealed when you are 
placed into a new cultural situation. The result can be 
culture shock, the feeling of disorientation when one 
encounters a new or rapidly changed cultural situa-
tion. Even moving from one cultural environment to 
another within one’s own society can make a person 
feel out of place. The greater the difference is between 
cultural settings, the greater the culture shock. Inter-
national students who study in the United States expe-
rience this routinely; just imagine how you might feel 
were you to move to a foreign country to enroll in col-
lege. You don’t have to travel to and from a foreign 
nation, however, to experience culture shock. Stu-
dents from poor or working-class backgrounds who 
attend colleges where middle-class or elite cultures 
dominate can experience culture shock. The culture 
in such students’ precollege world may be very differ-
ent from cultures they encounter on campus. Culture 
shock for them may leave them feeling “different,” thus 
isolated or alienated from the culture on their college 
campus (Jack 2014). Does this phenomenon occur on 
your campus? 

How do Muslims in different countries see
people in western countries?

Percent associating people in western countries with this trait
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▲ Figure 2.1  
Ethnocentrism: The Basis  
for Conflict Although not 
everyone thinks so, survey 
research finds that the majority 
of people in the United States 
and western Europe see 
Muslims as fanatical, violent, and 
intolerant. Turning this around, 
how do Muslims in other nations 
see people from the east? This 
chart shows you these views 
from Muslims in different parts 
of the world. How do such 
views exemplify the concept 
of ethnocentrism? How do 
these views affect international 
relations? What do you think can 
be done to ease such tensions?
Data: Pew Research Global Attitudes 
Project. 2006. The Great Divide: How 
Westerners and Muslims View Each 
Other. Washington, DC: Pew Research 
Project. www.pewglobal.org 
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Characteristics of Culture 
Across societies, there are common characteristics of 
culture, even when the particulars vary. These different 
characteristics are:

 1. Culture is shared. Culture would have no signifi-
cance if people did not hold it in common. Culture is 
collectively experienced and collectively agreed upon. 
The shared nature of culture is what makes human 
society possible. The shared basis of culture may be 
difficult to see in complex societies where groups have 
diverse traditions, perspectives, and ways of thinking 
and behaving. In the United States, for example, dif-
ferent racial and ethnic groups have unique histories, 
languages, and beliefs—that is, different cultures. Even 
within these groups, there are different cultural tradi-
tions. Latinos, for example, include many groups with 
distinct origins and cultures. Still, there are features of 
Latino culture, such as the Spanish language and some 
values and traditions that are shared. Latinos also share 
a culture that is shaped by their common experiences as 
minorities in the United States. Similarly, African Amer-
icans have created a rich and distinct culture that is the 
result of their unique experience within the United 
States. What identifies African American culture are the 
practices and traditions that have evolved from both the 
U.S. experience and African and Caribbean traditions. 
Placed in another country, such as an African nation, 
African Americans would likely recognize elements of 
their culture, but they would also feel culturally distinct 
as Americans.

Within the United States, culture varies by age, 
race, region, gender, ethnicity, religion, class, and other 
social factors. A person growing up in the South is 
likely to develop different tastes, modes of speech, and 
cultural interests than is a person raised in the West. 
Despite these differences, there is a common cultural 
basis to life in the United States. Certain symbols, lan-
guage patterns, belief systems, and ways of thinking 
are distinctively American, forming a common culture 
even with great cultural diversity. 

 2. Culture is learned. Cultural beliefs and practices 
are usually so well learned that they seem perfectly nat-
ural, but they are learned nonetheless. How do people 
come to prefer some foods to others? How is musical 
taste acquired? Culture may be taught through direct 
instruction, such as a parent teaching a child how to 
use silverware or teachers instructing children in songs, 
myths, and other traditions in school. 

Culture is also learned indirectly through observa-
tion and imitation. Think of how a person learns what it 
means to be a man or a woman. Although the “proper” 
roles for men and women may never be explicitly 
taught, one learns what is expected from observing oth-
ers. A person becomes a member of a culture through 

both formal and informal transmission of culture. Until 
the culture is learned, the person will feel like an out-
sider. Sociologists refer to the process of learning cul-
ture as socialization, discussed in Chapter 4. 

 3. Culture is taken for granted. Because culture is 
learned, members of a given society seldom question 
the culture of which they are a part, unless for some 
reason they become outsiders or establish some critical 
distance from the usual cultural expectations. People 
engage unthinkingly in hundreds of specifically cultural 
practices every day. Culture makes these practices seem 
“normal.” If you suddenly stopped participating in your 
culture and questioned each belief and every behavior, 
you would soon find yourself feeling detached and per-
haps a little disoriented; you might even become inef-
fective within your group. 

You can see this if you travel outside of your culture, 
such as visiting a foreign country. Even the simplest things, 
such as how you eat or even use the toilet, may seem 
strange and have to be learned. As a result, tourists tend 
to stand out when in a foreign culture. Even when well 
informed, tourists typically approach the society through 
the vantage point of their own cultural orientation. 

You do not have to leave your home country to 
observe this. For example, students who have been 
raised in a cultural group that teaches them to be 
quiet and not outspoken might be perceived as stupid 
or “slow” if in a classroom where they are expected to 
assert themselves and be aggressive in debate. Native 
American students, for example, may experience this. If 
a teacher is not aware of these cultural differences, such 
students may be penalized simply for observing their 
cultural traditions. You can probably think of many 
other examples in which cultural misunderstanding 
can lead to isolation of those perceived as different. 
Culture binds us together, but lack of communication 
across cultures can have negative consequences. 

 4. Culture is symbolic. The significance of culture 
lies in the meaning it holds for people. Symbols are 
things or behaviors to which people give meaning. The 
meaning in a symbol is not inherent but is bestowed by 
the meaning people give it. The U.S. flag, for example, 
is literally a decorated piece of cloth. Its cultural signifi-
cance derives not from the cloth of which it is made but 
from its meaning as a symbol of freedom and democ-
racy. Desecration of the flag invokes strong emotional 
reactions, just as flying it invokes strong feelings of 
patriotism and pride.

Symbols can also produce social conflict when 
groups define them differently. For many, especially 
American Indians, the Native American mascots that 
name and represent some sports teams is symbolic of 
the exploitation of Native Americans. To Native Ameri-
can activists and their supporters, such symbols are 
derogatory and extremely insulting, even when to some 
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sports fans, these very same symbols represent tradition 
and team pride. (Think of the Washington Redskins, the 
Cleveland Indians, or the Atlanta Braves’ “tomahawk 
chop.”) The protests that have developed over contro-
versial symbols are indicative of the enormous influ-
ence of cultural symbols.

Debunking Society’s Myths ←
Myth: The use of Native american names for school mas-
cots is just for fun and is no big deal.
Sociological Perspective: language carries with it 
great meaning that reflects the perceived social value of 
diverse groups. Research finds that exposure to the trivial 
or degrading use of Native american images for such 
things as school mascots and sports teams actually lowers 
Native american children’s sense of self-worth (Fryberg 
and Watts 2010). 

The significance of the symbolic value of culture 
can hardly be overestimated. Learning a culture means 
not just engaging in particular behaviors but also learn-
ing their symbolic meanings within the culture. 

 5. Culture varies across time and place. Culture 
develops as humans adapt to the physical and social 
environment around them. Culture is not fixed from 
one place to another. Not that long ago, it would have 
been unimaginable to think that one could have access 
to one’s favorite movie or television series “on demand.” 
With the growth of technological innovation, people 
can now stream video and music when they wish—
a cultural change that generates other adaptations, 
such as how furniture is arranged in people’s homes. 
A video screen may now be the focal point for family 
gatherings, not the kitchen table of yesteryear. In a dif-
ferent cultural context, news and entertainment might 
be simply shared through word of mouth, although, 
increasingly, the fast-paced technological changes that 
we are experiencing are penetrating even remote areas 
of the world.

Culture also varies over time. As people encoun-
ter new situations, the culture that emerges is a mix 
of the past and present. Second-generation immi-
grants to the United States are raised in the traditions 
of their culture of origin, and children of immigrants 
typically grow up with both the traditional cultural  
expec tations of their parents’ homeland and the cultural 

Research Question: Not so long ago, 
tattoos were considered a mark of 
social outcasts. They were associated 
with gang members, sailors, and juvenile 
delinquents. Now tattoos are in vogue— 
a symbol of who’s trendy and hip. How 
did a once stigmatized activity associ-
ated with the working class become a 
statement of middle-class fashion? 

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

Tattoos: Status Risk or Status Symbol? 
Research Results: Irwin found that 
middle-class tattoo patrons were initially 
fearful that their desire for a tattoo 
would associate them with low-status 
groups, but they reconciled this by 
adopting attitudes that associated 
tattooing with middle-class values and 
norms. They defined tattooing as sym-
bolic of independence, liberation, and 
freedom from social constraints. Many of 
the women defined tattooing as symbol-
izing toughness and strength—values 
they thought rejected more conventional 
ideals of femininity. 

Some saw tattoos as a way of increas-
ing their attachment to alternative social 
groups or to gain entrée into “fringe” 
social worlds. Although tattoos held 
different cultural meanings to different 
groups, people getting tattooed used vari-
ous techniques (what Irwin calls “legitima-
tion techniques”) to counter the negative 
stereotypes associated with tattooing. 

Conclusions and Implications: Irwin 
concludes that people try to align their 
behavior with legitimate cultural values 
and norms even when that behavior 
seemingly falls outside of prevailing 
standards. 

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

able or deviant? What influences 
your judgment about this, and how 
might your judgment be different 
were you in a different culture, age 
group, or historical moment? 

2. Are there fashion adornments that 
you associate with different social 
classes? What are they? What judg-
ments (positive and negative) do 
people make about them? Where do 
these judgments originate? Are they 
associated with social class? 

Source: Irwin, Katherine. 2001. “Legitimat-
ing the First Tattoo: Moral Passage through 
Informal Interaction.” Symbolic Interaction 
24 (March): 49–73.

doing sociological research
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expectations of a new society. Adapting to the new soci-
ety can create conflict between generations, especially 
if the older generation is intent on passing along their 
cultural traditions. The children may be more influ-
enced by their peers and may choose to dress, speak, 
and behave in ways that are characteristic of their new 
society but are unacceptable to their parents. 

To sum up, culture is concrete because we can 
observe the cultural objects and practices that define 
human experience. Culture is abstract because it is a 
way of thinking, feeling, believing, and behaving. Cul-
ture links the past and the present because it is the 
knowledge that makes us part of human groups. Cul-
ture gives shape to human experience. 

The Elements of Culture 
Culture is multifaceted, consisting of material and 
nonmaterial things. Some parts of culture are abstract; 
others, more concrete. The different elements of cul-
ture include language, norms, beliefs, and values  
(see ◆ Table 2.1). 
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Tattooing, once considered a working-class symbol, has  
now become stylish and common, both among celebrities  
and in the general public.

 ◆ Table 2.1 Elements of Culture

Norms

Values

Language

Beliefs Culture

Definition Examples 

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

English; Spanish; 
hieroglyphics 

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

Behavior involving 
use of personal 
space; manners

Folkways General standards of  
behavior adhered to  
by a group 

Cultural forms of 
dress; food habits 

Mores Strict norms that  
control moral and  
ethical behavior 

Religious doctrines; 
formal law 

Values abstract standards in  
a society or group that  
define ideal principles

liberty; freedom 

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

Belief in a higher 
being 

Language 
Language is a set of symbols and rules that, combined 
in a meaningful way, provides a complex communica-
tion system. Human culture is made possible by lan-
guage. Learning the language of a culture is essential to 
becoming part of society, and it is one of the first things 
children learn. Indeed, until children acquire at least a 
rudimentary command of language, they seem unable 
to acquire other social skills. Language is so important 
to human interaction that it is difficult to think of life 
without it. 

© Cengage Learning
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Think about the experience of becoming part 
of a social group. When you enter a new social group  
(or society), you have to learn the group’s language to 
become a member of the group. This includes any spe-
cial terms of reference used by the group. Lawyers, for 
example, have their own vocabulary and their own way 
of constructing sentences called, not always kindly, 
“legalese.” Becoming a part of any social group—a 
friendship circle, fraternity or sorority, or any other 
group—involves learning the language that group 
members use. Those who do not share the language of a 
group cannot participate fully in its culture. 

Language is fluid and dynamic, evolving in 
response to social change. Think, for example, of how 
the introduction of computers has affected the English 
language. People now talk about “downloading apps,” 
“hashtags,” and providing “input.” Only a few years ago, 
had you said you were going to “text” your friends, no 
one would have known what you were talking about. 
Text messaging has also introduced its own language: 
BFF (best friends forever), LOL (laughing out loud), and 
GTG (got to go)—a new language shared among those 
in the text-messaging culture. These expressions are 
now commonplace—in other words, a new form of cul-
ture. No doubt, by the time you read this, some of these 
examples may even feel dated, and new tech lingo will 
have emerged and become familiar—evidence of how 
culture can change over time.

Does Language Shape Culture? Language is 
clearly a big part of culture. Edward Sapir and his stu-
dent Benjamin Whorf thought that language was cen-
tral in determining social thought. The Sapir–Whorf 
hypothesis asserts that language determines other 
aspects of culture because language provides the cat-
egories through which social reality is defined. The idea 
is that language determines what people think because 
language forces people to perceive the world in particu-
lar terms (Whorf 1956; Sapir 1921). 

If Sapir and Whorf were correct, then speakers of 
different languages have different perceptions of reality. 
Whorf used the example of the social meaning of time 
to illustrate cultural differences in how language shapes 
perceptions of reality. He noted that the Hopi Indians 
conceptualize time as a slowly turning cylinder, whereas 
English-speaking people conceive of time as running 
forward in one direction at a uniform pace. Linguistic 
constructions of time shape how the two different cul-
tures think about time and therefore how they think 
about reality. In Hopi culture, events are located not in 
specific moments of time but in “categories of being,” 
as if everything is in a state of becoming, not fixed in 
a particular time and place (Carroll 1956). In contrast, 
the English language locates things in a definite time 
and place, placing great importance on verb tense, with 
things located precisely in the past, present, or future.

Language does not single-handedly dictate the 
perception of reality—but, no doubt, language has a 
strong influence on culture. Most scholars now see 
two-way causality between language and culture. Ask-
ing whether language determines culture or vice versa 
is like asking which came first, the chicken or the egg. 
Language and culture are inextricable, each shaping 
the other. 

Consider again the example of time. Contemporary 
Americans think of the week as divided into two parts: 
weekdays and weekends, words that reflect how we 
think about time. When does a week end? Having lan-
guage that defines the weekend encourages us to think 
about the weekend in specific ways. It is a time for rest, 
play, chores, and family. In this sense, language shapes 
how we think about the passage of time—we look for-
ward to the weekend, we prepare ourselves for the 
work week—but the language itself (the very concept 
of the weekend) stems from patterns in the culture—
specifically, the work patterns of advanced capitalism. 
The capitalist work ethic makes it morally offensive to 
merely “pass the time”; instead, time is to be managed. 
Concepts of time in preindustrial, agricultural societies 
follow a different pattern. In agricultural societies, time 
and calendars are based on agricultural and seasonal 
patterns; the year proceeds according to this rhythm, 
not the arbitrary units of time of weeks and months. 
This shows how language and culture shape each other. 

Social Inequality in Language. The language of any 
culture reflects the nature of that society. In a society with 
inequality, language is likely to communicate assump-
tions and stereotypes about different social groups. 
What people say—including what people are called—
reinforces patterns of inequality in society (Moore 
1992). We see this in what different groups in the United 
States are called (see also the box later in this chapter 
called, “Understanding Diversity: The Social Meaning 
of Language”). What someone is called is significant 
because it imposes an identity on that person. This is 
why the names for various racial and ethnic groups have 
been so heavily debated. Thus, for years, many Native 
Americans objected to being called “Indian,” because 
White conquerors created the term about them. To 
emphasize their native roots in the Americas, the term 
Native American was adopted. Now, though many pre-
fer to be called by their actual origin, Native American 
and American Indian are also used interchangeably. 
Likewise, Asian Americans tend to be offended by 
being called “Oriental,” an expression that stemmed 
from Western (that is, European and American)  
views of Asian nations. 

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

Debunking Society’s Myths ←
Myth: Bilingual education discourages immigrant children 
from learning English and blocks their assimilation into 
american culture. 
Sociological Perspective: Studies of students who are 
fluent bilinguals show that they outperform both English-
only students and students with limited bilingualism. 
Moreover, preserving the use of native languages can bet-
ter meet the need for skilled bilingual workers in the labor 
market (Portes 2002). 

Note, however, that terms such as girl and boy are 
pejorative only in the context of dominant and subordi-
nate group relationships. African American women, as 
an example, often refer to each other as “girl” in informal 
conversation. The term girl used between those of simi-
lar status is not perceived as derogatory, but when used 
by someone in a position of dominance, such as when 
a male boss calls his secretary a “girl,” it is demeaning. 

Likewise, terms such as dyke, fag, and queer are terms 
lesbians and gay men sometimes use without offense 
in referring to each other, even though the same terms 
are offensive to lesbians and gays when others use 
them. By reclaiming these terms as positive within their 
own culture, lesbians and gays build cohesiveness and 
solidarity (Due 1995). These examples show that power 
relationships between groups supply the social context 
for the connotations of language. 

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

Norms 
Social norms are another component of culture. Norms 
are the specific cultural expectations for how to behave in 
a given situation. Society without norms would be chaos. 
With norms in place, people know how to act, and social 
interactions are consistent, predictable, and learnable. 
There are norms governing every situation. Sometimes 
norms are implicit—that is, they need not be spelled out 
for people to understand them. For example, when join-
ing a line, there is an implicit norm that you should stand 
behind the last person, not barge in front of those ahead 
of you. At least this is true in the United States, not always 
in other cultures. Implicit norms may not be formal rules, 
but violation of these norms may nonetheless produce a 
harsh response. Implicit norms may be learned through 
specific instruction or by observation of the culture. 
Norms are part of society’s (or a group’s) customs. Norms 
are explicit when the rules governing behavior are writ-
ten down or formally communicated. Typically, specific 
sanctions are imposed for violating explicit norms. 

→  See for YourSelF ← 

Identify a norm that you commonly observe. Construct 
an experiment in which you, perhaps with the assistance 
of others, violate the norm. Record how others react and 
note the sanctions engaged through this norm violation 
exercise. Note: Be careful not to do anything that puts you 
in danger or causes serious problems for others. 

In the early years of sociology, William Graham 
Sumner (1906) identified two types of norms: folk-
ways and mores. Folkways are the general standards of 
behavior adhered to by a group. Folkways are the ordi-
nary customs of different group cultures. How you dress 
is an example of a cultural folkway. Other examples are 
how people greet each other, decorate their homes, and 
prepare their food. Folkways are loosely defined and 
loosely followed. Either way, they structure group cus-
toms and implicitly govern much social behavior. 
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living in a multicultural society often juxtaposes diverse  
cultures, even in public places.
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Mores (pronounced “more-ays”) are strict norms 
that control moral and ethical behavior. Mores provide 
strict codes of behavior, such as the injunctions, legal 
and religious, against killing others and committing 
adultery. Mores are often upheld through laws, the 
written set of guidelines that define right and wrong in 
society. Basically, laws are formalized mores. Violating 
mores can bring serious repercussions. When any social 
norm is violated, the violator is typically punished.

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

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

One way to study social norms is to observe what 
happens when they are violated. Once you become 
aware of how social situations are controlled by 
norms, you can see how easy it is to disrupt situations 
where adherence to the norms produces social order.  
Ethnomethodology is a theoretical approach in 
sociology based on the idea that you can discover the 
normal social order through disrupting it. As a tech-
nique of study, ethnomethodologists often deliberately 
disrupt social norms to see how people respond, thus 
revealing the ordinary social order (Garfinkel 1967). 

In a famous series of ethnomethodological 
experiments, college students were asked to pretend 
they were boarders in their own homes for a period 
of fifteen minutes to one hour. They did not tell their 
families what they were doing. The students were 
instructed to be polite and impersonal, to use for-
mal terms of address, and to speak only when spo-
ken to. After the experiment, two of the participating 

students reported that their families treated the 
experiment as a joke; another’s family thought the 
daughter was being extra nice because she wanted 
something. One family believed that the student was 
hiding some serious problem. In all the other cases, 
parents reacted with shock, bewilderment, and anger. 
Students were accused of being mean, nasty, impolite, 
and inconsiderate; the parents demanded explana-
tions for their sons’ and daughters’ behavior. Through 
this experiment, the student researchers were able to 
see that even the informal norms governing behavior 
in one’s home are carefully structured. By violating 
the norms of the household, the norms were revealed 
(Garfinkel 1967). 

Ethnomethodological research teaches us that 
society proceeds on an “as if” basis. That is, society exists 
because people behave as if there were no other way to 
do so. Usually, people go along with what is expected of 
them. Culture is actually “enforced” through the social 
sanctions applied to those who violate social norms. 
Usually, specific sanctions are unnecessary because 
people have learned the normative expectations. When 
the norms are violated, their existence becomes appar-
ent (see also Chapter 5). 

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

Some beliefs are so strongly held that people find it 
difficult to cope with ideas or experiences that contra-
dict them. Someone who devoutly believes in God may 
find atheism intolerable; those who believe in magic 
may seem merely superstitious to those with a more 
scientific and rational view of the world. 

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

Values 
Deeply intertwined with beliefs are the values of a cul-
ture. Values are the abstract standards in a society or 
group that define ideal principles. Values define what 
is desirable and morally correct, determining what is 
considered right and wrong, beautiful and ugly, good 
and bad. Although values are abstract, they provide  
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Language reflects the assumptions of a 
culture. This can be seen and exemplified  
 in several ways:

●● Language affects people’s percep-
tion of reality.
Example: Researchers have found 
that using male pronouns, even 
when intended to be gender neutral, 
produces male-centered imagery and 
ideas (Switzer 1990; Hamilton 1988).

●● Language reflects the social and 
political status of different groups 
in society.
Example: A term such as woman 
doctor suggests that men are the 
standard and women the exception. 
Ask yourself what the term working 
man connotes and how this differs 
from working woman.

●● Groups may advocate changing 
language that refers to them as a 
way of asserting a positive group 
identity.
Example: Advocates for the disabled 
challenge the term handicapped, 
arguing that it stigmatizes people 
who may have many abilities, even if 
they are physically distinctive. 

●● Language emerges in specific  
historical and cultural contexts.
Example: The naming of so-called 
races comes from the social and 
historical processes that have 
defined different groups as inferior 
or superior. The term Caucasian, for 

The Social Meaning of Language
example, was coined in the seven-
teenth century when racist thinkers 
developed alleged scientific classifica-
tion systems to rank different societal 
groups. Alfred Blumenbach used the 
label Caucasian to refer to people 
from the Caucasus of Russia whom 
he thought were more beautiful and 
intelligent than any other people in 
the world.

●● Language can distort actual group 
experience.
Example: The terms Hispanic and 
Latino lump together Mexican  
Americans, island Puerto Ricans,  
U.S.-born Puerto Ricans, as well as 
people from Honduras, Panama, 
El Salvador, and other Central and 
South American countries. Hispanic 
and Latino point to the shared experi-
ence of those from Latin cultures, but 
like the terms Native American and 
American Indian, the terms obscure 
the experiences of unique groups, 
such as the Lakota, Nanticoke, 
Cherokee, Yavapai, or Navajo.

●● Language shapes people’s percep-
tions of groups and events in 
society.
Example: Following Hurricane Katrina 
in New Orleans, African American 
people taking food from abandoned 
stores were described as “looting” 
and White people as “finding food.” 

●● Terms used to define different 
groups change over time and can 

originate in movements to assert  
a positive identity.
Example: In the 1960s, Black American  
replaced the term Negro because 
the civil rights and Black Power 
movements inspired Black pride 
and the importance of self-naming 
(Smith et al. 1992). Earlier, Negro and 
colored were used to define African 
Americans. Currently, it is popular to 
refer to all so-called racial groups as 
“people of color.” This term is meant 
to emphasize the common experi-
ences of groups as diverse as African 
Americans, Latinos/as*, Asian Ameri-
cans, and American Indians. Some 
people find the use of “color” in this 
label offensive because it harkens 
back to the phrase “colored people,” 
a phrase originating in the racist 
treatment of African Americans. 

In this book, we have tried to be sensi-
tive to the language used to describe 
different groups. We recognize that lan-
guage is fraught with cultural and politi-
cal assumptions and that what seems 
acceptable now may be offensive later. 
The best way to solve this problem is for 
different groups to learn as much as they 
can about one another, becoming more 
aware of the meaning and nuances of 
naming and language. Greater sensitivity 
to the language used to describe differ-
ent groups is an important step in pro-
moting better intergroup relationships.

*Latina is the feminine form in Spanish and 
refers to women; Latino, to men.

understanding diversity

a general outline for behavior. Freedom, for example, is 
a value held to be important in U.S. culture, as is democ-
racy. Values are ideals forming the abstract standards 
for group behavior, but they are also ideals that may not 
be realized in every situation. 

Values can be a basis for cultural cohesion, but 
they can also be a source of conflict. Some of our most 
contested issues can often be traced to value conflicts. 
Should sex education be taught in schools? Should pub-
lic schools allow school prayer? Should women have the 
right to choose to terminate a pregnancy? These and 

numerous other examples you can likely identify are mat-
ters of great debate—debates made more heated by the 
value conflicts that lie at the core of these public issues. 

Values guide the behavior of people in society; they 
also shape social norms. An example of the impact that 
values have on people’s behavior comes from an Ameri-
can Indian society known as the Kwakiutl (pronounced 
“kwa-kee-YOO-tal”), a group from the coastal region 
of southern Alaska, Washington State, and British 
Columbia. The Kwakiutl developed a practice known as  
potlatch, in which wealthy chiefs would periodically 
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pile up their possessions and give them away to 
their followers and rivals (Wolcott 1996; Harris 1974; 
Benedict 1934). The object of potlatch was to give away 
or destroy more of one’s goods than did one’s rivals. The  
potlatch reflected Kwakiutl values of reciprocity, the 
full use of food and goods, and the social status of  
the wealthiest chiefs in Kwakiutl society. Chiefs did not 
lose their status by giving away their goods because the 
goods were eventually returned in the course of other 
potlatches. They would even burn large piles of goods, 
knowing that others would soon replace their wealth 
through other potlatches.

Compare this practice with patterns of consump-
tion in the United States. Imagine the CEOs of major 
corporations regularly gathering up their wealth and 
giving it away to their workers and rival CEOs! In the 
United States, conspicuous consumption (consuming 
for the sake of displaying one’s wealth) celebrates val-
ues similar to those of the potlatch: High-status peo-
ple demonstrate their position by accumulating more 
material possessions than those around them (Veblen 
1953/1899). 

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

Cultural Diversity 
It is rare for a society to be culturally uniform. As soci-
eties develop and become more complex, different 
cultural traditions appear. Diversity may be part of a 

complex history with different groups having fraught 
with conflict. In the United States, diversity stems 
from religious, ethnic, and racial differences, as well as 
regional, age, gender, and class differences. Currently, 
12.5 percent of people in the United States are foreign 
born. In a single year, immigrants from more than 
100 countries come to the United States (U.S. Census 
Bureau 2012a). Whereas earlier immigrants were pre-
dominantly from Europe, now Latin America and Asia 
are the greatest sources of new immigrants. Cultural 
diversity is clearly a characteristic of contemporary 
American society. (See ■ Map 2.1.)

The richness of American culture stems from the 
many traditions that different groups have brought 
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Cultural values can clash when groups have strongly held, but clashing, value systems. Values can be a source of cultural cohesion,  
but also of cultural conflict. What are some of the different values that are being debated in society?
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Cultural diversity increasingly characterizes american  
society.
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to this society, as well as from the cultural forms that 
have emerged through their experience within the 
United States. Jazz, for example, is a musical form 
indigenous to the United States. An indigenous art 
form refers to something that originated in a par-
ticular region or culture. Jazz also has its roots in the 
musical traditions of slave communities and African 
cultures. Since the birth of jazz, cultural greats such 
as Ella Fitzgerald, Duke Ellington, Billie Holiday, and 
numerous others have not only enriched the jazz tra-
dition but have also influenced other forms of music, 
including rock and roll.

Native American cultures have likewise enriched 
the culture of our society, as have the cultures that 
various immigrant groups have brought with them to 
the United States. With such great variety, how can 
the United States be called one culture? The culture 
of the United States, including its languages, arts, 
food customs, religious practices, and dress, can be 

seen as the sum of the diverse cultures that constitute 
this society. 

Dominant Culture 
Two concepts from sociology help us understand the 
complexity of culture in a given society: dominant cul-
ture and subculture. The dominant culture is the cul-
ture of the most powerful group in a society. Although 
the dominant culture is not the only culture in a society, 
it is commonly believed to be “the” culture of a society, 
despite the other cultures present. Social institutions in 
the society perpetuate the dominant culture and give it 
a degree of legitimacy that other cultures do not share. 
Quite often, the dominant culture is the standard by 
which other cultures in the society are judged. 

A dominant culture need not be the culture of the 
majority of people. It is simply the culture of the most 
powerful group  in society who have the power to define 
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speak a language
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Mapping America’s Diversity: English Language Not Spoken at Home
With increased immigration and greater 
diversity in the U.S. population, evidence 
of cultural diversity can be seen in many 
homes. This map shows the regional 
differences in the percentage of the 
population over age 5 who speak a 

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

implications does this have for the 
regions most affected? How might it 
influence relations between different 
generations within households?

Source: U.S. Census Bureau. 2010. “American 
FactFinder.” www.census.gov

map 2.1
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the cultural framework. On a college campus, for example, 
even with a strong system of fraternities and sororities, the 
number of students belonging to the Greek system may 
be a numerical minority of the total student body. Still, 
the campus culture may be dominated by Greek life. In 
a society as complex as the United States, it is hard to iso-
late a single dominant culture, although there is a widely 
acknowledged “American” culture that is considered to be 
the dominant one. Stemming from middle-class values, 
habits, and economic resources, this culture is strongly 
influenced by the mass media, the fashion industry, and 
Anglo-European traditions. It includes diverse elements 
such as fast food, Christmas shopping, and professional 
sports. It is also a culture that emphasizes achievement 
and individual effort—a cultural tradition that we will 
later see has a tremendous impact on how many in the 
United States view inequality (see Chapter 8).

Subcultures
Subcultures are the cultures of groups whose values 
and norms of behavior differ to some degree from those 
of the dominant culture. Members of subcultures tend 
to interact frequently with one another and share a 
common worldview. They may be identifiable by their 
appearance (style of clothing or adornments) or perhaps 
by language, dialect, or other cultural markers. You can 

view subcultures along a continuum of how well they 
are integrated into the dominant culture. Subcultures 
typically share some elements of the dominant culture 
and coexist within it, although some subcultures may 
be quite separated from the dominant one. This separa-
tion occurs because they are either unwilling or unable 
to assimilate into the dominant culture, that is, to share 
its values, norms, and beliefs (Dowd and Dowd 2003).

Rap and hip-hop music first emerged as a subcul-
ture as young African Americans developed their own 
style of dress and music to articulate their resistance 
to the dominant White culture. Now, rap and hip-hop 
have been incorporated into mainstream youth culture. 
Indeed, they are now global phenomena, as cultural 
industries have turned hip-hop and rap into a profit-
able industry. Even so, rap still expresses an opposi-
tional identity for Black and White youth and other 
groups who feel marginalized by the dominant culture 
(Morgan 2010, 2009). 

Some subcultures retreat from the dominant cul-
ture, such as the Amish, some religious cults, and some 
communal groups. In these cases, the subculture is 
actually a separate community that lives as indepen-
dently from the dominant culture as possible. Other 
subcultures may coexist with the dominant society, and 
members of the subculture may participate in both the 
subculture and the dominant culture.
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The amish people form a subculture in the United States, although preserving their traditional way of life can be a challenge in  
the context of contemporary society.
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Subcultures also develop when new groups enter 
a society. Puerto Rican immigration to the U.S. main-
land, for example, has generated distinct Puerto Rican 
subcultures within many urban areas. Although Puerto 
Ricans also partake in the dominant culture, their 
unique heritage is part of their subcultural experience. 
Parts of this culture are now entering the dominant 
culture, such as salsa music. The themes in salsa mix 
the musical traditions of other Latin music, including 
rumba, mambo, and cha-cha. As with other subcul-
tures, the boundaries between the dominant culture 
and the subculture are permeable, resulting in cultural 
change as new groups enter society. 

→Thinking Sociologically 

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

Countercultures 
Countercultures are subcultures created as a reaction 
against the values of the dominant culture. Members 
of the counterculture reject the dominant cultural val-
ues, often for political or moral reasons, and develop 
cultural practices that explicitly defy the norms and 
values of the dominant group. Nonconformity to the 
dominant culture is often the hallmark of a counter-
culture. Youth groups often form countercultures. 
Why? In part, they do so to resist the culture of older 
generations, thereby asserting their independence 
and identity. Countercultures among youth, like other 
countercultures, usually have a unique way of dress, 
their own special language, perhaps even different 
values and rituals. 

Some countercultures directly challenge the dom-
inant society. The white supremacist movement is an 
example. People affiliated with this movement have 
an extreme worldview, one that is in direct opposition 
to dominant values. White supremacist groups have 
developed a shared worldview, one based on extreme 
hostility to racial minorities, gays, lesbians, and 
feminists. Because of their self-contained culture—
one focused on hate—they can be very dangerous  
(Ferber 1998).

Countercultures may also develop in situations 
where there is political repression and some groups 
are forced “underground.” Under a dictatorship, for 
example, some groups may be forbidden to practice 
their religion or speak their own language. In Spain, 
under the dictator Francisco Franco, people were for-
bidden to speak Catalan—the language of the region 
around Barcelona. When Franco died in 1975 and 

Spain became more democratic, the Catalan lan-
guage flourished—both in public speaking and in  
the press. 

The Globalization of Culture 
The infusion of Western culture throughout the 
world seems to be accelerating as the commercial-
ized culture of the United States is marketed world-
wide. One can go to quite distant places in the world 
and see familiar elements of U.S. culture, whether it 
is McDonald’s in Hong Kong, Old Navy in Japan, or 
Disney products in western Europe. From films to fast 
food, the United States dominates, largely through 
the influence of capitalist markets. The diffusion of a 
single culture throughout the world is referred to as 
global culture. Despite the enormous diversity of 
cultures worldwide, U.S. markets increasingly domi-
nate fashion, food, entertainment, and other cultural 
values, thereby creating a more homogenous world 
culture. Global culture is increasingly marked by 
capitalist interests, squeezing out the more diverse 
folk cultures that have been common throughout the 
world (Steger 2009). 

Does increasing globalization of culture change tra-
ditional cultural values? Some worry that globalization 
imposes Western values on non-Western cultures, thus 
eroding long-held cultural traditions. Global economic 
change can also introduce more tolerant values to cul-
tures that might have had a narrower worldview previ-
ously. As globalization occurs, both economic changes 
and traditional cultural values shape the emerging 
national culture of different societies.

The conflict between traditional and more commer-
cial values is now being played out in world affairs. Some 
of the conflicts in international relations are rooted in 
a struggle between the values of the consumer-based, 
capitalist Western culture and the traditional values 

Cultural diffusion is occurring as U.S. culture is being exported  
to other nations, as well as the other way around. This photo  
shows the Old Navy store that opened in Tokyo, Japan.
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of local communities. As some people resist the influ-
ence of market-driven values, movements to reclaim or 
maintain ethnic and cultural identity can intensify, such 
as seen among extremist groups in the Middle East, 
even while pro-democratic movements also exist there. 

The Mass Media  
and Popular Culture 
Increasingly, culture in the United States and around 
the world is dominated and shaped by the mass media. 
Indeed, the culture of the United States is so infused 
by the media that, when people think of U.S. culture, 
they are likely thinking of something connected to the 
media—television, film, video, and so forth. The term 
mass media refers to the channels of communication 
that are available to wide segments of the population—
the print, film, and electronic media. 

The mass media have extraordinary power to shape 
culture, including what people believe and the infor-
mation available to them. If you doubt this, observe 
how much the mass media affect your everyday life. A  
YouTube video “goes viral.” Friends may talk about last 
night’s episode of a particular show or laugh about the 
antics of their favorite sitcom character. You may have 
even met your partner or spouse via electronic media. 
Your way of dressing, talking, and even thinking has likely 
been shaped by the media, despite the fact that most 
people deny this, claiming “they are just individuals.” 

You can find the mass media everywhere—in liv -
ing rooms, airports, classrooms, bars, restaurants, and 
doctor’s offices. Even entering an elevator in a hotel, you 
might find CNN or the Weather Channel on twenty-four 

hours a day. You may even be born to the sounds and 
images of television, because they are turned on in 
many hospital delivery rooms. Television is now so ever-
present in our lives that 42 percent of all U.S. house-
holds are called “constant television households”—that 
is, households where television is on most of the time 
(Gitlin 2002). For many families, TV and video are the 
“babysitters.” The average person consumes some form 
of media sixty-eight hours a week—more time than is 
likely spent in school or at work; thirty-one of these 
hours are spent watching television (U.S. Census Bureau 
2012a). More than half (59 percent) of young Ameri-
cans (those aged 18 to 29) even report that they spend 
too much time on their cell phones and on the Internet 
(Newport 2012c). With the growth of digital viewing, the 
time people spend with media is increasing, with the 
greatest growth among people over 35 and among Asian 
and African Americans (Nielsen Report 2014). 

One of the truly powerful communicators of culture 
is television. For most Americans, television consumes 
half of all leisure time (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 
2012a). Even with all of the channels and choices avail-
able, television portrays a very homogeneous view of 
culture because in seeking the widest possible audi-
ence, networks and sponsors find the most common 
ground and take few risks. The mass media also shape 
our understanding of social problems by determining 
the range of opinion or information that is defined as 
legitimate and by deciding which experts will be called 
on to elaborate an issue (Gitlin 2002). Turn on a news 
talk show, for example, and ask yourself who gets to lead 
the public discussion of current events. Are the diverse 
groups in society represented at the table? Do some per-
spectives seem off-limits or outside the boundaries of 
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You can see how strong  
cultural monopolies  
have become if you  
just imagine how  
surrounded you are,  
even as an individual, by 
various devices (many  
of them owned by the 
same company) that 
deliver culture to you.
Photos: Phone, Maxx-Studio/ 
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Oleksiy Mark/Shutterstock; Tablet,  
Telnov Oleksii/Shutterstock.com
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When Whitney Houston, fabulous super-
star, extraordinary singer, and beautiful 
woman, tragically died in February 2012, 
millions of people grieved her passing. 
Her funeral was broadcast live on several 
major national television networks, 
with over 14 million people tuning in, 
far exceeding the usual number of 
television viewers during that time of 
day (The New York Times, February 21, 
2012). How can people be so moved by 

Death of a Superstar
someone’s death, even when they do not 
know her personally?

We live in a celebrity culture, one 
in which the public seems endlessly 
fascinated by the lives of stars, especially 
those from the world of entertainment 
and popular culture. If you look at media 
coverage of the deaths of superstars, 
you will likely see a common tale told 
through the media coverage: the tragic 
and premature loss of someone with 

enormous talent who rose from com-
mon origins to soaring heights of wealth, 
popularity, and power. The very lyrics in 
one of Whitney Houston’s songs, “Didn’t 
we almost have it all?” reverberate in the 
cultural tale relayed through the media—
that is, the American dream that one can 
rise from humble beginnings to “having 
it all.” As sociologist Karen Sternheimer 
writes, “Celebrity and fame are unique 
manifestations of our sense of American 
social mobility; they provide the illusion 
that material wealth is possible for any-
one” (2011: xiii).

Emile Durkheim would say (as would 
functionalist theorists) that celebrity 
funerals have a sociological dimension. 
That is, they produce the collective 
consciousness, thus binding us together 
in a cultural system and reaffirming our 
collective beliefs and values. 

Whitney Houston’s death is not the 
first time that the public has grieved 
over a superstar (think of Michael 
Jackson, Elvis Presley, Marilyn Monroe, 
James Dean), nor will it be the last. 
But you don’t have to wait for a tragic 
death to see the cultural ideal of the 
American dream retold through the 
media. Observe celebrity culture with a 
sociological perspective and ask yourself 
where, when, and how you see the 
American dream replayed through  
various media reports. 

a sociological eye on the media
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the media discourse? What age, race, gender, and social 
class are those who seem to get the most time on air? 

With the advent of smartphone technology, the 
public’s viewing habits are also changing. Almost two-
thirds (58 percent) of Americans now have a smart-
phone. Ninety percent have cell phones. Two-thirds of 
cell phone owners say they check their phones for mes-
sages, alerts, and calls—even when the phone has not 
rung. As recent as this technology is, many think they 
cannot now live without it (Smith 2012; Pew Research 
Internet Project 2014; see ▲ Figure 2.2)!

The widespread availability of Internet-based blogs, 
chat groups, and social networks is, however, radically 
changing how people communicate, including about 
current events. Young people, especially, spend more 
time using computers for games and other leisure 

activities than they use for reading (U.S. Bureau of Labor 
Statistics 2012a). Facebook, Twitter, Snapchat, and other 
electronic networks have become such a common form 
of interaction that they are now referred to as social 
media—the term used to refer to the vast networks of 
social interaction that new media have inspired (See 
▲ Figure 2.3). Such usage increases the possibility of 
democratic participation by allowing the open discus-
sion and transmittal of information (Ferdinand 2000). At 
the same time, however, these forms of communication 
can mean increased surveillance, both by governments 
and by hackers. As with other forms of culture, how these 
networks are used and controlled is a social process. 

Despite the vast reach of the mass media, many—
including you, perhaps—believe that it has little effect 
on their beliefs and values, no matter how much they 
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enjoy it. The influence of the mass media is made appar-
ent by trying to do without it—even for a brief period of 
time. Simply getting away from all of the forms of media 
that permeate daily life may be extremely difficult to do, 
as you will see if you try the experiment in the “See for 
Yourself : Two Days without the Media” box later in this 
chapter. Turn it all off for a short period of time, and see 
if you feel suddenly “left out” of society. Then ask your-
self how the mass media influence your life, your opin-
ions, your values, and even how you look! 

The Organization of Mass Media 
Mass media are not only a pervasive part of daily life, but 
they are also a huge business. On average, consumers 

spend $900 per year on media consumption, most of 
which is for television. That may not seem like much until 
you realize that the television industry (including cable) 
is a multibillion-dollar industry that is organized by pow-
erful economic interests (U.S. Census Bureau 2012a)! 

Increasingly, the media are owned by a small num-
ber of companies—companies that form huge media 
monopolies. This means that a few very powerful 
groups—media conglomerates—are the major producers 
and distributors of culture. A single corporation can con-
trol a huge share of television, radio, newspapers, music, 
publishing, film, and the Internet. As the production of 
popular culture becomes concentrated in the hands of 
just a few, there may be less diversity in the content. 
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▲ Figure 2.2 Social Media Use among 
U.S. adults As you can see, the use of social 
media by adults in the United States is both 
extensive and changing rapidly. These data 
show the change in just one year, indicating 
how rapidly culture can change. How might 
the data change over the next five years?  
Ten?
Source: Pew Internet Project. 2014. www 
.pewinternet.org
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▲ Figure 2.3 Young  
People’s Use of Social 
Media Youth are often the 
first to pick up new social 
media. Comparing young 
people to the data in  
Figure 2.3, what differences 
do you see? How would you 
explain this? Do these pat-
terns hold for your peers?
Source: Thompson, Derek.  
2014. “The Most Popular Social 
Network for Young People?  
Texting.” The Atlantic, June 19. 
www.theatlantic.com

High School Graduates’ Use of Social Media
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The organization of the mass media as a system 
of economic interests means that there is enormous 
power in the hands of a few to shape the culture of the 
whole society. Sociologists refer to the concentration 
of cultural power as cultural hegemony (pronounced 
“heh-JeM-o-nee”), defined as the pervasive and exces-
sive influence of one culture throughout society. Cul-
tural hegemony means that people may conform to 
cultural patterns and interests that benefit powerful 
elites, even without those elites overtly forcing people 
into conformity. Although there seems to be enor-
mous choice in what media forms people consume, 
the cultural messages are largely homogenous (mean-
ing “same”). Cultural monopolies are then a means by 
which powerful groups gain the assent of those they 
rule. The concept of cultural hegemony implies that 
culture is highly politicized, even if it does not appear 
to be so. Those who control cultural institutions can 
control people’s political awareness by creating cul-
tural beliefs that make the rule of those in power seem 
inevitable and right. As a result, political resistance to 
the dominant culture is blunted (Gramsci 1971). We 
explore this idea further in the discussion on sociologi-
cal theories of culture. 

Debunking Society’s Myths ←
Myth: Teens are addicted to social media, isolating them 
from face-to-face interaction. 
Sociological Perspective: People tend to misuse the 
term addiction by referring to activities that people enjoy 
and engage in frequently. Teens say they spend more time 
on social media than they would like, but policies that 
prevent teens from gathering in public places push them 
on to social media more than they actually say they would 
like (Boyd 2014).

The Media and Popular Culture 
Because the mass media pervade the whole society, 
the media influence such things as popular styles, lan-
guage, and value systems. Popular culture refers to the 
beliefs, practices, and objects that are part of everyday 
traditions, such as music and films, mass-marketed 
books and magazines, newspapers, and Internet web-
sites. Popular culture is produced for the masses and 
thus has a huge impact on the nations’ culture. 

Popular culture is distinct from elite culture, which 
is shared by only a select few but is highly valued. 
Unlike elite culture (sometimes referred to as “high 
culture”), popular culture is mass-consumed and has 
enormous significance in the formation of public atti-
tudes and values. Popular culture is also supported by 
mass consumption, as the many objects associated 
with popular culture are promoted and sold to a con-
suming public. 

The distinction between popular and elite culture 
means that various segments of the population con-
sume culture in different ways. This is affected by pat-
terns of social class, race, and gender in the society. 
Although popular culture may be widely available and 
relatively cheap for consumers, some groups derive 
their cultural experiences from expensive theater 
shows or opera performances where tickets may cost 
hundreds of dollars. Meanwhile, millions of “ordinary” 
citizens get their primary cultural experience from tele-
vision and, increasingly, the Internet. Even something 
as seemingly common as Internet usage reflects pat-
terns of social class differences in society, as you can 
see in ▲ Figure 2.4. The digital divide is a term used to 
refer to persistence of inequality in people’s access to 
electronic information. This inequality has led many to 
advocate for free wireless service in some cities to make 
Internet access more democratic. 
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▲ Figure 2.4 The Digital 
Divide Even with the wide-
spread availability of the Internet, 
there are still significant social 
class and race differences in 
who has household access. 
What difference do you think 
this makes in the daily lives of 
those in different income brack-
ets and in different racial/ethnic 
groups? What social policies 
might you suggest for remedy-
ing this so that there is less of a 
“digital divide”?
Data: U.S. Census Bureau. 2012.  
Statistical Abstract 2012. Washington,  
DC: U.S. Department of Commerce,  
p. 723. www.census.gov
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Race, Gender, and Class  
in the Media 
Many sociologists argue that the mass media can pro-
mote narrow definitions of who people are and what 
they can be. Even though you may think books you read, 
movies you see, and so forth are “just for fun,” they can 
relay powerful messages about gender roles, race rela-
tions, and class ideals. Take the popular Twilight series of 
books, widely read by teen girls. Sociological study of the 
books finds that, as entertaining as they are, they repro-
duce stereotypes of girls as weak, passive, and needing 
protection. The men in the books are strong, violent, 
and dominating. Native Americans are portrayed as ani-
malistic werewolves (Hayes-Smith 2011). Most likely, 
young girls reading these novels do not think about the 
messages being projected, but when popular culture is 
replete with such images, you cannot help but be influ-
enced. This is why it is important for alternative images 
to be presented, especially to young people. The trilogy 
Hunger Games provides an example. Here the central 
female character is strong and self-reliant. Unlike most 
popular heroines, she does not wait for men to rescue 
her. Such images can provide young women with new 
models for their own leadership (McCabe et al. 2011).

Images of beauty in the media send similar mes-
sages. Youth is defined as beautiful; aging, not. Light 
skin is promoted as more beautiful than dark skin, 
although being tan is seen as more beautiful than being 
pale. Models in African American women’s magazines 
are often those with Anglo features of light skin, blue 
eyes, and straight or wavy hair. European facial features 
are also pervasive in the images of Asian women and 
Latinas appearing in popular culture. 

Content analyses of the media (a research method 
discussed in the following chapter) show distinct pat-
terns of how race, gender, and class are depicted in vari-
ous media forms. On prime-time television, men are still 
a large majority of the characters shown. Over the years, 
there has been an increase in how much women and 
people of color are depicted in professional jobs. Still, 
these portrayals typically depict professional women 
as young (suggesting that career success comes early), 
thin, and beautiful. In music videos, women wear sexy 
and skimpy clothing and are more often the object of 
another’s gaze than is true for their male counterparts; 
music videos are especially represented in sexualized 
ways (Coy 2014; Collins 2004). 

→	 See for YourSelF ←
Two Days without the Media 
Suppose that you lived for a few days without use of 
the mass media that permeate our lives. How would this 
affect you? In an intriguing experiment, Charles Gallagher  
(a sociologist at la Salle University) has developed a 

research project for students in which he asks them to 
stage a media blackout in their lives for just forty-eight 
hours. You can try this yourself. 

Begin by keeping a written log for forty-eight hours 
of exactly how much time you spend with some form of 
media. Include all time spent watching television, on the 
Internet, reading books and magazines, listening to music, 
viewing films, even using smartphones—any activity 
that can be construed as part of the media monopoly on 
people’s time. 

Next, eliminate all use of the media, except for that 
required for work and school, for a forty-eight-hour period. 
Keep a log as you go of what happens, what you are think-
ing, what others say, and how people interact with you. 
Warning: If you try the media blackout, be sure to have some 
plan in place for having your family and/or friends contact 
you in case of an emergency! When one of the authors of 
this book (andersen) had her students do this experiment, 
they complained even before starting that they wouldn’t be 
able to do it! But, they had to try. What happened? 

First, andersen’s students had help: The week of the 
assignment came during a hurricane on the East Coast 
when many were without power for several days. This did 
not deter the students from thinking they just had to have 
their DVD players, music, TV, and cell phones! Many of the 
students said they could not stand being without access 
to the media—even for a few hours. Most could not go the 
full two days without using the media. 

Most reported that they felt isolated during the media 
exercise, not just from information, but also mostly from 
other people. They were excluded from conversations 
with friends about what happened on a given television 
episode or about film characters or movie stars profiled in 
magazines and from playing video games. One even wrote 
that without the media, she felt that she had no personal-
ity! Without their connection to the media, students felt 
alienated, isolated, and detached, although most also 
reported that they studied more without the distraction 
of the media. a most interesting finding was that several 
reported that they were much more reflective during this 
time and had more meaningful conversations with friends. 

after trying this experiment, think about the enor-
mous influence that the mass media have in shaping 
everyday life, including your self-concept and your rela-
tionship with other people. What does this exercise teach 
you about cultural hegemony? The role of the mass media 
in shaping society? How would each of the following theo-
retical frameworks explain what happened during your 
media blackout: functionalism, conflict theory, feminist 
theory, or symbolic interaction?

Source: Personal correspondence, Charles Gallagher, La Salle University.

African Americans, who watch more television 
than do White people (see ▲ Figure 2.5), are generally 
confined to a narrow variety of character types in the 
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media. In recent years, the number of African Ameri-
can characters shown in television has come to match 
their proportion in the population, but largely because 
of their casting in situation comedies and in programs 
that are mostly minority. A recent report has found that, 
even though Latinos have increased as a share of the 
U.S. population, their presence in film and television, 
especially as leading actors and actresses, is shockingly 
low—even less than in the past. When shown, Latinos 
are often stereotyped as criminals, law enforcers, cheap 
labor, and hypersexualized or comic figures (Negrón-
Muntaner 2014). 

In a similar vein, African American men are most 
often seen as athletes and sports commentators, crimi-
nals, or entertainers. Women who work as football sports 
commentators are typically on the sidelines, reporting 
not so much on the play of the game as on human inter-
est stories or injury reports—suggesting that women’s 
role in sports is limited to that of nurturer. It is difficult 
to find a single show where Asians are the principal 
characters—usually they are depicted in silent roles, 
as sidekicks, domestic workers, or behind-the-scenes 
characters. Native Americans make occasional appear-
ances, where they usually are depicted as mystics or 
warriors. Jewish women are generally invisible on pop-
ular TV programming, except when they are ridiculed 
in stereotypical roles. Arab Americans are likewise ste-
reotyped, depicted as terrorists, rich oil magnates, or in 
the case of women, as perpetually veiled and secluded 
(Read 2003; Mandel 2001). 

The popular show, The Bachelor, provides a good 
example of how race and gender stereotypes merge in 
the mass media. Supposedly, the women all have an 
equal chance at being selected as the bachelor’s mate, 
but analyst Dubrofsky (2006) shows, women of color are 
never chosen as the bachelor’s mate; they are, in fact, 
typically eliminated early from the competition. Equally 
revealing, Dubrofsky shows how the show’s set suggests 
a harem-like quality—multiple women available to 

one man, women lounging around on plush furniture, 
assembled to resemble a stereotypical harem—with 
plush, overstuffed cushions, lush gardens, and often 
Middle Eastern tapestries on the walls, thereby produc-
ing stereotypes about the supposed sexual excess and 
availability of Middle Eastern women. Research docu-
ments numerous examples of stereotyped portrayals in 
the media—stereotypes you will see for yourself if you 
step outside of the taken-for-granted views with which 
you ordinarily observe the media. 

→	 See for YourSelF ←
Watch a particular kind of television show (situation 
comedy, sports broadcast, children’s cartoon, or news pro-
gram, for example) and make careful written notes on the 
depiction of different groups in this show. How often are 
women and men or boys and girls shown? 

How are they depicted? You could also observe the 
portrayal of asian americans, Native americans, african 
americans, or latinos. What do your observations tell you 
about the cultural ideals that are communicated through 
popular culture? 

Class stereotypes abound in the media and popular 
culture as well, with working-class men typically por-
trayed as being ineffectual, even buffoonish (Dines and 
Humez 2002; Butsch 1992). This has been demonstrated 
in research by sociologist Laura Grindstaff, who spent 
six months working on two popular talk shows. She did 
careful participant observation and interviewed the 
production staff and talk show guests. She found that to 
get airtime, guests had to enact social class stereotypes, 
acting vulgar and loud. She concluded that, although 
these popular talk shows give ordinary people a place 
to air their problems and be heard, the shows exploit 
the working class, making a spectacle of their troubles 
(Grindstaff 2002; Press 2002). 

Even a brief glance at popular television sitcoms 
reveals rampant homophobic joking. Recently, how-
ever, representation of gays and lesbians has increased 
in the media, after years of being virtually invisible or 
only the subject of ridicule. As advertisers have sought 
to expand their commercial markets, they are show-
ing more gay and lesbian characters on television. This 
makes gays and lesbians more visible, although critics 
point out that they are still cast in narrow and stereo-
typical terms, or in comical roles (such as in Modern 
Family). Cultural visibility for any group is important 
because it validates people and can influence the pub-
lic’s acceptance of and generate support for equal rights 
protection (Gamson 1998). 

Television is not the only form of popular culture 
that influences public consciousness, class, gender, and 
race. Music, film, books, and other industries play a 

White

Percentage of population watching during prime-time hours

African
American

Hispanic Asian

35.8%
41.3%

34.1%

24.2%

▲ Figure 2.5 Prime-Time Television Usage by Race  
and Ethnicity 
Source: The Nielsen Company. 2009. Ethnic Trends in Media.  
www.blog.nielsen.com
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significant role in molding public consciousness. What 
images do these cultural forms produce? You can look 
for yourself. Try to buy a birthday card that contains nei-
ther an age nor gender stereotype. Alternatively, watch 
TV or a movie and see how different gender and race 
groups are portrayed. You will likely find that women 
are depicted as trying to get the attention of men; Afri-
can Americans are more likely than Whites to be seen 
singing and dancing. 

Do these images matter? Studies find that expo-
sure to traditional sexualized imagery in music videos 
has a negative effect on college students’ attitudes, for 
example, holding more adversarial attitudes about sex-
ual relationships (Kalof 1999). Other studies find that 
even when viewers see media images as unrealistic, 
they think that others find the images important and 
will evaluate them accordingly. Although people do not 
just passively internalize media images, such images 
form cultural ideals that have a huge impact on people’s 
behavior, values, and self-image. 

Theoretical Perspectives  
on Culture and the Media 
Sociologists study culture and the media in a variety of 
ways, asking a variety of questions about the relation-
ship of culture to other social institutions and the role 
of culture in modern life (see ◆ Table 2.2). One impor-
tant question for sociologists studying the mass media 
is: Do the media create popular values or reflect them? 

The reflection hypothesis contends that the mass  
media reflect the values of the general population 
(Tuchman 1979). The media try to appeal to the most 
broad-based audience, so they aim for the middle 

ground in depicting images and ideas. Maximizing 
popular appeal is central to television program devel-
opment; media organizations spend huge amounts 
on market research to uncover what people think and 
believe and what they will like. Characters are then cre-
ated with whom people will identify. Interestingly, the 
images in the media with which we identify are dis-
torted versions of reality. Real people seldom live like 
the characters on television, although part of the appeal 
of these shows is how they build upon, but then mystify, 
the actual experiences of people. 

The reflection hypothesis assumes that images and 
values portrayed in the media reflect the values existing 
in the public, but the reverse can also be true—that is, 
the ideals portrayed in the media also influence the atti-
tudes and values of those who see them. This has been 
illustrated in research on music videos. In a controlled 
experiment, the researchers exposed college men and 
women to hip-hop videos with high sexual content. 
Following their viewing, men in the sample expressed 
greater sexual objectification of women, more sexual 
permissiveness, stereotypical gender attitudes, and 
acceptance of rape myths; the findings did not hold for 
women in the sample (Kistler and Lee 2010). Although 
there is not a simple and direct relationship between 
the content of mass media images and what people 
think, clearly these mass-produced images can have a 
significant impact on who we are and what we think. 

Culture and Group Solidarity 
Many sociologists have studied particular forms of 
culture and have provided detailed analyses of the 
content of cultural artifacts, such as images in certain 
television programs or genres of popular music. Other 

 ◆ Table 2.2 Theoretical Perspectives on Culture

According to:

Functionalism Conflict Theory Symbolic Interaction New Cultural Studies Feminist Theory

Culture . . . 

Integrates people 
into groups 

Serves the interests  
of powerful groups 

Creates group identity 
from diverse cultural 
meanings 

Is ephemeral,  
unpredictable, and  
constantly changing 

Reflects the interests 
and perspectives of 
powerful men

Provides coherence 
and stability in society 

Can be a source of 
political resistance  

Changes as people 
produce new cultural 
meanings 

Is a material  
manifestation of a  
consumer-oriented 
society 

Is anchored in the 
inequality of women

Creates norms and 
values that integrate 
people in society

Is increasingly controlled 
by economic monopolies

Is socially constructed 
through the activities 
of social groups

Is best understood by 
analyzing its artifacts—
books, films, and  
television images

Creates images  
and values that  
reproduce sexist and 
racist images

© Cengage learning
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sociologists take a broader view by analyzing the rela-
tionship of culture to other forms of social organiza-
tion. Beginning with some of the classical sociological 
theorists (see Chapter 1), sociologists have studied the 
relationship of culture to other social institutions. Max 
Weber looked at the impact of culture on the formation 
of social and economic institutions. In his classic anal-
ysis of the Protestant work ethic and capitalism, Weber 
argued that the Protestant faith rested on cultural 
beliefs that were highly compatible with the develop-
ment of modern capitalism. By promoting a strong 
work ethic and a need to display material success as 
a sign of religious salvation, the Protestant work ethic 
indirectly but effectively promoted the interests of an 
emerging capitalist economy. (We revisit this issue in 
Chapter 13.) In other words, culture influences other 
social institutions. 

Many sociologists have also examined how culture 
integrates members into society and social groups. Func-
tionalist theorists, for example, believe that norms and 
values create social bonds that attach people to society. 
Culture therefore provides coherence and stability in soci-
ety. Participation in a common culture is an important 
social bond—one that unites society (Etzioni et al. 2001). 

Classical theoretical analyses of culture have 
placed special emphasis on nonmaterial culture—the 
values, norms, and belief systems of society. Sociolo-
gists who use this perspective emphasize the integra-
tive function of culture, that is, its ability to give people 
a sense of belonging in an otherwise complex social 
system (Smelser 1992). In the broadest sense, they see 
culture as a major integrative force in society, providing 
societies with a sense of collective identity and com-
monly shared worldviews. 

Culture, Power, and Social Conflict 
Whereas the emphasis on shared values and group 
solidarity drives one sociological analysis of culture, 
conflict and power drive another. Conflict theorists 
(see Chapter 1) analyze culture as a source of power in 
society. You can find numerous examples throughout 
human history where conflict between different cul-
tures has actually shaped the course of world affairs. 
One such example comes from the Middle East and 
the situation for the Kurdish people. The Kurds are an 
ethnic group (see Chapter 10) who speak their own 
language and inhabit an area in the Middle East that 
includes parts of Iraq, Iran, Turkey, and Syria, although 
they mostly live in northern Iraq. Most are Sunni Mus-
lims, and they have experienced years of political and 
economic repression. Numerous examples throughout 
history show how intense group hatred and powerful 
forms of domination can drive cultural conflict. 

Conflict theorists see contemporary culture as pro-
duced within institutions that are based on inequality 

and capitalist principles. The cultural values and prod-
ucts that are produced and sold promote the economic 
and political interests of the few—those who own or 
benefit from these cultural industries. As we have seen, 
this is especially evident in the study of the mass media 
and popular culture marketed to the masses by entities 
with a vast economic stake in distributing their prod-
ucts. Conflict theorists conclude that the cultural prod-
ucts most likely to be produced are those consistent 
with the values, needs, and interests of the most power-
ful groups in society. The evening news, for example, is 
typically sponsored by major financial institutions and 
oil companies. Conflict theorists then ask how this com-
mercial sponsorship influences the content of the news. 
If the news were sponsored by labor unions, would 
conflicts between management and workers always be 
defined as “labor troubles,” or might newscasters refer 
instead to “capitalist troubles”? 

Conflict theorists see culture as increasingly con-
trolled by economic monopolies. Whether it is books, 
music, films, news, or other cultural forms, monopo-
lies in the communications industry (where culture is 
increasingly located) have a strong interest in protect-
ing the status quo. As media conglomerates swallow up 
smaller companies and drive out smaller, less-efficient 
competitors, the control that economic monopolies 
have over the production and distribution of culture 
becomes enormous. Mega-communications compa-
nies then influence everything—from the movies and 
television shows you see to the books you read in school. 

Culture can also be a source of political resistance and 
social change. Reclaiming an indigenous culture that had 
been denied or repressed is one way that groups mobilize 
to assert their independence. An example from within the 
United States is the repatriation movement among Ameri-
can Indians who have argued for the return of both cultural 
artifacts and human remains held in museum collections. 
Many American Indians believe that, despite the pub-
lic good that is derived from studying such remains and 
objects, cultural independence and spiritual respect out-
weigh such scientific arguments (Thornton 2001). Other 
social movements, such as the gay and lesbian move-
ment, have also used cultural performance as a means of 
political and social protest. Cross-dressing, drag shows, 
and other forms of “gender play” can be seen as cultural 
performances that challenge homophobia and traditional 
sexual and gender roles (Rupp and Taylor 2003). 

A final point of focus for sociologists studying cul-
ture from a conflict perspective lies in the concept of 
cultural capital. Cultural capital refers to the cultural 
resources that are deemed worthy (such as knowledge 
of elite culture) and that give advantages to groups pos-
sessing such capital. This idea has been most developed 
by the French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu (1984), who 
sees the appropriation of culture as one way that groups 
maintain their social status. 

03083_ch02_ptg01.indd   50 18/08/15   10:16 AM

Copyright 2017 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).
Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



CUlTURE   51

Bourdieu argues that members of the dominant 
class have distinctive lifestyles that mark their status 
in society. Their ability to display this cultural lifestyle 
signals their importance to others; that is, they possess 
cultural capital. From this point of view, culture has a 
role in reproducing inequality among groups. Those 
with cultural capital use it to improve their social and 
economic position in society. Sociologists have found a 
significant relationship, for example, between cultural 
capital and grades in school. Those from the more well-
to-do classes (those with more cultural capital) are able 
to parlay their knowledge into higher grades, thereby 
reproducing their social position by being more com-
petitive in school admissions and, eventually, in the 
labor market (Hill 2001; Treiman 2001). 

Symbolic Interaction and  
the Study of Culture 
Especially productive when applied to the study of cul-
ture has been symbolic interaction theory—a perspective 
that analyzes behavior in terms of the meaning people 
give it (see Chapter 1). The concept of culture is central 
to this orientation. Symbolic interaction emphasizes 

the interpretive basis of social behavior, and culture 
provides the interpretive framework through which 
behavior is understood. 

Symbolic interaction also emphasizes that culture, 
like all other forms of social behavior, is socially con-
structed. That is, culture is produced through social 
relationships and in social groups, such as the media 
organizations that produce and distribute culture. 
People do not just passively submit to cultural norms. 
People actively make, interpret, and respond to the cul-
ture around them. Culture is not one-dimensional; it 
contains diverse elements and provides people with a 
wide range of choices from which to select how they will 
behave (Swidler 1986). Culture, in fact, represents the 
creative dimension of human life. 

In recent years, a new interdisciplinary field 
known as cultural studies has emerged that builds on 
the insights of the symbolic interaction perspective in 
sociology. Sociologists who work in cultural studies 
are often critical of classical sociological approaches 
to studying culture, arguing that the classical approach 
has overemphasized nonmaterial culture, that is, ideas, 
beliefs, values, and norms. The new scholars of cul-
tural studies find that material culture has increasing 

Perhaps you are a fan of hip-hop. You 
love the beat, the style, and it might even 
influence how you dress. Fans of differ-
ent forms of popular culture typically 
just “like” it—but sociology also provides 
a way to think about popular culture—
where it originates, who and what it 
influences, and how it is organized in 
social institutions. This gives you a dif-
ferent way of thinking about popular 
culture. Suppose some of the classical 
theorists of sociology were asked to 
comment on the popularity of hip-hop. 
What might they say? Here is an imag-
ined conversation among them. 

Emile Durkheim: I notice that young 
people can name hip-hop musicians that 
others in the society do not recognize. 
This commonly happens because differ-
ent generations tend to grow up within 
a shared music culture. Whether it’s hip-
hop, country, or pop, music cultures bind 
groups together by creating a sense of 

Classical Theorists on Hip-Hop!
shared and collective identity. For young 
people, this makes them feel like part of 
a generation instead of being completely 
alienated from an otherwise adult-domi-
nated culture. 

Karl Marx: It is interesting that White 
youth are now the major consumers of 
hip-hop. Hip-hop originated from young, 
Black youth who are disadvantaged by 
the economic system of society. Now 
capitalism has appropriated this creative 
work and turned it into a highly profit-
able commodity that benefits dominant 
groups who control the music indus-
try. As this has happened, the critical 
perspective originated by young, Black 
urban men has been supplanted by race 
and gender stereotypes that support the 
interests of the powerful.

Max Weber: Emile and Karl, you just see 
it one way. It’s not that you are wrong, 
but you have to take a multidimensional 
view. Yes, hip-hop is an economic and 

a cultural phenomenon, but it is also 
linked to power in society. Haven’t you 
noticed how political candidates try to 
use popular music to appeal to dif-
ferent political constituencies? Don’t 
be surprised to find hip-hop artists 
performing at political conventions! 
That’s what I find so intriguing: Hip-hop 
is an economic, cultural, and political 
phenomenon.

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

what would a sociologist say?
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importance in modern society (Walters 1999; Crane 
1994). This includes cultural forms that are recorded 
through print, film, artifacts, or the electronic media. 
Postmodernist theory has greatly influenced new cul-
tural studies (see Chapter 1). Postmodernism is based 
on the idea that society is not an objective thing; rather, 
it is found in the words and images that people use to 
represent behavior and ideas. Given this orientation, 
postmodernism often analyzes common images and 
cultural products found in everyday life. 

Classical theorists have tended to study the unify-
ing features of culture; cultural studies researchers tend 
to see culture as more fragmented and unpredictable. 
To them, culture is a series of images that can be inter-
preted in multiple ways, depending on the viewpoint of 
observers. From the perspective of new cultural studies 
theorists, the ephemeral and rapidly changing quality of 
contemporary cultural forms is reflective of the highly 
technological and consumer-based culture on which 
the modern economy rests. Modern culture, for exam-
ple, is increasingly dominated by the ever-changing, 
but ever-present, images that the media bombard us 
with in everyday life. The fascination that cultural stud-
ies theorists have for these images is partially founded 
in illusions that such a dynamic and rapidly changing 
culture produces. 

Feminist Theory and Culture
Feminist theory also adds to our understanding of cul-
ture. Feminist theory analyzes the power that men have 
in controlling cultural institutions. In addition, feminist 
theory analyses the gendered stereotypes that are cul-
turally reproduced. It is also critical of women’s exclu-
sion from important leadership roles within cultural 
institutions. We explore gender and cultural stereo-
types in more detail in Chapter 11, but here it is impor-
tant to understand how culture reflects and reinforces 
gendered images that maintain gender inequality. 

Feminists also note that changes are appearing in 
the dominant culture as women assume more signifi-
cant roles in the production of culture. By and large, 
however, even with such changes, men still dominate 
both popular and elite culture. Women remain a minor-
ity on the boards of most elite cultural institutions. In 
film, television, and the Internet, women’s bodies are 
routinely sexualized. When women assume positions 
of leadership (such as in roles as news anchors), much 
of the commentary about them focuses on their looks 
or their roles as mothers—attributes not so frequently 
expressed on commentaries about men. 

Violence against women is also routinized in the 
media—in video games, on crime dramas, and even in 
comedy. On any given night, if you only listen to televi-
sion in the background, you might be amazed at how 
frequently you will hear women screaming.

Feminist theory analyzes cultural imagery and also 
criticizes the taken-for-granted nature of gender stereo-
typing and beliefs in the culture. On the positive side, 
feminist theory also encourages the production and dis-
tribution of images that counter and challenge sexism. 
Thus, rediscovering artistic works by and for women is 
one way that feminism can alter the cultural landscape. 
As with conflict theory, feminist theory emphasizes that 
the transformation of imagery is an important part of 
social movements for human liberation.

Cultural Change 
In one sense, culture is a conservative force in society. 
Culture tends to be based on tradition and is passed on 
through generations, conserving and regenerating the 
values and beliefs of society. Culture is also increas-
ingly based on institutions that have an economic inter-
est in maintaining the status quo. People are also often 
resistant to cultural change because familiar ways and 
established patterns of doing things are hard to give 
up. But in other ways, culture is completely taken for 
granted, and it may be hard to imagine a society differ-
ent from what is familiar. 

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

●● The average person in the United States consumes 
three hamburgers and four orders of French fries  
per week. 

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

●● Ninety-six percent of American schoolchildren can 
identify Ronald McDonald—only exceeded by the 
number who can identify Santa Claus (Schlosser 2001).

Eric Schlosser, who has written about the permeation 
of society by fast-food culture, writes that “a nation’s 
diet can be more revealing than its art or literature” 
(2001: 3). He relates the growth of the fast-food indus-
try to other fundamental changes in American society, 
including the vast numbers of women entering the 
paid labor market, the development of an automobile 
culture, the increased reliance on low-wage service 
jobs, the decline of family farming, and the growth of 
agribusiness. One result is a cultural emphasis on uni-
formity, not to mention increased fat and calories in 
people’s diets. 

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

Culture Lag 
Sometimes society adjusts slowly to changing cultural 
conditions, and the result can be culture lag (Ogburn 
1922). Some parts of culture may change more rapidly 
than others. In other words, one aspect of culture may 
“lag” behind another. Rapid technological change is 
often attended by culture lag because some elements of 
the culture do not keep pace with technological inno-
vation. In today’s world, we have the technological 
ability to develop efficient, less-polluting rapid transit, 
but changing people’s transportation habits is difficult. 
This would be an example of people’s attachment to 
their cars (a cultural phenomenon) lagging behind the 
cultural need to reduce carbon emissions through the 
capabilities of technology.

Sources of Cultural Change 
There are several causes of cultural change, including 
(1) a change in the societal conditions; (2) cultural dif-
fusion; (3) innovation; and (4) the imposition of cultural 
change by an outside agency. Let us examine each. 

 1. Cultures change in response to changed condi-
tions in the society. Economic changes, population 
changes, and other social transformations all influence 
the development of culture. A change in the makeup of 
a society’s population may be enough by itself to cause 
a cultural transformation. The high rate of immigra-
tion in recent years has brought many cultural changes 
to the United States. Many major cities, such as Miami 
and Los Angeles, have a Latin feel because of the large 
Hispanic population. Cultural change from immigra-
tion is now apparent in locations throughout the United 
States. Markets selling Asian, Mexican, and Middle 
Eastern foods are increasingly common; school districts 
include students who speak a huge variety of languages; 
popular music bears the imprint of different world cul-
tures. This is not the first time U.S. culture has changed 
because of immigration. Many national traditions stem 
from the patterns of immigration that marked the ear-
lier part of the twentieth century—think of St. Patrick’s 
Day parades, Italian markets, and Chinatowns. 

 2. Cultures change through cultural diffusion. Cul-
tural diffusion is the transmission of cultural elements 
from one society or cultural group to another. In our 
world of instantaneous communication, cultural dif-
fusion is swift and widespread. This is evident in the 
degree to which worldwide cultures have been West-
ernized. Cultural diffusion also occurs when subcul-
tural influences enter the dominant group. Dominant 
cultures are regularly enriched by minority cultures.  

An example is the influence of Black and Latino music 
on other musical forms. Cultural diffusion is one thing 
that drives cultural evolution, especially in a society 
such as ours that is lush with diversity. 

 3. Cultures change as the result of innovation, 
including inventions and technological develop-
ments. Cultural innovations can create dramatic 
changes in society. Think, for example, of how the inven-
tion of trolleys, subways, and automobiles changed the 
character of cities. People no longer walked to work; 
instead, cities expanded outward to include suburbs. 
Furthermore, the invention of the elevator let cities 
expand not just out, but also up (see also ▲ Figure 2.6).

Now, the development of computer technology infil-
trates every dimension of life. It is hard to overestimate 
the effect of innovation on contemporary cultural change. 
Technological innovation is so rapid and dynamic that 
one generation can barely maintain competence with 
the hardware of the next. The newest handheld com-
puter today weighs hardly more than a few ounces, and 
its capabilities rival that of computers that filled entire 
buildings only twenty years ago. Technological innova-
tion is now so rapid that it can leave some people in a 
state resembling culture shock—a phenomenon that one 
of the authors of this book has termed tech-shock, mean-
ing that new devices and applications arrive faster than 
some in the public have time to learn and adjust to.

What are some of the social changes that tech-
nology change is creating? People can now work and 
be miles—even nations—away from their places of 
employment. Families can communicate from multiple 
sites; children can be paged; grandparents can receive 

Percent using online news
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▲ Figure 2.6 Who Gets News How? For many, reading 
the daily newspaper has been a cultural tradition, but this is 
changing. Many wonder if print newspapers will actually vanish 
over time. How do you get your news? Looking at age and online 
news consumption in this figure, what do the data suggest?
Source: U.S. Census Bureau. 2012a. Statistical Abstract 2011. Washington,  
DC: U.S. Department of Commerce. www.census.gov
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live photos of a family event; criminals are tracked via 
cellular technology; music can be stolen without even 
going into a music store. Conveniences multiply with 
the growth of such technology, but so do the invasions 
of privacy and, perhaps, identity theft. In such a rap-
idly changing technological world, it is hard to imagine 
what will be common in just a few years. 

New technological innovations raise interesting 
questions for sociological research. Studies of blogs 
find, for example, that women are a small proportion of 
bloggers—only 10 percent of the bloggers on the most 
widely used political sites. Some use blogs as support 
systems—for example, a gay person in a very traditional 
and isolated community may participate in a blog that 
provides a national community of support. One study in 
China found that many women are using blogs to sub-
vert traditional concepts of womanhood (Schaffer and 
Xianlin 2007; Dolan 2006; Harp and Tremayne 2006). 

The use of blogs is a good example of how tech-
nological innovation can create new forms of culture. 
Unlike traditional communities, blogging communities 
cross vast geographic distances, connecting people who 
might never meet face-to-face. Just as town meetings 
might have created a sense of community in the past, 
cyberspace communities now involve “imagined com-
munities.” Some suggest that blogs can actually create a 
more democratic society by directly engaging more peo-
ple in political discussion and activity (Perlmutter 2008). 

 4. Cultural change can be imposed. Change can 
occur when a powerful group takes over a society and 

imposes a new culture. The dominating group may arise 
internally, as in a political revolution, or it may appear 
from outside, perhaps as an invasion. When an external 
group takes over the society of a “native,” or indigenous, 
group—as White settlers did with Native American 
societies—they typically impose their own culture while 
prohibiting the indigenous group from expressing its 
original cultural ways. Manipulating the culture of a 
group is a way of exerting social control. Many have 
argued that public education in the United States, which 
developed during a period of mass immigration, was 
designed to force White, northern European, middle-
class values onto a diverse immigrant population 
that was perceived to be potentially unruly and politi-
cally disruptive. Likewise, schools run by the Bureau 
of Indian Affairs have been used to impose dominant 
group values on Native American children (Snipp 1996). 

Resistance to political oppression often takes the 
form of a cultural movement that asserts or revives the 
culture of an oppressed group. Cultural expression can be 
a form of political protest. Identification with a common 
culture can be the basis for group solidarity, as found in 
the example of the “Black pride” movement in the 1970s, 
whose influence is still felt today by having encouraged 
Black Americans to celebrate their African heritage with 
Afro hairstyles, African dress, and African awareness. 
Cultural solidarity has also been encouraged among Lati-
nos through La Raza Unida (meaning “the race,” or “the 
people, united”). Cultural change can promote social 
change, just as social change can transform culture. 

What is culture? 
Culture is the complex and elaborate system of meaning 
and behavior that defines the way of life for a group or 
society. It is shared, learned, taken for granted, symbolic, 
and emergent and varies from one society to another. 

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

What is the significance of diversity in human 
cultures? 
As societies develop and become more complex, cul-
tural diversity can appear. The United States is highly 
diverse culturally, with many of its traditions influenced 

by immigrant cultures and the cultures of African Amer-
icans, Latinos, and Native Americans. The dominant 
culture is the culture of the most powerful group in soci-
ety. Subcultures are groups whose values and cultural 
patterns depart significantly from the dominant culture. 

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

What do different sociological theories reveal 
about culture? 
Sociological theory provides different perspectives 
on the significance of culture. Functionalist theory 
emphasizes the influence of values, norms, and beliefs 
on the whole society. Conflict theorists see culture as 

Chapter Summary
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influenced by economic interests and power relations 
in society. Symbolic interactionists emphasize that cul-
ture is socially constructed. This has influenced new 
cultural studies, which interpret culture as a series of 
images that can be analyzed from the viewpoint of dif-
ferent observers. Feminist theory emphasizes the patri-
archal control of the media and the reproduction of 
sexist images that pervade popular culture.

How do cultures change? 
There are several sources of cultural change, includ-
ing change in societal conditions, cultural diffusion, 
innovation, and the imposition of change by domi-
nant groups. As cultures change, culture lag can result, 
meaning that sometimes cultural adjustments are out 
of sync with each other. People who experience new 
cultural situations may experience culture shock. 
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You have now seen some of the interesting things sociol-
ogists study through a glimpse into the sociology of cul-
ture. You also have a basic foundation in the sociological 

perspective and the major concepts in the field. We turn now 
to the tools sociologists use to study social phenomena—the 
tools of sociological research methods. These tools are varied, 
and the best tool to use depends on the sociological question 
that is being asked. Let us start with some examples.

Suppose you wanted to do some sociological research on 
how homeless people lived. What is life like for them? How 
dangerous is it? Where are the homeless to be found? Do 
they interact and associate with each other? Do they work 
at all, and if so, doing what? Do they feel rejected by society? 
Do they really sleep on park benches at night? Sociologist 
Mitch Duneier (1999) in his study entitled “Sidewalk” wanted 
to know all these things, plus more. So he decided to study 
a group of homeless people by living with them, and that is 
exactly what he did. He lived with them on their park benches 
and in doorways on New York City’s Lower East Side. He spent 
four years with them. He interacted with them. He worked 
with them—a group consisting largely of African American 
men who sold books and magazines on the street. Duneier 
himself is White: He tells how becoming accepted into this 
society of African American men was itself an interesting and 
challenging process.

Contrary to popular belief, he discovered that these men 
make up a rather well-organized mini-society, with a social 
status structure, rules, norms, and a culture. He discovered 
many unknown elements of this “sidewalk society.” Duneier 
used a method of sociological research called participant 
observation.

Did you ever wonder what happens to people, both 
women and men, who are on the lam from the law—perhaps 
for committing some sort of crime, such as armed robbery, 
burglary, assault, or even something minor such as breaking 
a curfew? Sociologist Alice Goffman (2009) in her “On the 
Run” study actually lived in secret with several such people 

Doing Sociological 
Research

●● Understand that 
sociological research is a 
true scientific endeavor 
whether it is quantitative 
or qualitative

●● Relate the steps in 
research design

●● Note the various research 
techniques and their 
relative advantages and 
disadvantages

●● Explain the role that 
ethics have in the research 
process

in this chapter, you will learn to:
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who were fleeing from legal prosecution. Like Duneier’s study, Goffman’s was a participant observation 
study. The people she studied lived together in a Philadelphia ghetto. They were not simply an unorga-
nized bunch in a street gang, but instead an organized group of fifteen people who formed a distinct 
subculture that informed them about strategies for evading the police and the courts, and that contained 
norms pertaining to interpersonal behavior—such as specifying punishment for anyone who “ratted” on 
another group member. The point is that the group was in effect an organized small society with its own 
membership, social structure, and culture.

In this chapter we examine the participant observation method plus other methods of sociological 
research. Each method is different from the others, but they all share a common goal: a deeper under-
standing of how society operates.

The Research Process
Sociological research is the tool sociologists use to 
answer questions. There are various methods that soci-
ologists use to do research, all of which involve rigorous 
observation and careful analysis.

As we saw in the chapter opener, sociologists 
Mitch Duneier (1999) as well as Alice Goffman (2009) 
examined several questions about a group of people by 
living with them. They were engaged in what is called 
participant observation—a sociological research 
technique in which the researcher actually becomes 
simultaneously both participant in and observer of 
that which she or he studies.

In another example of participant observation, 
sociologist Peter Moskos (2008), as research for his doc-
toral dissertation, actually went through a police acad-
emy and spent two years as a beat policeman in a major 
American city, thus subjecting himself to both the rigid 
discipline of the police force and the dangers of the 
street in this role (see the “Doing Sociological Research: 
A Cop in the Hood” box at the end of this chapter).

There are other kinds of sociological research that 
sociologists do as well. Some approaches are more 
structured and focused than participant observation, 
such as survey research. Other methods may involve 
the use of official records or interviews. The different 
approaches used reflect the different questions asked 
in the first place. Other methods may require statisti-
cal analysis of a large set of quantitative information. 
Either way, the chosen research method must be 
appropriate to the sociological question being asked. 
(In the “Doing Sociological Research” boxes through-
out this book, we explore different research projects 
that sociologists have done, showing what question 
they started with, how they did their research, and 
what they found.)

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

Sociology and the Scientific 
Method
Sociological research derives from what is called the 
scientific method, originally defined and elaborated by 
the British philosopher Sir Francis Bacon (1561–1626). 
The scientific method involves several steps in a 
research process, including observation, hypothesis 
testing, analysis of data, and drawing conclusions. 
Since its beginnings, sociology has attempted to adhere 
to the scientific method. To the degree that it has suc-
ceeded, sociology is a science. Yet, there is also an art to 
developing sociological knowledge. Sociology aspires 
to be both scientific and humanistic, but sociological 
research varies in how strictly it adheres to the scientific 
method. Some sociologists test hypotheses (discussed 
later); others use more open-ended methods, such as 
the studies by Duneier and by Goffman.

Science is empirical, meaning it is based on care-
ful and systematic observation, not just on conjec-
ture. Although some sociological studies are highly 
quantitative and statistically sophisticated, others are 
qualitatively based, that is, based on more interpretive 
observations, not statistical analysis. Both quantitative 
and qualitative studies are empirical. Sociological stud-
ies may be based on surveys, observations, and many 
other forms of analysis, but they always depend on an 
empirical underpinning.

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

Inductive and Deductive Reasoning
One wellspring of sociological insight is deductive 
 reasoning. When sociologists use deductive reasoning, 
they create a specific research question about a focused 
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point that is based on a more general or universal prin-
ciple (see ▲ Figure 3.1). Here is an example of deductive 
reasoning: One might reason that because Catholic doc-
trine forbids abortion, Catholics would then be less likely 
than other religious groups to support abortion rights. This 
notion is “deduced” from a general principle (Catholic 
doctrine). You could test this notion (the research ques-
tion) via a survey. As it turns out, the testing of this research 
question shows that it is incorrect: Surveys show that Cath-
olics as a group are on average more likely to support abor-
tion rights than are other religious groups. That may come 
to you as a bit of a surprise! That is why we do research.

Inductive reasoning—another source of socio-
logical insight—reverses this logic: That is, it arrives at 
general conclusions from specific observations. For 
example, if you observe that most of the demonstra-
tors protesting abortion in front of a family planning 
clinic are evangelical Christians, you might infer that 
strongly held religious beliefs are important in deter-
mining human behavior. Again, referring to Figure 3.1, 
inductive reasoning would begin with one’s observa-
tions. Either way—deductively or inductively—you are 
engaged in research.

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

Developing a Research Question
Sociological research is an organized practice that 
can be described in a series of steps (see Figure 3.1). 
The first step in sociological research is to develop a 
research question. One source of research questions is 
past research. For any number of reasons, the sociolo-
gist might disagree with a research finding and decide 
to carry out further research or develop a detailed criti-
cism of previous research. A research question can also 
begin from an observation that you make in everyday 
life, such as wondering about the lives of homeless 
people.

Developing a sociological research question typi-
cally involves reviewing existing studies on the subject, 
such as past research reports or articles. This process is 
often called a literature review. Digital technology has 
vastly simplified the task of reviewing past studies, that 
is, the “literature.” Researchers who once had to bur-
row through paper indexes and card catalogs to find 
material relevant to their studies can now scan much 
larger swaths of material in far less time using online 
databases. The catalogs of most major libraries in the 
world are accessible on the Internet, as are specialized 
indexes, professional research journals, discussion 
groups, and other research tools developed to assist 
sociological researchers.

Increasingly, many journals that report new socio-
logical research are now available online in full-text 
format, such as on JSTOR (for “journal storage”), or 
Sociological Abstracts. You must be careful using the 
Internet for research, however. How do you know when 

General theory

Data
collection

Research
design and literature

review

Research
questionConclusions

Data
analysis

▲ Figure 3.1 The Research Process 
Research can begin by asking a research 
question derived from general theory or 
earlier studies, but it can also begin with an 
observation or even from the conclusion of 
prior research. One’s research question is the 
basis for a research design and the subse-
quent collection of data. As this figure shows, 
the steps in the research process flow logi-
cally from what is being asked (figure based 
on Babbie 2013; Wallace 1983, 1971).
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something found on the web is valid or true? A lot of 
what is found on the web is of questionable accuracy, 
that is, unsubstantiated by accurate research or empiri-
cal study. Pay attention, for example, to what person or 
group has posted the website. Is it a political organi-
zation? An organization promoting a cause? A person 
expressing an opinion? See the box “A Sociological Eye 
on the Media: Research and the Media” on pages 62–63 
for some guidelines about interpreting what you see on 
the web and in the media.

When you review prior research, you may wonder 
if the same results would be found if the study were 
repeated, perhaps examining a different group or study-
ing the phenomenon at a different time. Research that 
is repeated exactly, but on a different group of people or 
in a different time or place, is called a replication study. 
Suppose earlier research found that women managers 
have fewer opportunities for promotion than do men. 
You might want to know if this still holds true. You 
would then replicate the original study, probably using 
a different group of women and men managers, but ask-
ing the same questions that were asked earlier. A repli-
cation study can tell you what changes have occurred 
since the original study and may also refine the results 
of the earlier work. Research findings should be repro-
ducible: If the research is sound, other researchers who 
repeat a study should get the same results, unless, of 
course, some identifiable change, or no identifiable 
change, has occurred in the interim.

Sociological research questions can also come 
from casual observation of human behavior. Perhaps 
you have observed the seating patterns in your college 
dining hall at lunch and wondered why people sit with 
the same group day after day. Does the answer point to 
similarity among the people on the basis of race, gen-
der, age, or perhaps political views—or maybe any two 
or all of these? Answering this question would be an 
example of inductive reasoning—going from a specific 

observation (such as seating patterns at lunch) to a 
generalization (a theory about the effects of race and 
gender). Researcher Beverly Tatum (1997) found that 
seating patterns in a college dining room depended 
heavily upon race and also gender.

Creating a Research Design
A research design is the overall logic and strategy 
underlying a research project. Sociologists engaged 
in research may distribute questionnaires, interview 
people, or make direct observations in a social set-
ting or laboratory. They might analyze cultural arti-
facts, such as magazines, newspapers, television 
shows, or other media. Some do research using his-
torical records. Others base their work on the analy-
sis of social policy. All these are forms of sociological 
observation. Research design consists of choosing the 
observational technique best suited to a particular 
research question.

→Thinking Sociologically

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

Suppose you wanted to study the career goals 
of student athletes. In reviewing earlier studies, per-
haps you found research discussing how athletics 
is related to academic achievement (Messner 2011, 
1992; Schacht 1996). You might also have read an 
article in your student newspaper reporting that the 
rate of graduation for women college athletes is much 
higher than the rate for men athletes and wondered 
if women athletes are better students than men ath-
letes. In other words, are athletic participation, aca-
demic achievement, and gender interrelated, and if 
so, how?

Your research design would lay out a plan for inves-
tigating these questions. Which athletes would you 
study? How will you study them? To begin, you will need 
to get sound data on the graduation rates of the groups 
you are studying to verify that your assumption of better 
graduation rates among women athletes is actually true. 
Perhaps, you think, the differences between men and 
women are not so great when the men and women play 
the same sports. Or perhaps the differences depend on 
other factors, such as what kind of financial support they 
get or whether coaches encourage academic success. To 
observe the influence of coaches, you might observe 
interactions between coaches and student  athletes, 
recording what coaches say about class work. As you 
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The research process involves several operations that can be  
performed on the computer, such as entering data in numer-
ical form and writing findings in a research report.
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proceed, you would probably refine your research 
design and even your research question. Do coaches 
encourage different traits in men and women athletes? 
To answer this question, you have to build into your 
research design a comparison of coaches interacting 
with men and with women. Perhaps you even want to 
compare female and male coaches and how they inter-
act with women and men. The details of your research 
design flow from the specific questions you ask.

Quantitative versus Qualitative 
Research
The research design often involves deciding whether 
the research will be qualitative or quantitative or per-
haps some combination of both. Quantitative research 
is that which uses numerical analysis. In essence, this 
approach reduces the data into numbers, for exam-
ple, the percentage of teenage mothers in  California. 
 Qualitative research is somewhat less structured 
than quantitative research, yet still focuses on a central 
research question. Qualitative research allows for more 
interpretation and nuance in what people say and do 
and thus can provide an in-depth look at a particular 
social behavior. Both forms of research are useful, and 
both are used extensively in sociology.

Some research designs involve the testing of 
hypotheses. A hypothesis (pronounced “hy-POTH-i-
sis”) is a prediction or a hunch, a tentative assumption 
that one intends to test. If you have a research design 

that calls for the investigation of a very specific hunch, 
you might formulate a hypothesis. Hypotheses are often 
formulated as if–then statements. For example:

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

This is merely a hypothesis or expectation, not a 
demonstration of fact. Having phrased a hypothesis, 
the sociologist must then determine if it is true or false. 
To test the preceding example, one might take a large 
sample of people and determine their prejudice level 
by interviews or some other mechanism. One would 
then determine the prejudice level of their parents, 
perhaps by interviewing their parents. (One would, of 
course, have to develop a questionnaire beforehand 
that accurately measures “prejudice.”) According to 
the hypothesis, one would expect to find more preju-
diced children among prejudiced parents and more 
nonprejudiced children among nonprejudiced par-
ents. If this association is found, the hypothesis is sup-
ported. If it is not found, then the hypothesis would be 
rejected.

Not all sociological research follows the model of 
hypothesis testing, but all research does include a plan 
for how data will be gathered. (Note that data is the 
plural form; one says, “data are used . . . ,” not “data is 
used. . . .”) Data can be qualitative or quantitative; either 
way, they are still data. Sociologists often try to convert 
their observations into a quantitative form (see the 
“Statistics in Sociology” box later in this chapter).

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

An independent variable is one that the researcher 
wants to test as the presumed cause of something else. 
The dependent variable is one on which there is a pre-
sumed effect. That is, if X is the independent variable, 
then X  leads to Y, the dependent variable. In the previous 
example of the  hypothesis, the amount of prejudice of 
the parent is the independent variable, and the amount 
of prejudice of the child is the dependent variable. 
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Some research is done by analyzing the content of various  
cultural artifacts. Content analysis is one tool of sociological  
research.
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In some sociological research, intervening variables— 
variables that fall between the independent and depen-
dent variables (see ▲ Figure 3.2)—are also studied.

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

Variables are sometimes used to show more abstract 
concepts that cannot be directly measured, such as the 
concept of social class. In such cases the variables stud-
ied are indicators—something that points to or reflects 
an abstract concept. An indicator is a way of “seeing” 
a concept. An example is shown in ■ Map 3.1 (later in 

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

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

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

Research and the Media
activities provide a model for their 
children’s own risky behavior (Wilder 
and Watt 2002).

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

2. How have researchers defined and 
measured the major topics of their 
study? For example, if someone 
claims that 10 percent of all people 
are gay, how is “being gay” defined? 
Does it mean having had only one 
such experience over one’s entire 
lifetime or does it mean actually hav-
ing a gay identity? Does the definition 
include both gay and lesbian behav-
ior? Does it also include bisexual 
behavior? The difference matters 
because a particular definition may 
inflate the number reported. Some-
times you must look up the original 
study, which may be online, to learn 
how things are defined or how they 
are measured. Ask yourself if the 
same conclusions would be reached 
had the researchers used different 
definitions and measurements.

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

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

4. Is there false generalization in the 
media report? Often a study has 
more limited claims in the scientific 
version than what is reported in 
the media. Using the example just 
given about the connection between 
maternal employment and children’s 

a sociological eye on the media

Independent
variable
(X )

Dependent
variable
(Y )

Intervening
variable
(Z )

▲ Figure 3.2 The analysis of Variables Much socio-
logical research seeks to find out whether some independent 
variable (X) affects an intervening variable (Z), which in turn 
affects a dependent variable (Y).
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this chapter) using the United Nations’ Human Devel-
opment Index. Here, the Human Development Index 
is composed of several indicators, including life expec-
tancy and educational attainment, combined to show 
levels of well-being. “Level of well-being” is the concept.

The validity of a measurement (an indicator) is the 
degree to which it accurately measures or reflects a con-
cept. To ensure the validity of their findings, research-
ers usually use more than one indicator for a particular 
concept. If two or more chosen measures of a concept 
give similar results, it is likely that the measurements are 
giving an accurate—that is, valid—depiction of the con-
cept. For example, using a person’s occupation, years of 

formal education, and annual earnings—namely, using 
three indicators of her or his social class—would likely 
be more valid than using only one indicator.

Sociologists also must be concerned with the 
reliability of their research results. A measurement 
is reliable if repeating the measurement under the 
same circumstances gives the same result. If a person 
is given a survey or test two or three times and every 
time the test gives different results, then the reliability 
of the test is poor. One way to ensure that sociological 
measurements are reliable is to use measures that have 
proved sound in past studies. Another technique is to 
have a variety of people gather the data to make certain 

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

5. Can the study be replicated? 
“Replication” means “accurately 
repeated.” Unless there is full dis-
closure of the research methodology 
(that is, how the study was con-
ducted), this will not be possible. But 
you can ask yourself how the study 
was conducted, whether the pro-
cedures used were reasonable and 
logical, and whether the researchers 
made good decisions in constructing 
their research question and research 
design. If possible, you might be able 
to obtain the original study upon 
which the media coverage was based.

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

necessarily negate research findings, 
but it can raise questions about 
the researchers’ objectivity and the 
standards of inquiry they used.

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

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

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

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

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

10. Do these questions mean you 
should never believe anything you 
hear in the media? Of course not. 
Thinking critically about research 
does not mean being negative or 
cynical about everything you hear 
or read. The point is not to reject 
all media claims out of hand, but 
instead to be able to evaluate good 
versus bad research. All research 
has limitations. Learning the basic 
tools of research, even if you never 
conduct research yourself or pursue 
career where you would use such 
skills, can make you a better-
informed citizen and prevent you 
from being duped by claims that are 
neither scientifically nor sociologi-
cally valid.
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the results are not skewed by the tester’s appearance, 
personality, and so forth. The researcher must be sensi-
tive to all factors that affect the reliability of a study.

Sometimes sociologists want to gather data that 
would almost certainly be unreliable if the subjects 
(the people in the study) knew they were being studied. 
Knowing that they are being studied might cause people 
to change their behavior, a phenomenon in research 
known as the Hawthorne effect, an effect first discovered 
while observing work groups at a Western Electric plant 
in Hawthorne, Illinois. The work groups mysteriously 
increased their productivity (the dependent variable) 
right after they were observed by the researchers—an 
effect not noticed at first by the researchers themselves. 
An example of this effect would be a professor who 
wants to measure student attentiveness by observing 
how many notes are taken during class. Students who 
know they are being scrutinized will magically become 
more diligent! (In the natural sciences, such as physics, 
the effect of studying or observing something upon that 
which is being studied is called the Heisenberg Principle 
of Indeterminacy, named after the German physicist 

Werner Heisenberg, who first noted it: By studying an 
object, you change it and thus cannot know its exact state 
before it was studied. Note that in sociology participant 
observation of the covert type, for example, is designed 
to get around this problem.)

Gathering Data
After research design comes data collection. During this 
stage of the research process, the researcher interviews 
people, observes behaviors, or collects facts that throw light 
on the research question. When sociologists gather origi-
nal material, the product is known as primary data. Exam-
ples include the answers to questionnaires or notes made 
while observing group behavior. Sociologists often rely on 
secondary data, namely data that have already been gath-
ered and organized by some other party. This can include 
national opinion polls, census data, national crime statis-
tics, or data from an earlier study made available by the 
original researcher. Secondary data may also come from 
official sources, such as university records, city or county 
records, national health statistics, or historical records.

Viewing Society in Global Perspective: Human Development Index
Data: United Nations. 2012. International 
Human Development Indicators 2013 
http://www.undp.org/content/undp 
/en/home/librarypage/corporate 
/undp_in_action_2010.html

The Human Development Index is 
a series of indicators developed by 
the United Nations and used to show 
the differing levels of well-being in 
nations around the world. The index is 

calculated using a number of indicators, 
including life expectancy, educational 
attainment, and standard of living. (Are 
these reasonable indicators of well-
being? What else might you use?) 

map 3.1
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Low
No data

Very high
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HDI: Human Development Index (HDI) Value (2011)
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When gathering data, often the groups that sociolo-
gists want to study are so large or so dispersed that research 
on the whole group is impossible. To construct a picture 
of the entire group, sociologists take data from a subset of 
the group and extrapolate to get a picture of the whole. A 
sample is any subset of people (or groups or categories) of 
a population. A population is a relatively large collection 
of people (or groups or categories) that a researcher stud-
ies and about which generalizations are made. Suppose 
a sociologist wants to study the students at your school. 
All the students together constitute the population being 
studied. A survey could be done that reached every stu-
dent, but conducting a detailed interview with every stu-
dent would be highly impractical. If the sociologist wants 
the sort of information that can be gathered only during 
a personal interview, she would study only a portion, or 
sample, of all the students at your school.

How is it possible to draw accurate conclusions 
about a population by studying only part of it? The 
secret lies in making sure that the sample is represen-
tative of the population as a whole. The sample should 
have the same mix of people as the larger population 
and in the same proportions. If the sample is represen-
tative, then the researcher can generalize what she finds 
from the sample to the entire population. For example, 
if she interviews a sample of 100 students and finds that 
10 percent of them are in favor of a tuition increase, and 
if the sample is representative of the population, then she 
can conclude that about 10 percent of all the students at 
your school are in favor of a tuition increase. Note that a 
sample of 5 or 6 students would probably result in gener-
alizations of poor quality, because the sample is not large 
enough to be representative. A biased (nonrepresenta-
tive) sample can lead to grossly inaccurate conclusions.

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

Analyzing the Data
After the data have been collected, whether primary or 
secondary data, they must be analyzed. Data analysis 
is the process by which sociologists organize collected 
data to discover the patterns and uniformities that the 
data reveal. The analysis may be statistical or qualita-
tive. When the data analysis is completed, conclusions 
and generalizations can be made.

Data analysis is labor intensive, but it is also an excit-
ing phase of research. Here is where research discover-
ies are made. Sometimes while pursuing one question, 
a researcher will stumble across an unexpected finding, 
referred to by researchers as serendipity. A serendipi-
tous finding is something that emerges from a study that 
was not anticipated, perhaps the discovery of an associ-
ation between two variables that the researcher was not 
looking for or some pattern of behavior that was outside 
the scope of the research design. Such findings can be 
minor sidelines to the researcher’s major conclusions 
or, in some cases, lead to major new discoveries. They 
are part of the excitement of doing sociological research.

A good example of serendipity involved the “Baby 
Einstein” early intervention program (see the box “Doing 
Sociological Research: The ‘Baby Einstein’ Program”). 
This program promised to dramatically increase early 
infant language development by means of exposing very 
young children (two years old or younger) to various vid-
eos (DVDs). It was later discovered that the videos actually 
inhibited language development in children of this age!

Reaching Conclusions and  
Reporting Results
The final stage in research is developing conclusions, 
relating findings to sociological theory and past research, 
and reporting the findings. An important question 
researchers will ask at this stage is whether their find-
ings can be generalized. Generalization is the ability to 
draw conclusions from specific data and to apply them 
to a broader population. Researchers ask, do my results 
apply only to those people who were studied, or do they 
also apply to the broader population beyond? Assuming 
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a census taker interviews a man in his home.
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that the results have wide application, the researcher can 
then ask if the findings refine or refute existing theories 
and whether the research has direct application to practi-
cal social issues. Using the earlier example of the relation-
ship between parent and offspring prejudice, if you found 
that racially prejudiced people did tend to have racially 
prejudiced parents (thus supporting your hypothesis), 
then you might report these results in a paper or research 
report. You might also ask, what kinds of programs for 
reducing prejudice do the results of your study suggest?

The Tools of Sociological 
Research
There are several tools or techniques sociologists use 
to gather data. Among the most widely used are survey 
research, participant observation, controlled experi-
ments, content analysis, historical research, and evalu-
ation research.

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

Like questionnaires, interviews provide a struc-
tured way to ask people questions. They may be con-
ducted face to face, by phone, or electronically, as by 
mail (email) or even Facebook. Interview questions 
may be open-ended or closed-ended, though the open-
ended form is particularly accommodating if respon-
dents wish to elaborate.

Typically, a survey questionnaire will solicit data 
about the respondent (the person you are studying), 
such as income, occupation or employment status 
(employed or unemployed), years of formal education, 
yearly income, age, race, and gender, coupled with 
additional questions that throw light upon a particular 
research question. For closed-ended questions, people 
must reply from a list of possible answers, like a multi-
ple-choice test. For open-ended questions, respondents 
are allowed to elaborate on their answer. Closed-ended 
questions are generally (though not always) analyzed 
quantitatively, and open-ended questions are generally 
(though not always) analyzed qualitatively. Thus a survey 
can involve both qualitative and quantitative research. 
Researchers may wish to analyze survey data that have 
already been collected by someone else. If a researcher 

has access to these original data, then the researcher may 
wish to engage in analysis of it. This is called secondary 
analysis, namely analysis of data that have already been 
collected. Secondary analysis has some advantages over 
collecting one’s own data (called primary data analysis): 
It generally takes less time to do, and it can permit analy-
sis of a very large sample of people.

As a research tool, surveys make it possible to ask 
specific questions about a large number of topics and 
then to perform sophisticated analyses to find patterns 
and relationships among variables. The disadvantages 
of surveys arise from their rigidity. Responses may not 
accurately capture the opinions of respondents or may 
fail to capture nuances in people’s behavior and atti-
tudes. Also, what people say and what they do are not 
always the same. Survey researchers must be persistent 
in order to get answers that are truthful—one reason 
for allowing respondents to be anonymous. Survey 
researchers sometimes get at this problem by asking 
essentially the same question in different ways. In this 
way, validity is increased.

Participant Observation
A unique and interesting way for sociologists to col-
lect data and study society is to actually become part 
of the group they are studying. This is the method of 
participant observation. (Nonparticipant observation 
is also used as a technique for research. For example, 
one may wish to study a work group in a factory with-
out actually participating in the group itself.) Two roles 
are played at the same time: subjective participant and 
objective observer. Usually, the group is aware that the 
sociologist is studying them, but not always. Partici-
pant observation is sometimes called field research, a 
term borrowed from anthropology.

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

Debunking Society’s Myths←
Myth: People who are just hanging out together and relax-
ing don’t care much about social differences between them.
Sociological Research: Even casual groups have organized 
social hierarchies. That is, they make distinctions within the 
group that give some people higher status than others. This 
has been shown in participant observation studies such as 
Duneier’s (1999) study of the homeless on New York City’s 
lower East Side; in anderson’s (1976) study of the people 
just hanging out in “Jelly’s Bar”; in anderson’s (1999) “Code 
of the Street” study, which showed a rigid hierarchy among 
those engaged in street crime; and in alice goffman’s 
(2009) study of people “on the run” from the law.
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Street Corner Society (1943), a classic work by 
sociologist William Foote Whyte, documents one 
of the first qualitative participant observation stud-
ies ever done. Whyte studied the “Cornerville gang,” 
a group of Italian American men whose territory 
was a street corner in Boston in the late 1930s and 
early 1940s. Although not Italian, Whyte learned to 
speak the language, lived with an Italian family, and 
then infiltrated the gang by befriending the gang’s 
leader, whose pseudonym was “Doc.” Doc was the 
 informant for Whyte, a person with whom the par-
ticipant observer works closely in order to learn about 
the group. For the duration of the study, Doc was the 
only gang member who knew that Whyte was doing 
research on his gang. This represents what is called 
covert participant observation, in which the mem-
bers of the group being studied do not know that 
they are being researched. This is one means of try-
ing to reduce the Hawthorne effect. (If the group is 
told that they are being studied and that they are the 
research subjects, then it is called overt participant 
 observation. Sometimes the group members inad-
vertently find out that they are research subjects and 
may become angry because of the discovery. In this 
case, covert participant observation is by accident 
transformed into overt participant observation.)

Most social scientists of the 1940s and 1950s 
thought gangs were socially disorganized, random devi-
ant groups, but Whyte’s study showed otherwise—as 
have participant observation studies since then, nota-
bly those of Anderson (1976, 1990, 1999) and  Goffman 
(2009), as examples. He found that the  Cornerville gang, 
and by implication other urban street corner gangs as 
well, was a highly organized mini-society with its own 
social hierarchy (social stratification), morals, prac-
tices, and punishments (sanctions) for deviating from 
the norms of the gang.

There are a few built-in weaknesses to partici-
pant observation as a research technique. We already 
mentioned that it is very time-consuming. Participant 
observers have to cull data from vast amounts of notes. 
Such studies usually focus on fairly small groups, posing 
problems of generalization. Participant observation can 
also pose real physical dangers to the researcher, such 
as being “found out” or “outed” if one is studying a street 
gang using covert participant observation (Sanchez-
Jankowski 1991). Observers may also lose their objectiv-
ity by becoming too much a part of what they study. If 
this happens—the observer becomes so much a part of 
the group that she or he is no longer a scientific observer 
but rather a participant—it is called “going native” and is 
seen as one of the disadvantages of participant observa-
tion research. These limitations aside, participant obser-
vation has been the source of some of the most arresting 
and valuable studies in sociology (see for example, 
“Doing Sociological Research: A Cop in the Hood”).

Controlled Experiments
Controlled experiments are highly focused ways of 
collecting data and are especially useful for determin-
ing a pattern of cause and effect. To conduct a controlled 
experiment, two groups are created, an experimental 
group, which is exposed to the factor or variable one 
is examining, and the control group, which is not. In a 
controlled experiment, external influences are either 
eliminated or equalized, that is, held constant, between 
the experimental and the control group. This is neces-
sary to establish cause and effect.

Suppose you wanted to study whether violent 
television programming causes aggressive behavior 
in children. You could conduct a controlled experi-
ment to investigate this question. The behavior of 
children would be the dependent variable (variable 
Y); the independent variable (variable X) is whether 
or not the children are exposed to violent program-
ming. To investigate your question, you would expose 
an experimental group of children (under monitored 
conditions) to a movie containing lots of violence 
(ultimate fighting, for example, or gunfighting). The 
control group would watch a movie that is free of vio-
lence. Beforehand, the children would be assigned 
randomly to the experimental group or the control 
group (this is called experimental randomization) in 
order to make the composition of the two groups as 
much alike as possible. Aggressiveness in the children 
(the dependent variable) would be measured twice: 
a pretest measurement made before the movies are 
shown and a posttest measurement made afterward. 
You would take pretest and posttest measures on both 
the control and the experimental groups. Studies of 
this sort actually find that the children who watched 

The men in this bar, as shown by anderson’s (1976) classic 
participant observation study of “Jelly’s Bar” in A Place on  
the Corner, have status differences among themselves that  
they create, such as (in descending status order) “regulars,”  
“hoodlums,” and “winos.”
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the violent movie are indeed more violent and aggres-
sive afterward than those who watched a movie con-
taining no violence (Taylor et al. 2013; Worchel et al. 
2000; Bushman 1998).

Among its advantages, a controlled experiment 
can establish causation, and it can zero in on a single 
independent variable. On the downside, controlled 
experiments can be artificial. They are for the most part 
performed in a contrived laboratory setting (unless it 
is what is called a field experiment), and they tend to 
eliminate many real-life effects. Analysis of controlled 

experiments includes making judgments about how 
much the artificial setting has affected the results (see 
◆ Table 3.1).

Content Analysis
Researchers can learn a vast amount about a society by 
analyzing cultural artifacts such as newspapers, maga-
zines, TV programs, Internet, or popular music. Content 
analysis is a way of measuring by examining the cultural 
artifacts of what people write, say, see, and hear. The 

Certain fundamental statistical concepts are basic to socio-
logical research. Although not all sociologists do quantita-
tive research, basic statistics are important to carrying out 
and interpreting sociological studies.

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

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

Let’s illustrate the difference between mean and median 
using national income distribution as an example. Suppose 
that you have a group of ten people. Two make $10,000 per 
year, seven make $40,000 per year, and one makes $1 million 
per year. If you calculate the mean (the average), it comes 
to $130,000. The median, on the other hand, is $40,000, a 
figure that more accurately suggests the income profile of 
the group. That single million-a-year earner dramatically 
distorts, or skews, the picture of the group’s income. If we 
want information about how the group in general lives, we 
are wiser to use the median income figure as a rough guide, 
not the mean. Note also that in this example the mode is the 
same as the median: $40,000.

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

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

A good example of a spurious (“false”) correlation is the 
finding that the murder rate (Y) in Denver, Colorado, dropped 
50 percent as a result of the legalization of marijuana. The con-
clusion that the legalization of marijuana caused the drop in 
murder rate could well be—and probably is—spurious (false). 
Some third variable, such as a decline in unemployment or a 
decrease in domestic violence, could have caused a drop in 
the murder rate.

Another widely used method of analyzing sociological 
data is cross-tabulation, a way of seeing if two variables are 
related by breaking them down into categories for compari-
son. Take the following example. In a Gallup Poll (2012), the 
following question was asked: “Do you feel that the laws 
covering the sale of firearms should be made more strict, or 
less strict? “The following results, a cross-tabulation of answers 

Statistics in Sociology
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researcher studies not people but the communications 
the people produce as a way of creating a picture of their 
society.

Content analysis is frequently used to measure 
cultural change and to study different aspects of 
culture (Lamont 1992). Sociologists also use con-
tent analysis as an indirect way to determine how 
social groups are perceived—they might examine, 
for example, how Asian Americans are depicted in 
television dramas or how women are depicted in 
advertisements.

Children’s books have been the subject of many 
content analyses. In acknowledgment of their impact 
on the development of youngsters, a team of sociolo-
gists compared images of Black Americans in children’s 
books from the 1930s to the present  (Pescosolido et al. 
1997). They obtained three important findings: First, they 
found a declining representation of African Americans 
from the 1930s through the 1950s, with practically no rep-
resentation from 1950 through 1964. Beginning in 1964, 
an increase in representation lasted until the mid-1970s, 
when the appearance of African American characters 

to the question (the dependent variable) by gender (the inde-
pendent variable) were obtained:

More Strict: Less Strict:

Women: 74% 26%

Men: 53% 47%

Source: www.gallup.com

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

At press time for this edition of this textbook, the 
now-infamous massacre of 20 first-grade children in a 
Connecticut school with an assault rifle and automatic 
pistols had just taken place. This horrific incident is dis-
cussed in Chapter 7. Preliminary evidence suggests that the 
percentage of both women and men wanting more strict 
gun control will increase.

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

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

●● Overgeneralizing. Statistical findings are limited by 
the extent to which the sample group actually reflects 
or represents the population from which the sample 
was obtained. Generalizing beyond the population is a 
misuse of statistics. Studying only men and then gener-
alizing conclusions to both men and women would be 
an example of overgeneralizing. This kind of mistake is 
fairly common in the media and also in some sociologi-
cal research.

●● Interpreting probability as certainty. Probability is 
a statement about chance or likelihood only. For 

example, in the cross-tabulation given previously, 
women are more likely than men to favor strict gun 
control. This means that women have a higher prob-
ability (a greater chance) of favoring strict gun control 
than men; it does not mean that all women favor strict 
gun control or that all men do not.

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

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

●● Using data selectively. Sometimes a survey includes 
many questions, but the researcher reports on only 
a few of the answers. Doing so makes it quite easy to 
misstate the findings. Researchers often do not report 
findings that show no association between variables, 
but these can be just as telling as associations that do 
exist. For example, researchers on gender differences 
typically report the differences they find between men 
and women, but seldom publish their findings when 
the results for men and women are identical. This tends 
to exaggerate the differences between women and men 
and falsely confirms certain social stereotypes about 
gender differences.

03083_ch03_ptg01.indd   69 18/08/15   10:16 AM

Copyright 2017 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).
Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



70  CHaPTER 3

 ◆ Table 3.1 Comparison of Six Research Techniques

Technique (Tool)
Qualitative Analysis  
or Quantitative Analysis Advantages Disadvantages

The survey (polls,  
questionnaires,  
interviews)

Usually quantitative,  
often qualitative

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

Difficult to focus in great depth 
on a few variables; difficult  
to measure subtle nuances  
in people’s attitudes

Participant  
observation

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

Is very time-consuming; dif-
ficult to generalize beyond the 
research setting

Controlled  
experiment

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

Difficult or impossible to  
measure large number of  
variables; may have an  
artificial quality

Content analysis Can be either qualitative  
or quantitative

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

Historical research Usually qualitative Saves time and expense in data  
collection; takes differences  
over time into account

Data often reflect biases of 
the original researcher and 
reflect cultural norms that were 
in effect when the data were 
collected

Secondary analysis of  
survey data

Can be either qualitative  
or quantitative

Permits the study of a large  
number of variables without  
actually collecting the primary  
data on these variables

limited in the number of 
variables that can be mea-
sured; maintaining objectivity is 
problematic if research is done 
or commissioned by adminis-
trators of the program being 
evaluated

Evaluation research Can be either qualitative  
or quantitative

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

Same as the survey

leveled off. Second, they found that the symbolic images 
of African Americans did change significantly over time. 
In the 1960s—a period of much racial unrest— African 
Americans were mostly portrayed in “safe,” distant 
images, such as in secondary and nearly invisible occu-
pational roles. Third, they found few portrayals of Black 
adults in intimate, egalitarian, or interracial relationships. 
Recent research on stereotyping generally confirms these 
three findings (Baumeister and Bushman 2008: 419–421).

Content analysis has the advantage of being unobtru-
sive, or “nonreactive.” The research can have no effect at all 
on the person being studied because the cultural artifact 
has already been produced. Hence, content analysis will 
reveal very little if any Hawthorne effect. Content analysis 
is limited in what it can study, however, because it is based 
on mass communication—either visual, oral, or written. 
It cannot tell us what people think about these images or 
whether they affect people’s behavior. Other methods of 

research, such as interviewing or participant observation, 
would be used to answer these questions. Nonetheless 
content analysis can be very insightful.

Historical Research
Historical research examines sociological themes over 
time. It is commonly done in historical archives, such as 
official records, church records, town archives, private 
diaries, or oral histories. The sources of this sort of mate-
rial are critical to its quality and applicability. Oral histo-
ries have been especially illuminating, most dramatically 
in revealing the unknown histories of groups that have 
been ignored or misrepresented in other historical 
accounts. For example, when developing an account of 
the spirituality of Native Americans, one would be mis-
guided to rely solely on the records left by Christian mis-
sionaries or U.S. Army officials. These records would give 
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Research Question: The claim was that 
such exposure would produce earlier and 
better language development, compar-
ing a sample of infants before exposure 
to several months after exposure. The 
implication was that exposure to this 
Baby Einstein program would result in 
faster and better language develop-
ment than that in infants not exposed 
to the program. After all, what could 
be more obvious? Of course, early 
exposure to the program would result 
in better language development than 
would nonexposure to the program. How 
could the results possibly be otherwise? 
Thousands upon thousands of parents 
with high hopes purchased the Baby 
Einstein products.

Research Method: Several years back 
(starting in 1997), the Baby Einstein 
program, acquired by Disney Productions 
in 2001, advertised that it could greatly 
increase language development and 
other skills (the dependent variables) by 

The “Baby Einstein” Program: A Farce?
subjecting very young children (two years 
old or younger) to the various toys, flash 
cards, DVDs, and books they marketed.

Research Results: This example shows 
precisely why doing research is so impor-
tant! Several years after the Baby Einstein 
program was begun, anxious parents 
began contacting the founders of the 
program and telling them that their infants 
were not responding well to the Baby 
Einstein DVDs, flash cards, and so on. Fur-
thermore, two University of Washington 
professors discovered that, in fact, children 
exposed to the program and its gadgets 
had actually slowed down their language 
development relative to children who 
had not been in the program. In addition, 
children exposed to the program revealed 
greater attention deficit afterward.

Conclusions and Implications: As a test 
for these observations, experimental as 
well as control conditions for children, 
matched on age, were created, and 

measures over time of language develop-
ment, reading speed, attention span, and 
other dependent variables were carried 
out. As it turns out, the findings disproved 
what “obvious common sense” told us; 
namely, the experimental group babies 
(the Baby Einstein conditions) performed 
less well on these dependent variables 
than did babies in the control conditions 
(those not exposed to the program)!

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

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

doing sociological research
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Controlled experimentation shows that some media violence tends to desen-
sitize children to the effects of violence, including engendering less sympathy 
for victims of violence (Baumeister and Bushman 2008; Huesmann et al. 
2003; Cantor 2000). Many also think that violent video games (another form 
of media) may be a cause of school shootings, where youth go on a rampage 
of gunfire against fellow students. Perhaps there is some link here; it is too 
simplistic to see a direct causal connection between viewing violence and 
actually engaging in it. For one thing, such an argument ignores the broader 
social context of violent behavior (including such things as the availability 
of guns, family characteristics, youth alienation from school, to name a few 
(Taylor et al. 2006; Sternheimer 2007).

a useful picture of how Whites perceived 
Native American religion, but they would 
be a very poor source for discovering how 
Native Americans understood their own 
spirituality.

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

Handled properly, comparative and 
historical research is rich with the ability 
to capture long-term social changes, and 
is the perfect tool for sociologists who 
want to ground their studies in historical 
or comparative perspectives.

Evaluation Research
Evaluation research assesses the effect 
of policies and programs on people in 
society. If the research is intended to 
produce policy recommendations, then 
it is called policy research.
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Suppose you want to know if an educational pro-
gram is actually improving student performance. You 
could design a study that measured the academic per-
formance of two groups of students, one that partici-
pates in the program and one that does not (a “control” 
group). If the academic performance of students in the 
program is better than that of those not in the program, 
and if the groups are alike in other ways (they are often 
matched to accomplish this), you would conclude that 
the program was effective. If the academic performance 
of the students in the program ended up being the same 
(or even worse) as those not in the program, then you 
would conclude that the program was not effective. 
(See the box “Doing Sociological Research: The ‘Baby 
Einstein’ Program’’.) If you use this research to recom-
mend social policy, you would be doing policy research.

Research Ethics: Is 
Sociology Value Free?
The topics dealt with by sociology are often controver-
sial. People have strong opinions about social ques-
tions, and in some cases, the settings for sociological 
work are highly politicized. Imagine spending time in 
an urban precinct house to do research on police bru-
tality or doing research on acquired immune deficiency 
syndrome (AIDS) and sex education in a conservative 
public school system. Under these  conditions, can soci-
ology be scientifically objective? How do researchers 

balance their own political and moral commitments 
against the need to be objective and open-minded? 
Sociological knowledge has an intimate connection to 
political values and social views. Often the very pur-
pose of sociological research is to gather data as a step 
in creating social policy. Can sociology be value free? 
Should it be?

This is an important question without a simple 
answer. Most sociologists do not claim to be value free, 
but they do try as best they can to produce objective 
research. It must be acknowledged that researchers 
make choices throughout their research that can influ-
ence their results. The problems sociologists choose to 
study, the people they decide to observe, the research 
design they select, and the type of media they use to dis-
tribute their research can all be influenced by the per-
sonal values of the researcher.

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

In controlled experiments, deception is often 
employed, as in the now-famous studies by Stanley 
Milgram, to be reviewed later in Chapter 6, where peo-
ple were led to believe that they were causing harm to 
another, when in fact they were not. Researchers often 
reveal the true purpose of an experiment only after it 
is completed. This is called debriefing. The deception 
is therefore temporary. But does that lessen the poten-
tial ethical violation? Maybe the effects of deception 
become longer-lasting. Does deception lessen any 
potential damage to the self-concept of the subject or 
respondent, or does it actually increase this damage? 
(Some damage to the self-concept of subjects in the 
Milgram experiments was indeed found when the sub-
jects realized that they were easily duped into causing 
what they thought was serious harm to another human. 
(See Chapter 6.)

One of the clearest ethical violations in all of the 
history of science has come to be known as the Tuske-
gee Syphilis Study. The study was conducted at the 
 Tuskegee Institute in Macon County, Alabama, a his-
torically Black college. For this study—begun in 1932 
by the government’s United States Health Service—a 
sample of about 400 Black males who were infected 
with the sexually transmitted disease syphilis (this was 
the “experimental” group) were allowed to go untreated 
medically for over forty years. Another 200 Black males 
who had not contracted syphilis were used as a con-
trol group. The purpose of the study was to examine 
the effects of “untreated syphilis in the male negro.” 
The study was not unlike similar “studies” carried out 
against Jews by Hitler’s Nazi regime in Germany at the 

Here men with syphilis are being examined to determine the  
“progress” of syphilis. These unfortunate men were experi-
mental subjects in the U.S. government’s infamous Tuskegee  
Syphilis Study, one of the clearest ethical violations in all the  
history of science.
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Research Methodology: An excellent 
recent example of participant observa-
tion research of the overt type is sociolo-
gist Peter Moskos’s twenty months as 
a bona fide police officer in Baltimore, 
Maryland. For his doctoral disserta-
tion research, Moskos, who is White, 
underwent the standard six months of 
training in the police academy and was 
then assigned to Baltimore’s Eastern 
District, a heavily African American and 
depressed ghetto with a heavy drug 
trade. A true participant observer, he 
became a police officer. He got to know 
and trust the other officers with whom 
he worked, and he became familiar 
with the social life of the homeless 
individuals, drug dealers, and neighbor-
hood residents in East Baltimore. He 
lived minute by minute and day by day 
with the ever-present extreme dangers 
of police work, carried a Glock semiau-
tomatic pistol with a seventeen-shot 
clip (which he never had to fire but had 
to “show” on occasion), and discovered 
that “danger creates a bond” among 
police officers. He wrote his field notes 
each day after work— numbering overall 
350 typed, single-spaced pages. His 
study ranks with other classic participant 
observation studies in sociology, such as 
Whyte’s Street Corner Society (1943), 
Anderson’s A Place on the Corner (1976) 
and Streetwise (1990), and Duneier’s 
Sidewalk (1999).

A Cop in the Hood: Participant Observation
Research Results: Moskos’s study is 
important because, among other things, 
it dispels a number of myths that the 
public has about police officers and 
police work. For example, many think 
that summoning the police by calling 911 
will get a quick solution to the prob-
lem—whether it be a drug deal taking 
place, an incident of domestic violence, 
or gunfire on the street. Although the 
police are indeed generally quick to 
respond, in reality the drug deal or the 
domestic violence reconvenes imme-
diately after the police leave the scene. 
Moskos even concludes that, unfortu-
nately, 911 is “a joke.”

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

In his further demystification of 
the police and police culture, Moskos 
describes his fellow police officers 
not as power-hungry, thrill-seeking 

bullies, but as hardworking people 
who marshal their own weaknesses 
and strengths to cope with unique job 
conditions.

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

Conclusions and Implications: Such 
insights into the social structure and 
culture of street activity (in this case, 
street drug trade) ranks Moskos’s work 
with other participant observation stud-
ies that reveal structure and culture—for 
example, those of Whyte, Anderson, and 
Duneier.

Source: Moskos, Peter. 2008. Cop in the Hood: 
My Year Policing Baltimore’s Eastern District. 
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

doing sociological research

same time—just before and during World War II in the 
1930s and early 1940s. Jews who were injected with 
debilitating illnesses remained medically untreated. 
Untreated syphilis causes blindness, mental retarda-
tion, and death, and this is how many of the untreated 
Black men in the Tuskegee study fared over the period 
of forty-plus years.

In the 1950s, penicillin was discovered as an effec-
tive treatment for infectious diseases, including syphi-
lis, and was widely available. Nonetheless, the scientists 
conducting the study decided not to give penicillin to 

the infected men in the study on the grounds that it 
would “interfere” with the study of the physical and 
mental harm caused by untreated syphilis! The U.S. 
government itself authorized the study to be continued 
until the early 1970s—that is, until quite recently. By 
the mid-1970s pressure from the public and the press 
caused the federal government to terminate the study, 
but by then it was too late to save approximately 100 
men who had already died of the ravages of untreated 
syphilis, plus many others who were forced to live with 
major mental and physical damage.
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Following the ethical horrors of studies such as the 
Tuskegee study, the American Sociological Association 
(ASA) has since developed a professional code of eth-
ics (see the ASA website for the full Code of Ethics). The 
federal government also has many regulations about 
the protection of human subjects. Ethical research-
ers adhere to these guidelines and must ensure that 
research subjects are not subjected to physical, mental, 
or legal harm. Research subjects must also be informed 
of the rights and responsibilities of both researcher 
and  subject. Sociologists, like other scientists, also 

should not involve people in research without what is 
called informed  consent—that is, getting agreement to 
participate from the respondents or subjects after the 
purposes of the study are explained in detail to them. 
There may be exceptions to the need for informed con-
sent, such as when observing people in public places. 
Sociologists also take measures to avoid identifying 
their respondents and to assure confidentiality through 
the use of pseudonyms or by not using names at all and 
by assigning random ID (code) numbers to all respon-
dents during data analysis.

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

Is sociological research scientific?
Sociological research is derived from the scientific 
method, meaning that it relies on empirical obser-
vation and, at times, the testing of hypotheses. The 
research process involves several steps: developing a 
research question, designing the research, collecting 
data, analyzing data, and developing conclusions. 
Different research designs are appropriate to differ-
ent research questions, but sociologists have to be 
concerned with the validity, the reliability, and the 
generalization of their results. Applying one’s results 
obtained from a sample to a broader population is an 
example of generalization.

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

What are some of the statistical concepts  
in sociology?
Through research, sociologists are able to make 
statements of probability, or likelihood. Sociologists 
use percentages and rates. The mean is the same as  

an average. The median represents the midpoint in 
an array of values or scores. The mode is the most 
common value or score. Correlation and cross-tab-
ulation are statistical procedures that allow soci-
ologists to see how two (or more) different variables 
are associated. There have been instances of misuse 
of statistics in the behavioral and social sciences, 
including sociology, and these have resulted in incor-
rect conclusions.

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

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

Chapter Summary
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Do you think you could define what it means to be 
human? Biologists, geneticists, and many other natu-
ral scientists have attempted to identify the specific 

makeup of humans. The Human Genome Project (HGP) had 
scientists working on mapping the complex structure of DNA  
on high-speed computers to unlock the genetic code of 
human life. By April 2003, the HGP had completed a genetic 
“blueprint” for building a human being (www.genome.gov). 
The stated purpose of the human genome project is to see 
how genetics influences the development of disease, but it 
raises numerous questions about human cloning and the pos-
sibility of creating human life in the laboratory. Is our genetic 
constitution what makes us human? Suppose you created a 
human being in the laboratory but left that creature without 
social contact. Would the “person” be human? 

Knowing the genetic makeup of humans suggests the ability 
to make human beings in the laboratory, but without society, 
what would humans be like? What is the distinction between 
being “biologically” human and being “socially” human? Sociolo-
gists argue that the answer includes the influence of society.
Thanks to the Human Genome Project, we now have an under-
standing of what it means to be “biologically” or “genetically” 
human, but is that being fully human? We are born with our 
genetic and biological makeup, but it is life experience that 
defines the self. As we go from infancy, through the toddler years, 
from childhood, through adulthood and old age, our genetic 
DNA is unchanging. The ongoing interaction we have with other 
human beings over our lifetime is what guides what it truly means 
to be part of human society. From the moment of birth, we are 
being “taught” what is expected of us to become a social being. 

Consider the rare cases of feral children, who have been 
raised in the absence of human contact. Such cases, when 
a person has little or no social contact, provide clues about 
the importance of human contact to human development. 
One such case, involved a young girl given the pseudonym of 
Genie. When her blind mother appeared (in 1970) in the Los 
Angeles County welfare office seeking assistance, casework-
ers first thought the girl was six years old. In fact, she was 
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thirteen, although she weighed only 59 pounds 
and was 4 feet, 6 inches tall. She was small and 
withered, unable to stand up straight, incontinent, 
and severely malnourished. Her eyes did not focus, 
and she had two nearly complete sets of teeth. 
A strange ring of calluses circled her buttocks. She 
could not talk. As the case unfolded, it was dis-
covered that the girl had been kept in nearly total 
isolation for most of her life, never learning verbal 
language or any form of social interaction. 

Interacting with other people is a critical part 
of becoming human. Another example is the story 
of Shin Dong-hyuk who escaped from a North 
Korean prison known as Camp 14 in 2005. He was 
born in the prison camp and was socialized entirely 
into the rules and expectations of prison life. As a 
result, he never knew family love, loyalty, or how to interact with others. Not until he met a new prisoner 
who described the world beyond the prison boundaries did Shin Dong-hyuk know that he could hope for 
something more. After his escape at age 23, his story has been told and offers insight into how socializa-
tion shapes beliefs, behaviors, and expectations for the future (Harden 2012).

Genes may confer skin and bone and brain, but only by learning the values, norms, and roles that culture 
bestows on people do we become social beings—literally, human beings. Sociologists refer to this process 
as socialization—the subject of this chapter. 

The Socialization Process 
Socialization is the process through which people 
learn the expectations of society. To be a fully social-
ized member of society means to have internalized the 
expected norms of that society. Internalization occurs 
when behaviors and assumptions are learned so thor-
oughly that people no longer question them, but simply 
accept them as correct. The lessons that are internal-
ized can have a powerful influence on behavior and 
attitudes. 

Let’s start with behavior. Not all human beings act 
the same way. In fact, within any one culture, not all 
people act the same. Not all Americans act the same; 
not all college students act the same. Not even all of 
your friends within your social circle act the same. Yet, 
the socialization process guides each of us in how to 
behave within our given roles. Roles are the expected 
behavior associated with a given status in society. When 
you occupy a social role, you tend to take on the expec-
tations of others. For example, when you transition from 
high school to college, you likely observe the behavior, 
the language, the dress, perhaps even the music tastes 
of other college students. You likely modify your own 
behavior accordingly. Before you know it, you are trans-
formed from high school student to college student, 
perhaps socializing the next freshmen class into the 

same set of expectations. This can happen throughout 
your life course, as you join new groups, such as joining 
a new work organization, a club, or, perhaps, forming 
a new family. You are socialized to the group’s norms, 
taking on your specific role and interacting with the 
group in socially acceptable ways. 

By means of socialization, people absorb their 
culture—customs, habits, laws, practices, and means 
of expression. Socialization is the basis for identity: 
how one defines oneself. Identity is both personal and 
social. To a great extent, our identity is bestowed by oth-
ers, because we come to see ourselves as others see us. 
Socialization also establishes personality, defined as a 
person’s relatively consistent pattern of behavior, feel-
ings, predispositions, and beliefs. Embracing the iden-
tity of a college student occurs through interaction with 
other college students and comes complete with new 
behaviors and feelings.

The socialization experience differs for individu-
als, depending on factors such as age, race, gender, 
and class, as well as more subtle aspects of personality. 
Women and men encounter different socialization pat-
terns as they grow up because each gender brings with it 
different social expectations (see Chapter 11). Likewise, 
growing up Jewish, Asian, Latino, or  African Ameri-
can involves different socialization  experiences. In 
the “Understanding Diversity: International Adoption 

Formal and informal learning, through families, schools, and  
other socialization agents, are important elements of the  
socialization process. In this photo, a mother teaches her  
child how to properly brush teeth.
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and Interracial Families” box, we discuss issues that 
 Chinese children face growing up in White families. 
Conflicts between adopted culture and culture of origin 
are evident for many interracially adopted children. 
Such conflicts can be particularly acute when a person 
grows up within different, even overlapping, cultures.

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

From a sociological perspective, what a person 
becomes results more from social experiences than from 
innate (inborn or natural) traits, although innate traits do 
have some influence on culture, as we saw in Chapter 2. 

For example, people may be born with a great capacity 
for knowledge, but without a good education; those peo-
ple are unlikely to achieve their full potential and may 
not be recognized as intellectually gifted. 

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

Perhaps the best way to understand the nature– 
nurture controversy is not that one or the other fully 
controls who we become, but that life involves a com-
plex interplay, or interaction, between genetic and 
social influences on human beings. The emphasis 
in sociology, however, is to see the social realities of 
our lives as extremely important in shaping human 
experience. 

In the United States, interracial families 
are on the rise. Interracial families occur 
because of interracial marriages and 
because of interracial or cross-cultural 
adoption. Interracial marriages produce 
multiracial children who have one parent 
who shares part of their racial–ethnic 
identity. Parents teach the child cultural 
expectations and traditions. Consider 
an internationally adopted child. What 
happens, for example, when two White 
Americans are raising a child born in 
China? How is cultural socialization 
different for these families? When 
the parents are racially and ethnically 
different from an adopted child, the 
process of socialization may be very 
different. Since 1999, nearly 67,000 
U.S. adoptions of children from China 
have occurred. In 2011 alone, 2,587 
children were adopted from China. This 
number represents almost 28 percent of 
all intercountry adoptions for that year 
(U.S. Department of State 2011). 

The parents of these children have 
a choice about how to socialize their 

International Adoption and Interracial Families
Chinese child into American society. 
For some, a “color-blind” approach 
seems best. This involves passing on the 
parental cultural norms and values with 
little regard for the cultural difference 
between them and their children. 
Research shows the color-blind approach 
is less popular today than in years past, 
and that parents who adopted from 
eastern Europe or Russia are more likely 
to employ the color-blind approach to 
cultural socialization (Lee et al. 2006). 

A second, and increasingly more 
common, approach to cultural 
socialization of Chinese adopted 
children results from the parental 
beliefs in enculturation and racialization. 
This means that the parents balance 
socializing their children into 
American culture while also providing 
opportunities for them to learn about 
and participate in Chinese cultural 
activities (Lee et al. 2006). Chinese 
schools provide weekend classes for 
students to learn Chinese language and 
culture. Chinese New Year celebrations 

and trips to urban Chinatowns become 
part of the family traditions. 

Another integral part of raising 
children who are racially and ethnically 
different from their parents is having 
ongoing discussions about race, dis    -
crimination, and difference. Parents 
discuss potential experiences of racial 
discrimination at school and other 
places. Some parents even discuss 
the adoption with school officials and 
teachers (Lee et al. 2006). 

Socialization starts within families at 
infancy and continues throughout the life 
course. Internationally adopted children 
face a unique set of challenges at all 
stages of socialization. As babies, they 
are taken from homes or orphanages 
and immersed into American families 
and American homes. In addition to 
learning about the new people in their 
life, they face adjusting to new food, 
new language, new styles of dress, and 
all the other “newness” of a foreign 
culture. From infancy to adolescence 
to adulthood, adoptees face challenges 
in balancing their place in a new, and 
possibly interracial, family.

understanding diversity
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Socialization as Social Control 
Sociologist Peter Berger pointed out that not only do 
people live in society but society also lives in people 
(Berger 1963). Socialization is, therefore, a mode of 
social control. Social control is the process by which 
groups and individuals within those groups are brought 
into conformity with dominant social expectations. 
Sometimes an individual rebels and attempts to resist 
this conformity, but because people generally conform 
to cultural expectations, socialization gives society a 
certain degree of predictability. Patterns are established 
that become the basis for social order. 

To understand how socialization is a form of social 
control, imagine the individual in society as surrounded 
by a series of concentric circles (see ▲Figure 4.1). Each 
circle is a layer of social controls, ranging from the most 
subtle, such as the expectations of others, to the most 
overt, such as physical coercion and violence. Coercion 
and violence are usually not necessary to extract con-
formity because learned beliefs and the expectations of 
others are enough to keep people in line. These social-
izing forces can be subtle because even when a per-
son disagrees with others, he or she can feel pressure 
to conform and may experience stress and discomfort 
in choosing not to conform. People learn through a 
lifetime of experience that deviating from the expecta-
tions of others invites peer pressure, ridicule, and other 
social judgments that remind one of what is expected.

Conformity and Individuality 
Saying that people conform to social expectations does 
not eliminate individuality. We are all unique to some 
degree. Our uniqueness arises from different experi-
ences, different patterns of socialization, the choices we 
make, and the imperfect ways we learn our roles. People 
can resist some of society’s  expectations.  Sociologists 
warn against seeing human beings as totally passive 

creatures because people interact with their environment 
in creative ways. Yet, most people conform, although to 
differing degrees. Socialization is profoundly significant, 
but this does not mean that people are robots. Instead, 
socialization emphasizes the adaptations people make 
as they learn to live in society. 

Some people conform too much, for which they pay a 
price. Socialization into men’s roles can encourage aggres-
sion and a zeal for risk-taking. Men have a lower life expec-
tancy and higher rate of accidental death than do women, 
probably because of the risky behaviors associated with 
men’s roles, that is, simply “being a man” (Kimmel and 
Messner 2012). Women’s gender roles carry their own 
risks. Striving excessively to meet the beauty ideals of the 
dominant culture can result in feelings of low self-worth 
and may encourage harmful behaviors, such as smoking 
or severely restricting eating to keep one’s weight down. 
Being a man or woman is not inherently bad for your 
health, but conforming to gender roles to an extreme can 
compromise your physical and mental health. Women 
and girls are more likely than men and boys, for example, 
to suffer from eating disorders or to have an unhealthy 
self-image (Algars et al. 2010; Neighbors and Sobal 2007). 

The Consequences of Socialization 
Socialization is a lifelong process with consequences 
that affect how we behave toward others and what we 
think of ourselves:

1. First, socialization establishes self-concepts. Self-
concept is how we think of ourselves as the result 
of the socialization experiences we have over a 
lifetime. Socialization is also influenced by vari-
ous social factors, such as gender. ▲ Figure 4.2 
shows how students’ self-concepts are different 
for men and women. Men rate themselves much 
more highly on competitiveness, intellectual self- 
confidence, and mathematical ability. Women’s 
self-concepts are higher in the areas of artistic abil-
ity, understanding of others, and writing skills. 

2. Second, socialization creates the capacity for role-
taking. As we learn societal expectation, we create 
the ability to see ourselves through the perspective 
of another. Socialization is fundamentally reflec-
tive; that is, it involves self-conscious human beings 
seeing and reacting to the expectations of others. 
The capacity for reflection and the development of 
identity are ongoing. This is how we establish our 
roles in society. As we encounter new situations in 
life, such as going away to college or getting a new 
job, we are able to see what is expected. We adapt to 
the situation accordingly, becoming a young adult 
student or an employee of a company. Of course, 
not all people do so successfully. Unsuccessful 
socialization can be the basis for social deviance or 
other social and psychological problems.

Coercion: punishment,
imprisonment, violence

Institutions: law, religion,
economy, education, state

Language: cultural
symbols

Peers: ridicule

Family

Self

▲ Figure 4.1 Socialization as Social Control Though 
we are all individuals, the process of socialization also keeps 
us in line with society’s expectations. This may occur subtly 
through peer pressure or, in some circumstances, through 
coercion and/or violence.
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3. Third, socialization creates the tendency for people 
to act in socially acceptable ways. Through social-
ization, people learn the normative expectations 
attached to social situations and the expectations 
of society in general. As a result, socialization cre-
ates some predictability in human behavior and 
brings some order to what might otherwise be 
social chaos. 

4. Finally, socialization makes people bearers of cul-
ture. Socialization is the process by which peo-
ple learn and internalize the attitudes, beliefs, 
and behaviors of their culture. At the same time, 
socialization is a two-way process—that is, a per-
son is not only the recipient of culture but also is 
the creator of culture, passing cultural expecta-
tions on to others. The main product of socializa-
tion, then, is society itself.

Agents of Socialization 
Socialization agents are people, or sources, or struc-
tures who pass on social expectations. Everyone is 
a socializing agent because social expectations are 
communicated in countless ways and in every inter-
action people have, whether or not intentionally. 
When people are simply doing what they consider 
“normal,” they are communicating social expecta-
tions to others. When you dress a particular way, you 
may not feel you are telling others they must dress 
that way. Yet, when everyone in the same environ-
ment dresses similarly, some expectation about 
appropriate dress is clearly being conveyed. Peo-
ple feel pressure to become what society expects of 
them even though the pressure may be subtle and 
unrecognized. 

0 20 40 60 80 100

Self-understanding

Social self-confidence

Creativity

Competitiveness

Cooperativeness

Drive to achieve

Academic ability

Understanding of others

Leadership ability

Physical health

Emotional health

Intellectual self-confidence

Mathematical ability

Writing ability

Risk-taking

Computer skills

Spirituality

Popularity

Public speaking

Artistic ability

Percent rating themselves as “highest 10%” or above average for each trait

Men
Women

▲ Figure 4.2 Student 
Self-Concepts: The 
 Difference Gender Makes 
Men and women differ in how 
they identify certain charac-
teristics of their personality. 
What patterns can you see in 
these data? Do women’s self-
concepts differ from men’s?  
If so, in what ways?
Data: Based on national sample  
of first-year college students,  
fall 2013.
Source: Eagan, Kevin, et al. 2013. 
The American Freshman: National 
Norms Fall 2011. Higher Education 
Research Institute. Los Angeles,  
CA: University of California,  
Los Angeles.
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→Thinking Sociologically

Think about the first week that you were attending 
 college. What expectations were communicated to you 
and by whom? Who were the most significant socialization 
agents during this period? Which expectations were com-
municated formally and which informally? If you were ana-
lyzing this experience sociologically, what would be some 
of the most important concepts to help you understand 
how one “becomes a college student”? Were there expec-
tations for dress? For transportation around campus?

Socialization does not occur simply between indi-
vidual people; it occurs in the context of social insti-
tutions. Recall from Chapter 1 that institutions are 
established patterns of social behavior that persist over 
time. Institutions are a level of society above individu-
als. Many social institutions shape the process of social-
ization, including, as we will see, family, media, peers, 
religion, sports, and schools.

The Family 
For most people, the family is the first source of social-
ization. Through families, children are introduced to 
the expectations of society. Children learn to see them-
selves through their parents’ eyes. How parents define 
and treat a child is crucial to the development of the 
child’s sense of self.

What children learn in families is certainly not uni-
form. Even though families pass on the expectations 
of a given culture, families within that culture may 
be highly diverse, as we will see in Chapter 13. Some 
families may emphasize educational achievement 

over physical activity; some may be more permissive, 
whereas others emphasize strict obedience and disci-
pline. Even within families, children may experience 
different expectations based on gender or birth order 
(being born first, second, or third). Researchers find, 
for example, that sons are being taught to be tough, 
but that both sons and daughters are being taught 
egalitarian roles (Epstein and Ward 2011). Living in a 
family experiencing the strain of social problems such 
as alcoholism, unemployment, domestic violence, or 
teen pregnancy also affects how children are social-
ized. The specific effects of different family structures 
and processes are the basis for ongoing and extensive 
sociological research. 

As important as the family is in socializing the 
young, it is not the only socialization agent. As chil-
dren grow up, they encounter other socializing influ-
ences, sometimes in ways that might contradict family 
expectations. Parents who want to socialize their chil-
dren in less gender-stereotyped ways might be frus-
trated by the influence of the media, which promotes 
highly gender-typed toys and activities to boys and 
girls. These multiple influences on the socialization 
process create more complex attitudes and behaviors 
among people. 

Conformity at school socializes people into the expectations  
of being a student.
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Video games, such as the one shown here, use guns, 
violence, and sexualized content that leads to an  
explicit rating. There are age restrictions on these  
types of games.
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The Media 
As we saw in Chapter 2, the mass media increasingly are 
important agents of socialization. Television alone has 
a huge impact on what we are socialized to believe and 
become. Add to that films, music, video games, radio, 
Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and other social media 
outlets, and you begin to see the enormous influence 
the media have on the values we form, our images of 
society, our desires for ourselves, and our relationships 
with others. These images are powerful throughout our 
lifetimes, but many worry that their effect during child-
hood may be particularly deleterious. 

The high degree of violence in the media resulted 
in a rating system for televised programming, movies, 
music lyrics, and video games. There is no doubt that 
violence is extensive in the media. Analysts estimate 
that by age 18, the average child will have witnessed at 
least 18,000 simulated murders on television (Wilson 
et al. 2002). Research continues to examine the relation-
ship between exposure to media violence and different 
types of aggressive behaviors (Gentile, Mathieson, and 
Crick 2011). 

Media violence also tends to desensitize  children 
to the effects of violence, including engendering less 
sympathy for victims of violence (Baumeister and 
Bushman 2008; Huesmann et al. 2003). Many also 
think that violent video games (another form of media) 
may contribute to school shootings, where an armed 
 individual—often a student at a particular school— 
randomly shoots and wounds or kills one or more 
individuals, usually other students but also teachers 
(Newman et al.  2006). Media portrayals of violence 
desensitize viewers regarding the danger of weapons. 
Guns such as the ones used in the school shooting in 
Newtown, Connecticut, have deadly consequences; 
yet, media images of them pervade society. 

Perhaps there is some link here, but it is too sim-
plistic to see a direct causal connection between view-
ing violence and actually engaging in it. For one thing, 
such an argument ignores the broader social context 
of violent behavior, including such things as the avail-
ability of guns, family characteristics, parental control, 
youth alienation from school, to name a few (Newman 
et al. 2006). 

Violence in the media is not solely to blame for 
violent behavior in society. Children do not watch 
television in a vacuum. Children live in families where 
they learn different values and attitudes about violent 
behavior. They observe the society around them, not 
just the images they see in fictional representations. 
Children are influenced not only by the images of tele-
vised and filmed violence but also by the social context 
in which they live. The images of violence in the media 
in some ways only reflect the violence in society. The 
sociological question is whether or not media reflect 

societal reality, or if reality is influenced by the images 
presented in the media. 

The media expose us to numerous images that 
shape our definitions of ourselves and the world 
around us. What we think of as beautiful, sexy, politi-
cally acceptable, and materially necessary is strongly 
influenced by the media. If every week, as you read a 
newsmagazine, someone shows you the new car that 
will give you status and distinction, the message is clear 
and we begin to think that our self-worth can be mea-
sured by the car we drive. If every weekend, as we watch 
televised sports, someone tells us that to have fun we 
should drink the right beer, we come to believe that 
parties are perceived as better when everyone is drink-
ing. The values represented in the media, whether they 
are about violence, racist and sexist stereotypes, or any 
number of other social images, have a great effect on 
what we think and who we come to be. 

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

Peers are important agents of socialization. Young 
girls and boys learn society’s images of what they are 
supposed to be through the socialization process, 
and peers are enormously important in that process. 
Peer cultures for young people often take the form of 
cliques—friendship circles where members identify 
with each other and hold a sense of common  identity. 

Peers are important agents of socialization. Young girls and  
boys learn society’s images of what they are supposed to be  
through the socialization process.
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You probably had cliques in your high school and 
may even be able to name them. Did your school have 
“jocks,” “goths,” “tech geeks,” “freaks,” “stoners,” and so 
forth? Sociologists studying cliques have found that they 
are formed based on a sense of exclusive membership, 
like in-groups and out-groups. Cliques are cohesive but 
also have an internal hierarchy, with certain group lead-
ers having more power and status than other members. 
Interaction techniques, like inside jokes and high fives, 
produce group boundaries, defining who’s in and who’s 
out. The influence of peers is strong in childhood and 
adolescence, but it also persists into adulthood. 

A phenomenon of concern on high school grounds 
and on college campuses is bullying—the systematic, 
consistent long-time beating or verbally berating of 
a single student, who is chosen to be the victim by a 
clique. School bullying is serious business and nothing 
to be ignored, because it often has dire consequences. 
There are instances in which bullying has resulted in 

the suicide of a victim. In 2010, a gay student at  Rutgers 
University in New Jersey took his own life after his col-
lege roommate posted a video linking him romanti-
cally to another male student. The incident received 
national media attention, highlighting the bullying of 
gay  students. The roommate who filmed the victim was 
convicted on fifteen criminal counts, including inva-
sion of privacy and bias intimidation. 

As agents of socialization, peers are important 
sources of social approval, disapproval, and support. 
This is one reason groups without peers of similar sta-
tus are often at a disadvantage in various settings, such 
as women in male-dominated professions or minority 
students on predominantly White campuses. Being a 
“token” or an “only,” as it has come to be called, places 
unique stresses on those in settings with relatively few 
peers from whom to draw support (Thoits 2009). This 
is one reason those who are minorities in a dominant 
group context often form same-sex or same-race groups 

As a student at a college or university, 
you likely do not remember a world 
without the Internet. Use of the Internet 
started out small but has grown to 
include an online version of almost all 
activities that can be done face-to-face. 
Everything from watching the news, 
researching the latest statistics, staying 
in touch with friends, and participating 
in a class discussion are now possible in 
front of a computer screen instead of in 
front of another person. 

Socialization involves the ongoing 
process of learning how to interact with 
others and what the social norms are for 
communicating. George Herbert Mead 
and Charles Horton Cooley, sociolo-
gists you will read about a bit later in 
the chapter, explain how a sense of self 
develops through the expectations and 
judgments of others in a social environ-
ment. Cooley outlined the importance 
of the looking-glass self. Identity is 
developed by balancing how we think we 
appear to others and how those others 
judge us. Mead emphasized our differ-
ent roles that we take on as a result of 
our relationship to others. Both Cooley 

Interaction in Cyberspace
and Mead provided the groundwork for 
symbolic interaction theory to explain 
how socialization happens within a social 
environment. 

When communication happens in an 
online community, how are norms for 
interaction altered? In what ways have 
you been socialized into the expected 
behavior of online communication? 

Research details how participants 
in an online discussion group navigate 
self-presentation (Lee 2006). Private 
information is often concealed with 
techniques such as using a false name 
or a “user” name that is unidentifiable. 
Public information, however, is carefully 
revealed through personal narratives 
that others in the discussion group can 
use to learn about the person. Cooley’s 
concept that we develop identity by 
how others perceive us takes on new 
meaning for online communication. If the 
user limits how much private informa-
tion is made public, then the user has 
greater control over the perception by 
others. Consider your online interactions. 
What do your privacy settings on social 
networking sites say about what you 

are trying to conceal? How much can 
you influence the way you are perceived 
online? 

Additionally, the roles assumed by 
participants in an online discussion group 
are different than in-class course discus-
sions. Mead argues that there is distinc-
tion between the part of our personality 
that is self-defining (the “I”) and the part 
of our personality that is conforming 
to what others expect of us (the “me”). 
If online discussions allow participants 
to be unseen, will this change what 
contribution will be made to the discus-
sion? Are you more comfortable saying 
something contrary in a discussion in 
person or online? 

Symbolic-interactionist theory pro-
vides a good starting point for how to 
think about socialization in online com-
munities. Social interaction is still crucial 
to understanding the development 
of self. Online communities, through 
e-courses, social networking sites, or 
digital chat rooms, provide a new forum 
for social interaction. Sociologists utilize 
core theoretical ideas like the looking-
glass self and role-taking to explain this 
type of interaction.

what would a sociologist say?
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for support, social activities, and the sharing of infor-
mation about how to succeed in their environment. 

Religion 
Religion is another powerful agent of socialization, and 
religious instruction contributes greatly to the identi-
ties children construct for themselves. Children tend to 
develop the same religious beliefs as their parents. Even 
those who renounce the religion of their youth are deeply 
affected by the attitudes, images, and beliefs instilled by 
early religious training. Very often, those who disavow reli-
gion return to their original faith at some point in their life, 
especially if they have strong ties to their family of origin 
and if they form families of their own (Wuthnow 2010). 

Religious socialization influences a large number 
of beliefs that guide adults in how they organize their 
lives, including beliefs about moral development and 
behavior, the roles of men and women, and sexuality, 
to name a few. Higher religiosity is connected to sexist 
views, especially among men (Maltby et al. 2010). Reli-
gious socialization also influences beliefs about sexu-
ality, including the likelihood of tolerance for gay and 
lesbian sexuality (Whitehead and Baker 2012). Religion 
can even influence child-rearing practices, including 
the use of physical nurturing and strict discipline. 

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

Sports are also where many ideas about gender 
 differences are formed and reinforced (Eitzen 2012; 
Messner 2009). For men, success or failure as an athlete 
can be a major part of a man’s identity. Even for men who 
have not been athletes, knowing about and participating 
in sports is an important source of men’s gender social-
ization. Men learn that being competitive in sports is 
considered a part of manhood. Indeed, the attitude that 
“sports builds character” runs deep in American culture. 
Sports are supposed to pass on values such as competi-
tiveness, the work ethic, fair play, and a winning attitude. 
Sports are considered to be where one learns to be a man. 

Debunking Society’s Myths←
Myth: Youth sports are simply games children play 
for fun.
Sociological Perspective: Although sports are a form of 
entertainment, playing sports, much like playing with dolls, 
is also a source for socialization into roles, such as gender 
roles (Messner 2002).

Michael Messner’s research on men and sports 
reveals the extent to which sports shape masculine 
identity. His research shows that, for most men, play-
ing or watching sports is often the context for devel-
oping relationships with fathers, even when the father 
is absent or emotionally distant in other areas of life. 
Through sports relationships with male peers, more 
than anyone else, however, the men’s identity was 
shaped. As boys, the men could form “safe” bonds with 
other men (Messner 2002). 

Part of the socialization of masculine identity in 
sports is learning homophobic attitudes (that is, fear 
and hatred of homosexuals, discussed in Chapter 11). 
“Gay” and “athlete” were rarely words used together. 
The socialization of athletes includes the expectation 
that men are heterosexual. In April 2013, Jason Collins, 
a professional basketball player in the NBA, shocked 
the sports world when he announced he was gay. While 
retired athletes in the past have come out as homosex-
ual, Collins was the first active player to go public with 
his sexuality. Other professional athletes have done the 
same, forcing dialogue within the sports media com-
munity about sexuality, gender, and sports. 

Still, athletic prowess, highly esteemed in men, is 
not tied to cultural images of womanliness. Quite the 
contrary, women who excel at sports are sometimes 
stereotyped as lesbians, or “butches,” and may be ridi-
culed for not being womanly enough. These stereo-
types reinforce traditional gender roles for women, as 
do media images of women athletes that emphasize 
family images and the personality of women athletes 
(Eitzen 2012; Cavalier 2003). Research in the sociology 
of sports shows how activities as ordinary as shooting 
baskets on a city lot, playing on the soccer team for 
one’s high school, or playing touch football on a Satur-
day afternoon can convey powerful cultural messages 
about our identity and our place in the world. Sports 
are a good example of the power of socialization in our 
everyday lives. 

Schools 
Once young people enter kindergarten (or, even earlier, 
day care), another process of socialization begins. At 
home, parents are the overwhelmingly dominant source 
of socialization cues. In school, teachers and other stu-
dents are the source of expectations that encourage 
children to think and behave in particular ways. The 
expectations encountered in schools vary for different 
groups of students. These differences are shaped by a 
number of factors, including teachers’ expectations for 
different groups and the resources that different par-
ents can bring to bear on the educational process. The 
parents of children attending elite, private schools, for 
example, often have more influence on school policies 
and classroom activities than do parents in low-income 
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communities. In any context, studying socialization 
in the schools is an excellent way to see the influence 
of gender, class, and race in shaping the socialization 
process. 

Debunking Society’s Myths←
Myth: Schools are primarily places where young people 
learn skills and other knowledge.
Sociological Perspective: There is a hidden curriculum 
in schools where students learn expectations associated 
with race, class, and gender relations in society as influ-
enced by the socialization process (Henson 1995).

For example, research finds that teachers respond 
differently to boys and girls in school. Boys receive 
more attention from teachers than do girls. Even when 
teachers respond negatively to boys who are misbe-
having, they are paying more attention to the boys 
( American Association of University Women 2010). 
Social class stereotypes also affect teachers’ interac-
tions with students. Teachers are likely to perceive 
working-class children and poor children as less bright 
and less motivated than middle-class children; teach-
ers are also more likely to define working-class students 
as troublemakers (Dunne and Gazely 2008; Oakes 
et al. 2000). These negative appraisals are self-fulfilling 
prophecies, meaning that the expectations they create 
often become the cause of actual behavior in the chil-
dren; thus they affect the odds of success for children. 
(We will return to a discussion of self-fulfilling prophe-
cies in Chapter 14.) 

Boys also receive more attention in the cur-
riculum than girls. The characters in texts are more 
frequently boys; the accomplishments of boys are 
more likely portrayed in classroom materials; and 
boys and men are more typically depicted as active 
players in history, society, and culture (Sadker and 
Zittleman 2009; Loewen 2007). This is called the hid-
den curriculum in the schools—the informal and 
often subtle messages about social roles that are con-
veyed through classroom interaction and classroom 
 materials—roles that are clearly linked to gender, 
race, and class. 

Socialization in schools influences students in 
everything from classroom behavior to subjects they 
choose to study. This can differ by gender. Recent 
research focused specifically on how children are social-
ized to choose science courses and consider careers in 
science. Socialization into science fields differs for stu-
dents when they are not surrounded by members of 
the opposite sex. Findings suggest that, although girls 
generally study the life sciences and boys study the 
physical sciences, choices are different when students 
attend same-sex schools. Boys, for example, when not 

surrounded by girls, are much more likely to choose the 
life sciences. The socialization process differs for boys 
in an all-boys school (Sikora 2014).

While in school, young people acquire identities 
and learn patterns of behavior that are congruent with 
the needs of other social institutions. Sociologists 
using conflict theory to understand schools would 
say that U.S. schools reflect the needs of a capitalist 
society. School is typically the place where children 
are first exposed to a hierarchical, bureaucratic envi-
ronment. Not only do schools teach them the skills 
of reading, writing, and other subject areas, but they 
also train children to respect authority, be punctual, 
and follow rules—thereby preparing them for their 
future lives as workers in organizations that value 
these traits. 

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

Theories of Socialization 
Knowing that people become socialized does not 
explain how it happens. People tend to think of social-
ization solely in psychological terms. The influence of 
Sigmund Freud (1856–1939), for example, permeates 
our culture. Perhaps Freud’s greatest contribution was 
the idea that the unconscious mind shapes human 
behavior. Freud is also known for developing the tech-
nique of psychoanalysis to help discover the causes of 
psychological problems in the recesses of troubled 
patients’ minds. Freud’s approach depicts the human 
psyche in three parts: the id is about impulses; the 
superego is about the standards of society and moral-
ity; and the ego is about reason and common sense. The 
psychoanalytic perspective interprets human identity 
as relatively fixed at an early age in a process greatly 
influenced by one’s family. 

Psychological theories of socialization hold 
much in common with sociology, but increasingly 
rely on studies of the brain to understand how people 
operate. Within sociology, socialization is explained 
using social learning theory, functionalism, con-
flict theory, and symbolic interaction theory. Each 
sociological perspective focuses on interactions with 
others and within social institutions to explain social-
ization and its effect on the development of the self  
(see ◆ Table 4.1).
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Social Learning Theory 
Whereas psychoanalytic theory places great impor-
tance on the internal unconscious processes of the 
human mind, social learning theory considers the 
formation of identity to be a learned response to exter-
nal social stimuli (Bandura and Walters 1963). Social 
learning theory emphasizes the societal context of 
socialization. Identity is regarded not as the product of 
the unconscious but as the result of modeling oneself 
(called role modeling) in response to the expectations 
of others. According to social learning theory, behav-
iors and attitudes develop in response to reinforcement 
and encouragement from those around us. Reinforce-
ment comes to us as positive reinforcement (reward) or 
negative reinforcement (punishment). Behavior that 
is positively reinforced is more likely to be repeated, 
whereas behavior that is negatively reinforced is not. 

A major tenant of social learning theory is the prin-
ciple that positive reinforcement plus the presence of 
an admired role model makes the particular behavior 
highly likely.

Functionalism 
The major theoretical frameworks we have intro-
duced are used to understand socialization. From the 
vantage point of functionalist theory, socialization 
integrates people into society because it is the mecha-
nism through which they internalize social roles and 
the values of society. This reinforces social consensus 
because it encourages at least some degree of confor-
mity. Thus socialization is one way that society main-
tains its stability.

Conflict Theory
Conflict theorists would see this differently. Because of 
the emphasis in conflict theory on the role of power and 
coercion in society, conflict theorists thinking about 
socialization would be most interested in how group 
identity is shaped by patterns of inequality in society. A 
person’s or group’s identity always emerges in a context, 
and if that context is one marked by different opportu-
nities for different groups, then one’s identity will be 
shaped by that fact. This may help you understand why, 
for example, women are more likely to choose college 
majors in areas of study that have traditionally been 
associated with women’s work opportunities. 

Symbolic Interaction Theory 
Recall that symbolic interaction theory centers on the 
idea that human actions are based on the meanings 

 ◆ Table 4.1 Theories of Socialization

Social Learning  
Theory Functional Theory Conflict Theory

Symbolic Interaction 
Theory

How each theory views:

Individual learning 
process

People respond to 
social stimuli in their 
environment.

People internalize the 
role expectations that 
are present in society.

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

Children learn through 
taking the role of 
significant others.

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

Internalizing the values 
of society reinforces 
social consensus.

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

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

Influence of society Young children learn the 
principles that shape the 
external world.

Society relies upon 
conformity to maintain 
stability and social 
equilibrium.

Social control agents 
exert pressure to 
conform.

Expectations of others 
form the social context 
for learning social roles.
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people attribute to behavior; these meanings emerge 
through social interaction (Blumer 1969). Symbolic 
interaction has been especially important in develop-
ing an understanding of socialization. People learn 
identities and values through socialization. For exam-
ple, learning to become a good student means taking 
on the characteristics associated with that role. Because 
roles are socially defined, they are not real, like objects 
or things, but are real because of the meanings people 
give them. 

For symbolic interactionists, meaning is constantly 
reconstructed as people act within their social envi-
ronments. The self is what we imagine we are; it is not 
only an interior bundle of drives, instincts, and motives. 
Because of the importance attributed to reflection in 
symbolic interaction theory, symbolic interactionists 
use the term self, rather than the term personality, to 
refer to a person’s identity. Symbolic interaction theory 
emphasizes that human beings make conscious and 
meaningful adaptations to their social environment. 
From a symbolic-interactionist perspective, identity is 
not something that is unconscious and hidden from 

view, but is socially bestowed and socially sustained 
(Berger 1963). 

Two theorists have greatly influenced the 
development of symbolic-interactionist theory in 
 sociology. Charles Horton Cooley (1864–1929) and 
George  Herbert Mead (1863–1931) were both sociolo-
gists at the University of Chicago in the early 1900s (see 
 Chapter 1). Cooley and Mead saw the self developing in 
response to the expectations and judgments of others in 
their social environment. 

Charles Horton Cooley postulated the looking-
glass self to explain how our conception of self arises 
through considering our relationships to others (Cooley 
1967/1909, 1902). The development of the  looking-glass 
self emerges from (1) how we think we appear to oth-
ers; (2) how we think others judge us; and, (3) how the 
first two make us feel—proud, embarrassed, or other 
feelings. The looking-glass self involves perception and 
effect, the perception of how others see us and the effect 
of others’ judgment on us (see ▲ Figure 4.3). 

How others see us is fundamental to the idea of the 
looking-glass self. In seeing ourselves as others do, we 

respond to the expectations others 
have of us. This means that the for-
mation of the self is fundamentally 
a social process—one based in the 
interaction people have with each 
other, as well as the human capacity 
for self-examination. 

One unique feature of human 
life is the ability to see ourselves 
through others’ eyes. People can 
imagine themselves in relationship 
to others and develop a definition of 
themselves accordingly. From a sym-
bolic interactionist perspective, the 
reflective process is key to the devel-
opment of the self. If you grow up 
with others who think you are smart 
and sharp-witted, chances are you 
will develop this definition of your-
self. If others see you as dull-witted 
and withdrawn, chances are good 
that you will see yourself this way. 
George  Herbert Mead agreed with 
Cooley that children are socialized 
by responding to others’ attitudes 
toward them. According to Mead, 
social roles are the basis of all social 
interaction.

Taking the role of the other is 
the process of putting oneself into 
the point of view of another. To Mead, 
role-taking is a source of self-aware-
ness. As people take on new roles, 
their awareness of self changes. 

▲ Figure 4.3 The Looking-Glass Self The looking-glass self refers to the 
process by which we attempt to see ourselves as others see us. This also helps us 
identify what roles we play in society and in relation to others. Drawing conceptual-
ized by Norman Andersen.
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According to Mead, identity emerges from the 
roles one plays. He explained this process in detail by 
examining childhood socialization, which he saw as 
occurring in three stages: the imitation stage, the play 
stage, and the game stage (Mead 1934). In each phase 
of development, the child becomes more proficient at 
taking the role of the other. 

In the first stage, the imitation stage, children 
merely copy the behavior of those around them. Role-
taking in this phase is nonexistent because the child 
simply mimics the behavior of those in the surround-
ing environment without much understanding of the 
social meaning of the behavior. Although children in 
the imitation stage have little understanding of the 
behavior being copied, they are learning to become 
social beings. For example, think of young children 
who simply mimic the behavior of people around them 
(such as pretending to read a book, but doing so with 
the book upside down).

In the second stage, the play stage, children begin 
to take on the roles of significant people in their envi-
ronment, not just imitating but incorporating their rela-
tionship to the other. Especially meaningful is when 
children take on the role of significant others, those 
with whom they have a close affiliation. A child pretend-
ing to be his mother may talk to himself as the mother 
would. The child begins to develop self- awareness, see-
ing himself or herself as others do. 

In the third stage of socialization, the game stage, 
children become capable of taking on multiple roles 
at the same time. These roles are organized in a com-
plex system that gives the children a more general or 
comprehensive view of the self. In this stage, children 
begin to comprehend the system of social relation-
ships in which they are located. The children not only 
see themselves from the perspective of a significant 
other, but also understand how people are related to 
each other and how others are related to them. This 
is the phase where children internalize (incorpo-
rate into the self ) an abstract understanding of how 
 society sees them. 

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

→  See for YourSelF ←
Childhood Play and Socialization 
The purpose of this exercise is to explain how childhood 
socialization is a mechanism for passing on social norms 

and values. Begin by identifying a form of play that you 
engaged in as a young child. What did you play? Who did 
you play with? Was it structured or unstructured play? 
What were the rules? Were they formal or informal, and 
who controlled whether they were observed? 

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

2. How does your experience compare to those of 
students in your class who differ from you in terms 
of gender, race, ethnicity, regional origin, and so 
forth. Are there differences in learned norms and 
values that can be attributed to these different social 
characteristics?

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

If the self is socially constructed through the expec-
tations of others, how do people become individuals? 
Mead answered this by saying that the self has two 
dimensions: the “I” and the “me.” The “I” is the unique 
part of individual personality, the active, creative, 
self-defining part. The “me” is the passive, conform-
ing self, the part that reacts to others. In each person, 
there is a balance between the I and the me. To Mead, 
social identity is always in flux, constantly emerging (or 
“becoming”) and dependent on social situations. Over 
time, identity stabilizes as one learns to respond consis-
tently to common situations. 

Social expectations associated with given roles 
change as people redefine situations and as social and 
historical conditions change; thus the social expecta-
tions learned through the socialization process are not 
permanently fixed. For example, as more women enter 
the paid labor force and as men take on additional 
responsibilities in the home, the expectations associ-
ated with motherhood and fatherhood are changing. 
Men now experience some of the role conflicts that 
women have faced in balancing work and family. As 
the roles of mother and father are redefined, children 
are learning new socialization patterns; however, tra-
ditional gender expectations maintain a remarkable 
grip. Despite many changes in family life and organiza-
tion, young girls are still socialized for motherhood and 
young boys are still socialized for greater independence 
and autonomy. 
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Growing Up in a  
Diverse Society 
Understanding the institutional context of socializa-
tion is important for understanding how socialization 
affects different groups in society. Socialization makes 
us members of our society. It instills in us the values of 
the culture and brings society into our self-definition, 
our perceptions of others, and our understanding of the 
world around us. Socialization is not, however, a uni-
form process, as the different examples developed in 
this chapter show. In a society as complex and diverse 
as the United States, no two people will have exactly 
the same experiences. We can find similarities between 
us, often across vast social and cultural differences, 
but variation in social contexts creates vastly different 
socialization experiences. 

Furthermore, current changes in the U.S popula-
tion are creating new multiracial and multicultural 
environments in which young people grow up. Schools, 
as an example, are being transformed in many places 
by the large number of immigrant groups entering the 
school system. Immigrant children come into contact 
with native-born American children who may or may 
not be born to immigrant parents. This creates a new 
context in which children form their social values and 
learn their social identities (see the box “Doing Socio-
logical Research: Race Socialization among Young 
Adults” later in this chapter). 

One task of the sociological imagination is to exam-
ine the influence of different contexts on socialization. 
Where you grow up; how your family is structured; what 

resources you have at your disposal; your racial–ethnic 
identity, gender, and nationality—all shape the social-
ization experience. Socialization experiences for all 
groups are shaped by many factors that intermingle and 
intersect to form the context for socialization. 

One way that this has been demonstrated is in 
research that examines families of different class back-
grounds and how they socialize their children. Jessica 
Calarco (2014) studied children from working-class and 
middle-class families as they moved from third grade 
through fifth grade. She examined how parents social-
ize their children with regard to classroom behavior 
and problem solving at school. Additionally, she inter-
viewed children, parents, and teachers and uncovered 
clear patterns that distinguish middle-class school stu-
dents from working-class school students. Her research 
finds that middle-class parents emphasize a “by-any-
means” approach to problem solving. Middle-class par-
ents teach their children to reach out to teachers, ask 
for extra help, giving them a sense of entitlement about 
what kind of education they deserve. Working-class par-
ents adopt a “no excuses” approach to problem solving. 
Working-class parents socialize children to show con-
straint, not ask for extra help, and simply work harder. 
Calarco concludes that these styles of problem solving 
and expectations for classroom behavior reinforce class 
differences in education, thus showing one of the con-
sequences of socialization differences by class.

Aging and the Life Course 
Socialization begins the moment a person is born. As 
soon as the sex of a child is known (which now can be 
even before birth), parents, grandparents, brothers, 
and sisters greet the infant with different expectations, 
depending on whether it is a boy or a girl. Socialization 
does not come to an end as we reach adulthood. Social-
ization continues through our lifetime. As we enter new 
situations, and even as we interact in familiar ones, we 
learn new roles and undergo changes in identity. 

Sociologists use the term life course to describe and 
analyze the connection between people’s personal attri-
butes, the roles they occupy, the life events they experi-
ence, and the social and historical aspects of these events. 
The life course perspective underscores the point made 
by C. Wright Mills (introduced in  Chapter 1) that per-
sonal biographies are linked to specific social- historical 
periods. Thus different generations are strongly influ-
enced by large-scale events (such as war, immigration, 
economic prosperity, or depression, for example). 

The phases of the life course are familiar: childhood, 
youth and adolescence, adulthood, and old age. These 
phases of the life course define different generations 
and define some of life’s most significant events, such as 
birth, marriage, retirement, and death. ▲ Figure 4.4 illus-
trates some of the ways we are socialized throughout life.

Children are socialized to behave certain ways in school. Both  
families and schools are agents of socialization. Social class  
influences parental expectations of classroom behavior and  
problem solving, resulting in class differences in academic  
performance.  
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Childhood 
During childhood, socialization establishes one’s ini-
tial identity and values. In this period, the family is an 
extremely influential source of socialization. Experi-
ences in school, peer relationships, sports, religion, and 
the media also have a profound effect. Children acquire 
knowledge of their culture through countless subtle 
cues that provide them with an understanding of what 
it means to live in society. 

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

Childhood socialization is often very subtle. 
Much socialization in early childhood takes place 
through play and games. Games that emphasize tra-
ditional gender roles will likely lead to girls growing 
up to fulfill feminine roles and boys growing up to 
fulfill masculine roles. Social class, family structure, 
and race also affect how gender roles are taught to 
children. For example, research finds that children 
of lesbian or gay parents play games that are less 
gender-stereotyped and that children of hetero-
sexual couples played more gender-specific games 
 (Goldberg et al. 2012). 

Beyond understanding how children are socialized 
into adult roles, we should consider the importance of 
children and childhood to society. In the United States, 
we value children as our future leaders, inventors, and 
activists. We also recognize that children will likely 
become parents. How we treat our children now will 
influence future generations. We have strict guidelines 
for protecting children, including laws against child 

labor. Different cultures may have different protections 
for children or none at all. 

Adolescence
Only recently has adolescence been thought of as a 
separate phase in the life cycle. Until the early twenti-
eth century, children moved directly from childhood 
roles to adult roles. It was only when formal educa-
tion was extended to all classes that adolescence 
emerged as a particular phase in life when young 
people are regarded as no longer children, but not yet 
adults. There are no clear boundaries to adolescence, 
although it generally lasts from junior high school 
until the time one takes on adult roles by getting a job, 
forming one's own family,, and financially support-
ing themselves. Adolescence can include the period 
through high school and extend right up through  
college graduation. 

Erik Erikson (1980), the noted psychologist, 
stated that the central task of adolescence is the for-
mation of a consistent identity. Adolescents try to 
become independent of their families, but they have 
not yet moved into adult roles. Conflict and confusion 
can arise as adolescents swing between childhood 
and adult maturity. Some argue that adolescence is a 
period of delayed maturity. Although society expects 
adolescents to behave like adults, they are denied 
many privileges associated with adult life. Until age 
18, they cannot vote, drink, or marry without per-
mission, and they are considered too young for par-
enthood. They can, however, enlist in the military. 
The tensions of adolescence have been blamed for 
numerous social problems, such as drug and alco-
hol abuse, youth violence, teen pregnancy, and the 
school dropout rate. 

The issues that young people face are good barom-
eters of social change across generations. Today’s young 
people face an uncertain world where adult roles are 
less predictable than in the past. Marriage later in life, 
high divorce rates, frequent technological change, and 

School

Growing up

Family

Media Peers

▲ Figure 4.4 The Many Agents  
of Socialization Throughout the life course, 
there are many social influences on how and 
what we learn. We internalize the expecta-
tions of society beginning from infancy and 
continuing through into old age.

Agents of Socialization
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Many parents teach their children about 
their cultural heritage and encourage 
cultural pride. In a diverse American 
society, parents are also charged with 
socializing their children to respond 
to potential discrimination. A research 
study by Deborah Rivas-Drake shows 
that Latinos develop ethnic identities 
directly from family socialization and 
messages about future discrimination. 

Research Questions: How do the warn-
ings issued by parents about discrimina-
tion influence the expectations of young 
adults? Rivas-Drake researched Latino 
families to understand how young adults 
perceive the likelihood of anti-Latino 
bias and how that influences their ethnic 
identity. She also examined how cultural 
socialization regarding ethnic identity 
influenced psychological adjustments 
as an adult, such as depression and 
self-esteem. Rivas-Drake developed a 
research project to examine Latino young 
adults who are pursuing higher education 
and how their ethnic socialization influ-
ences their development. 

Research Method: Rivas-Drake sampled 
227 Latino students from one university 
who were eighteen years of age or older. 
The mean age among the sample was 
about nineteen years old, and 65 percent 

Ethnic Socialization among Young Adults
of the sample were women. Seventy-two  
percent of the sample had one parent 
who was born in another country. She 
administered an online survey in 2008 
that asked a series of questions that mea-
sured how parents socialized their children 
with regard to ethnicity and whether they 
informed them about perceived barriers to 
opportunities and ethnic bias. 

Research Results: Overall, students had 
more socialization from parents regard-
ing culture than they did about expecta-
tions for future bias. Most students in 
the sample did agree that discrimination 
did exist and that Latinos had fewer 
resources and opportunities than White 
students. Latino students who reported 
greater cultural socialization from par-
ents had stronger ethnic identity. Those 
students who reported receiving greater 
preparation for racial barriers to oppor-
tunity reported less ethnic identity but 
greater understanding of the status of 
their ethnic group. Latino students who 
were prepared by their parents to expect 
ethnic bias were more aware of barriers 
to opportunity, and consequently the 
students experienced lower self-esteem 
and depression. 

Conclusions and Implications: This 
research highlights how parents socialize 

their children and the consequences 
of that socialization for Latino young 
adults. The college students in this sam-
ple revealed that, if they were socialized 
to have strong ethnic identities, their 
Latino status was more central to their 
identity. They were then better adjusted 
as young adults in college. Latinos who 
reported having parents who prepared 
them for bias and barriers to opportu-
nity were more likely to understand the 
status of Latino groups relative to other 
American groups. These students faced 
greater challenges in their overall well-
being as young adults. 

Questions to Consider 

1. What is your earliest memory of a 
cultural lesson about ethnicity from 
your family? Do you remember a 
time when you thought your family 
traditions were different from other 
traditions? 

2. How did your upbringing prepare 
you for college life? Did your parents 
have specific expectations for you 
regarding education? What about 
other expectations? 

Source: Rivas-Drake, Deborah. 2011. “Ethnic-
Racial Socialization and Adjustment among 
Latino College Students: The Mediating 
Roles of Ethnic Centrality, Public Regard, and 
Perceived Barriers to Opportunity.” Journal of 
Youth and Adolescence 40: 606–619.

doing sociological research

economic recession all create a confusing environment 
for young people. Studies of adolescents find that, in 
this context, young people understand the need for flex-
ibility specialization, and, likely, frequent job change. 
Although the media stereotype adolescents as slackers, 
most teens are willing to work hard, do not engage in 
criminal or violent activity, and have high expectations 
for an education that will lead to a good job. Many, how-
ever, find that their expectations are out of alignment 
with the opportunities that are actually available, par-
ticularly during periods of economic downturn.

Patterns of adolescent socialization vary signifi-
cantly by race, social class, and gender. National surveys 
find some intriguing class and race differences in how 
young people think about work and play in their lives. In 
general, the most economically privileged young people 

see their activities as more like play than work, whereas 
those less privileged are more likely to define their activ-
ities as work. Additional research finds that adolescents 
learn from parents about gender-stereotyped courses 
and job options, and often choose a course of study that 
will lead to gender-specific careers (Tenenbaum 2009).

Adulthood 
Socialization does not end when one becomes an adult. 
Building on the identity formed in childhood and ado-
lescence, adult socialization is the process of learning 
new roles and expectations in adult life. More than at 
earlier stages in life, adult socialization involves learn-
ing behaviors and attitudes appropriate to specific situ-
ations and roles. 
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Youths entering college, to take an example from 
young adulthood, are newly independent and have new 
responsibilities. In college, one acquires not just an edu-
cation but also a new identity. Those who enter college 
directly from high school may encounter conflicts with 
their family over their newfound status. Older students 
who work and attend college may experience difficulties 
(defined as role conflict; see Chapter 5) trying to meet 
dual responsibilities, especially if their family is not sup-
portive. Meeting multiple and conflicting demands may 
require returning students to develop different expecta-
tions about how much they can accomplish or to estab-
lish different priorities about what they will attempt. 

Adult life is peppered with events that may require 
adults to adapt to new roles. Marriage, a new career, start-
ing a family, entering the military, getting a divorce, or 
dealing with a death in the family all transform an indi-
vidual’s previous social identity. In today’s world, these 

transitions through the life course are not as orderly as 
they were in the past. Where there was once a sequential 
and predictable trajectory of schooling, work, and family 
roles through one’s twenties and thirties, that is no longer 
the case. Younger generations now experience diverse 
patterns in the sequencing of work, schooling, and fam-
ily formation—even returning home—than was true 
in the past. These changes complicate the life course, 
and people have to make different adaptations to these 
changing roles.

Becoming a full adult is thus taking longer than 
before. This has led some to coin the term “emerg-
ing adulthood” to describe the path of today’s 
20- somethings to age 30 (Arnett 2010; Arnett and  Tanner 
2010). Becoming an adult involves many dimensions, 
such as financial independence, completing an edu-
cation, and so forth  (see ▲ Figure 4.5).  Conditions in 
society at any given time can make these aspirations 
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▲ Figure 4.5 Identifying the Transition  
to Adulthood The majority of people, both 
women and men, think that the different 
indicators of adulthood should be achieved 
by age 25, but almost everyone thinks these 
things should be achieved by age thirty. As 
you can see, though, women and men differ 
most about whether marriage is important 
by age 30.
Data source: Smith, Tom W., Peter V. Marsden, 
Michael Hout, and Jibum Kim. General Social 
Surveys, 1972–2012. Chicago: National Opinion  
Research Center. www.norc.org
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94  CHAPTER 4

difficult to achieve. Finishing an education, acquiring 
work, becoming independent—all of these desires can 
be compromised by the social conditions of the time, 
which is further evidence of the impact of societal forces 
larger than oneself on the outcome of one’s life. 

For example, research shows how the path to adult-
hood has changed since the 1950s and 1960s. Although 
young men and women agree that a good job, marriage, 
and being able to live on their own are all desirable 
adult roles, achieving these milestones is not as auto-
matic as it once was. Working-class young adults, in 
particular, are working at insecure service jobs, incur-
ring credit card debt, and finding little time or resources 
to build a family of their own (Silva 2014). Socialization 
in adulthood varies by social class status.

Another part of learning a new role is  anticipatory 
socialization, the learning of expectations associ-
ated with a role a person expects to enter in the future. 
Anticipatory socialization allows a person to foresee 
the expectations associated with a new role and to learn 
what is expected in that role in advance. Research on 
working-class young adults highlights that they are 
prepared to embrace adult roles, despite the economic 
obstacles they face in obtaining them.

In the transition from an old role to a new one, 
individuals often vacillate between their old and new 
identities as they adjust to fresh settings and expecta-
tions. An example is coming out, the process of iden-
tifying oneself as gay or lesbian. This can be either a 
public coming out or a private acknowledgment of 
sexual orientation. The process can take years and 
generally means coming out to a few people, at first 
selective family members or friends who are likely to 
have the most positive reaction. Coming out is rarely a 
single event, but occurs in stages on the way to devel-
oping a new identity. 

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

Despite desperate attempts to hide gray hair, 
eliminate wrinkles, and reduce middle-aged weight 
gain, aging is inevitable. The skin creases and sags, the 
hair thins, metabolism slows, and bones become less 
dense and more brittle by losing bone mass. Although 
aging is a physical process, the social dimensions of 
aging are just as important, if not more important, in 
determining the aging process. Just think about how 
some people appear to age much more rapidly than 

others. Some sixty-year-olds look only forty, and some 
forty-year-olds look sixty. These differences result 
from combinations of biological and social factors, 
such as genetics, eating, exercise, stress, smoking hab-
its, pollution in the physical environment, and many 
other factors. The social dimensions of aging are what 
interest sociologists. 

Although the physiology of aging proceeds 
according to biological processes, what it means to 
grow older is a social phenomenon. Age stereotypes 
are preconceived judgments about what different age 
groups are like. Stereotypes abound for both old and 
young people. Young people, especially teenagers, are 
stereotyped as irresponsible, addicted to loud music, 
lazy (“slackers”), sloppy, and so on; the elderly are ste-
reotyped as forgetful, set in their ways, mentally dim, 
and unproductive. Though like any stereotype, these 
stereotypes are largely myths, they are widely believed. 
Age stereotypes also differ for different groups. Older 
women are stereotyped as having lost their sexual 
appeal, contrary to the stereotype of older men as 
handsome or “distinguished” and desirable. Gender 
is, in fact, one of the most significant factors in age ste-
reotypes. Age stereotypes are also reinforced through 
popular culture. Advertisements depict women as 
needing creams and lotions to hide “the telltale signs 
of aging.” Men are admonished to cover the patches of 
gray hair that appear or to use other products to pre-
vent baldness. Entire industries are constructed on the 
fear of aging that popular culture promotes. Facelifts, 
tummy tucks, and vitamin advertisements all claim to 
“reverse the process of aging,” even though the aging 
process is a fact of life. 

Age Prejudice and Discrimination. Age prejudice 
refers to a negative attitude about an age group that is 
generalized to all people in that group. Prejudice against 
the elderly is prominent. The elderly are often thought 
of as childlike and thus incapable of adult responsibil-
ity. Prejudice relegates people to a perceived lower sta-
tus in society and stems from the stereotypes associated 
with different age groups. 

Age discrimination is the different and unequal 
treatment of people based solely on their age. Whereas 
age prejudice is an attitude, age discrimination 
involves actual behavior. As an example, people may 
talk “baby talk” to the elderly. This reinforces the ste-
reotype of the elderly as childlike and incompetent. 
Some forms of age discrimination are illegal. The Age 
Discrimination in Employment Act, first passed in 
1967 but amended several times since, protects peo-
ple from age discrimination in employment. It states 
that age discrimination is a violation of the individu-
al’s civil rights. An employer can neither hire nor fire 
someone based solely on age, nor segregate or classify 
workers based on age. 
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Ageism is a term sociologists use to describe the 
institutionalized practice of age prejudice and discrimi-
nation. More than a single attitude or an explicit act of 
discrimination, ageism is structured into the institu-
tional fabric of society. Like racism and sexism, ageism 
encompasses both prejudice and discrimination, but 
it is also manifested in the structure of institutions. As 
such, it does not have to be intentional or overt to affect 
how age groups are treated. Ageism in society means 
that, regardless of laws that prohibit age discrimina-
tion, a person’s age is a significant predictor of his or 
her life chances. Resources are distributed in society 
in ways that advantage some age groups and disadvan-
tage  others; cultural belief systems devalue the elderly; 
society’s systems of care are often inadequate to meet 
people’s needs as they grow old—these are the mani-
festations of ageism, a persistent and institutionalized 
feature of society. 

Age Stratification. Most societies produce age 
hierarchies—systems in which some age groups have 
more power and better life chances than others. Age 

 stratification refers to the hierarchical ranking of dif-
ferent age groups in society. Age stratification exists 
because processes in society ensure that people of dif-
ferent ages differ in their access to society’s rewards, 
power, and privileges. In the United States and else-
where, age is a major source of inequality. ▲ Figure 4.6 
shows the percentage of older Americans living in pov-
erty, and how that differs by gender.

Age is an ascribed status; that is, age is deter-
mined by when you were born. Different from other 
ascribed statuses, which remain relatively constant 
over the duration of a person’s life, age changes steadily 
throughout your life. Still, you remain part of a par-
ticular  generation—something sociologists call an age 
cohort—an aggregate group of people born during the 
same period. 

People in the same age cohort share the same 
historical experiences—wars, technological develop-
ments, and economic fluctuations—although they 
might do so in different ways, depending on other 
life factors. Living through the Great Depression, 
for example, shaped an entire generation’s attitudes 
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▲ Figure 4.6 Poverty by Age and Gender 
(Percentage) Among the old, women are more 
likely to be poor than men, particularly among 
the oldest old.
Source: U.S. Census Bureau. 2014. Detailed Poverty 
Tables, Table POV01. Washington, DC: U.S. Census 
Bureau. www.census.gov

The stresses of life that accompany age can change a person in many ways, as is evident in these photographs of President 
Barack obama. The first is from his reelection campaign in 2012, and the second is more recently in 2015.
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96  CHAPTER 4

and behaviors, as did growing up in the 1960s, as will 
being a member of the contemporary youth genera-
tion. The global war against terrorism, for example, 
will likely shape the experiences of the current youth 
generation. 

Recall from Chapter 1 that C. Wright Mills saw the 
task of the sociological imagination as analyzing the 
relationship between biography and  history. Under-
standing the experiences of different age cohorts is 
one way you can do this. People who live through the 
same historic period experience a similar impact of 
that period in their personal lives. The troubles and 
triumphs they experience and the societal issues 
they face are rooted in the commonality established 
by their age cohort. There is variation in how the old 
are treated. In many societies, older people are given 
enormous respect. There may be traditions to honor 
the elders, and they may be given authority over deci-
sions in society, as they are perceived as most wise. 
On the other hand, among some cultures, adults who 
can no longer contribute to the society because of 
old age or illness may be perceived as extreme bur-
dens and thus may be banished from the society 
altogether.

Why does society stratify people on the basis 
of age? Functionalist sociologists ask whether the 
grouping of individuals contributes in some way to 
the common good of society (see ◆ Table 4.2). From 
this perspective, adulthood is functional to society 
because adults are seen as the group contributing 
most fully to it; the elderly are not. Functionalists 
argue that older people are seen as less useful and are 
therefore granted lower status in society. Youth are 
in between. The constraints and expectations placed 
on youth—they are prohibited from engaging in a 
variety of “adult” activities, expected to go to school, 
not expected to support themselves—are seen to free 
them from the cares of adulthood and give them time 

and opportunity to learn an occupation and prepare to 
contribute to society. 

According to the functionalist argument, the 
elderly voluntarily withdraw from society by retiring 
and lessening their participation in social activities such 
as church, civic affairs, and family.  Disengagement 
 theory, drawn from functionalism, predicts that as 
people age, they gradually withdraw from participation 
in society and are simultaneously relieved of responsi-
bilities. This withdrawal is functional to society because 
it provides for an orderly transition from one genera-
tion to the next. The young presumably infuse the roles 
they take over from the elderly with youthful energy 
and stamina. According to the functionalist argument, 
the diminished usefulness of the elderly justifies their 
depressed earning power and their relative neglect in 
social support networks. 

Conflict theory focuses on the competition over 
scarce resources between age groups. Among the 
most important scarce resources are jobs. Unlike 
functionalist theory, conflict theory offers an expla-
nation of why both youth and the elderly are assigned 
lower status in society and are most likely to be poor. 
Barring youth and the elderly from the labor market 
eliminates these groups from competition, improving 
the prospects for middle-aged workers. Removed from 
competition, both the young and the old have very lit-
tle power, and like other minorities, they are denied 
access to the resources they need to change their situ-
ation. Conflict theory also helps explain that competi-
tion can emerge between age groups, such as deciding 
whether to limit Social Security payments to save for 
future generations.

Symbolic interaction theory analyzes the different 
meanings attributed to social entities. Symbolic inter-
actionists ask what meanings become attached to dif-
ferent age groups and to what extent these meanings 
explain how society ranks such groups. Definitions of 

 ◆ Table 4.2 Sociological Theories of Aging

Functional Theory Conflict Theory Symbolic Interaction

Age differentiation Contributes to the common  
good of society because each 
group has varying levels of  
utility in society

Results from the different 
economic status and power  
of age cohorts

occurs in most societies, but the 
social value placed on different 
age groups varies across diverse 
cultures

Age groups Are valued according to their 
usefulness in society

Compete for resources  
in society, resulting in 
generational inequities and  
thus potential conflict

Are stereotyped according to 
the perceived value of different 
groups

Age stratification Results from the functional  
value of different age cohorts

Intertwines with inequalities  
of class, race, and gender

Promotes ageism, which is 
institutionalized prejudice and 
discrimination against old people
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aging are socially constructed, as we saw in our discus-
sion of age stereotypes. Moreover, in some societies, the 
elderly may be perceived as having higher status than in 
other societies. Symbolic interaction considers the role 
of social perception in understanding the sociology of 
age. Age clearly takes on significant social meaning—
meaning that varies from society to society for a given 
age group and that varies within a society for different 
age groups.

Growing old in a society such as the United States 
with such a strong emphasis on youth means encoun-
tering social stereotypes about the old, adjusting to 
diminished social and financial resources, and some-
times living in the absence of social supports, even 
when facing some of life’s most difficult transitions, 
such as declining health and the loss of loved ones. 
Still, many people experience old age as a time of 
great satisfaction and enjoy a sense of accomplish-
ment connected to work, family, and friends. The 
degree of satisfaction during old age depends to a 
great extent on the social support networks estab-
lished earlier in life— evidence of the continuing 
influence of socialization. 

Rites of Passage 
A rite of passage is a ceremony or ritual that marks the 
transition of an individual from one role to another. 
Rites of passage define and legitimize abrupt role 
changes that begin or end each stage of life. The cere-
monies surrounding rites of passage are often dramatic 
and infused with awe and solemnity. Examples include 
graduation ceremonies, weddings, and religious affir-
mations such as the Jewish ceremony of the bar mitz-
vah for boys or the bat mitzvah for girls, confirmation 
for Catholics, and adult baptism for many Christian 
denominations. 

Formal promotions or entry into some new 
careers may also include rites of passage. Complet-
ing police academy training or being handed one’s 
diploma are examples. Such rites usually include fam-
ily and friends, who watch the ceremony with pride. 
People frequently keep mementos of these rites as 
markers of the transition through life’s major stages. 
Bridal showers and baby showers have been ana-
lyzed as rites of passage. At a shower, the person who 
is being honored is about to assume a new role and 
identity—from young woman to wife or mother. Rites 
of passage entail public announcement of the new 
status for the benefit of both the individual and those 
with whom the newly anointed person will interact. 
In the absence of such rituals, the transformation of 
identity would not be formally recognized, perhaps 
leaving uncertainty in the youngster or the commu-
nity about the individual’s worthiness, preparedness, 
or community acceptance. 

Sociologists have noted that in the U.S. popula-
tion as whole, there is no standard and formalized rite 
of passage marking the transition from childhood to 
adulthood. As a consequence, the period of adoles-
cence is attended by ambivalence and uncertainty. 
As adolescents hover between adult and child status, 
they may not have the clear sense of identity that a 
rite of passage can provide. Although there is no uni-
versal ceremony in our culture marking the change 
from childhood to adulthood, some social class and 
ethnic subcultures do mark the occasion. Among 
the wealthy, the debutante’s coming-out celebration 
is a traditional introduction of a young woman to 
adult society. Latinos may celebrate the  quinceañera 
 (fifteenth birthday) of young girls. A tradition of the 
Catholic church, this rite recognizes the girl’s coming 
of age, while also keeping faith with an ethnic heritage. 
Dressed in white, she is introduced by her parents to 
the larger community. Formerly associated mostly 
with working-class families and other Latinos, the 
quinceañera has also become popular among afflu-
ent Mexican Americans, who may match New York 
debutante society by spending as much as $50,000 to 
$100,000 on the event.

For many, old age is a time for new accomplishments and 
achievements.  Diana nyad, at age 64, was the first woman 
to swim from Cuba to the United States in open waters.  
As the population ages better, our stereotypes about age 
are changing.
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98  CHAPTER 4

Resocialization 
Most transitions people experience in their life-
times involve continuity with the former self as it 
 undergoes gradual redefinition. Sometimes, however, 
adults are forced to undergo a radical shift of identity. 
 Resocialization is the process by which existing social 
roles are radically altered or replaced (Fein 1988). Reso-
cialization is especially likely when people enter insti-
tutional settings where the institution claims enormous 
control over the individual. Examples include the mili-
tary, prisons, monastic orders, and some cults. When 
military recruits enter boot camp, they are stripped of 
personal belongings, their heads are shaved, and they 
are issued identical uniforms. Although military recruits 
do not discard their former identities, the changes 
brought about by becoming a soldier can be dramatic 
and are meant to make the military one’s primary 
group, not one’s family, friends, or personal history. The 
military represents an extreme form of resocialization 

in which individuals are expected to subordinate their 
identity to that of the group. 

Resocialization occurs again when soldiers return 
to civilian life. Research has found, for example, that 
veterans returning from the wars in Iraq and Afghani-
stan face challenges upon their return that make 
them feel alien in their own country. The contrast-
ing identities of soldier and civilian mean struggle 
with their new autonomy, because they have become 
accustomed to (that is socialized into) the hierarchi-
cal authority structure of the military. Coming home 
means having to be resocialized into new expectations 
(Smith and True 2014).

→Thinking Sociologically 

Find three to five adults (young or old) who have just 
entered a new stage of life (getting a new or first job, 
 getting married, becoming a grandparent, retiring, entering 

Every culture has important rites of passage that mark the transition from one phase in the life course to another. Here, different  
cultural traditions distinguish the rites of passage associated with marriage: a traditional nigerian wedding (upper left); a young  
American couple (upper right); a Shinto (Japanese) bride taking a marital pledge by drinking sake (lower left); and a newlywed  
orthodox Christian couple in Macedonia (lower right).
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a nursing home, and so forth), and ask them to describe 
this new experience. Ask questions such as what others 
expect of them in this new role, how these expectations 
are communicated to them, what changes they see in their 
own behavior, and what expectations they have of their 
new situation. What do your observations tell you about 
adult socialization?

Resocialization also occurs in many settings such 
as college sport teams, fraternities, and the military. 
During initiation rituals, new members may be given 
menial and humiliating tasks and be expected to act 
in a subservient manner. Such behaviors reinforce 
one’s new identity. Although the participants may not 
think of this as resocialization, that is precisely what is 
happening. 

The Process of Conversion 
Resocialization also occurs during what people pop-
ularly think of as conversion. A conversion is a far-
reaching transformation of identity, often related to 
religious or political beliefs. People usually think of 
conversion in the context of cults, but it happens in 
other settings as well. 

John Walker Lindh was a U.S. citizen when the 
United States entered the Iraq war in 2000. He joined 
the Taliban in Afghanistan and was later charged with 
conspiring to kill Americans abroad and support-
ing terrorist organizations. Lindh is an example of 

an extreme conversion. He was raised Catholic in an 
affluent family, but he converted to Islam as a teen-
ager, changing not just his ideas, but also his dress. 
Neighbors described him as being transformed from 
“a boy who wore blue jeans and T-shirts to an impos-
ing figure in flowing Muslim garb” (Robertson and 
Burke 2001). Lindh’s case can now be compared to 
the numerous American converts to radical Islam 
who have been arrested trying to travel to Syria to join 
ISIS and other extremist groups.

As when people join religious cults, these are 
extreme conversion, but conversion happens in less 
extreme situations, too. People may convert to a dif-
ferent religion, thereby undergoing resocialization by 
changing beliefs and religious practices. Or someone 
may become strongly influenced by the beliefs of a 
social movement, such as the tea party political move-
ment, and abruptly or gradually change beliefs—even 
 identity—as a result. 

The Brainwashing Debate 
Extreme examples of resocialization are seen as “brain-
washing.” In the popular view of brainwashing, con-
verts have their previous identities totally stripped. 
The transformation is seen as so complete that only 
deprogramming can restore the former self. Potential 
candidates of brainwashing include people who enter 
religious cults, prisoners of war, and hostages. Sociolo-
gists have examined so-called brainwashing to illus-
trate the process of resocialization, but they note that 
even with extreme conversions, converts do not neces-
sarily drop their former identity. Resocialization in its 
most extreme form can be seen in the radicalization 
of youth into terrorist organizations. Terrorist groups 
across the globe recruit children and young adults to 
join extremist movements, engage in violent acts, and 
possibly even detonate “suicide bombs” in the name of 
the radical group. Both political and religious doctrines 
can be used to resocialize people to radicalized belief 
systems (Nawaz 2013).

Forcible confinement and physical torture can be 
instruments of extreme resocialization. Under severe 
captivity and deprivation, a captured person may 
come to identify with the captor; this is known as the 
Stockholm syndrome. In traditional psychology, this 
same phenomenon was called “identification with the 
aggressor.” In such instances, the captured person has 
become dependent on the captor. On release, the cap-
tive frequently needs debriefing, or deprogramming. 
Prisoners of war and hostages may not lose free will 
altogether, but they do lose freedom of movement and 
association, which makes prisoners intensely depen-
dent on their captors and therefore vulnerable to the 
captor’s influence. 

Hazings are good examples of rites of passage that often 
accompany induction into a group.
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100  CHAPTER 4

What is socialization, and why is it significant 
for society? 
Socialization is the process by which human beings 
learn the social expectations of society. Socialization 
creates the expectations that are the basis for people’s 
attitudes and behaviors. Through socialization, people 
conform to social expectations, although people still 
express themselves as individuals. 

What are the agents of socialization? 
Socialization agents are those who pass on social 
expectations. They include the family, the media, 
peers, sports, religious institutions, and schools, 
among others. The family is usually the first source 
of socialization. The media also influence people’s 
values and behaviors. Peers are an important source 
of individual identity; without peer approval, most 
people find it hard to be socially accepted. Schools 
also pass on expectations that are influenced by gen-
der, race, and other social characteristics of people 
and groups. 

What theoretical perspectives do sociologists use 
to explain socialization? 
Psychoanalytic theory sees the self as driven by uncon-
scious drives and forces that interact with the expecta-
tions of society. Social learning theory sees identity as 
a learned response to social stimuli such as reward–
punishment and role models. Functionalism inter-
prets socialization as key to social stability because 
socialization establishes shared roles and values. 
Conflict theory interprets socialization in the context 
of inequality and power relations. Symbolic interac-
tion theory sees people as “constructing” the self as 
they interact with the environment and give meaning 
to their experience. Charles Horton Cooley described 
this process as the looking-glass self. Another soci-
ologist, George Herbert Mead, described childhood 

socialization as occurring in three stages: imitation, 
play, and games. 

Does socialization mean that everyone grows up 
the same? 
Socialization is not a uniform process. Growing up in 
different environments and in such a diverse soci-
ety means that different people and different groups 
are exposed to different expectations. Factors such as 
family structure, social class, regional differences, and 
many others influence how one is socialized. 

Does socialization end during childhood? 
Socialization continues through a lifetime, although 
childhood is an especially significant time for the for-
mation of identity. Adolescence is also a period when 
peer cultures have an enormous influence on the for-
mation of people’s self-concepts. Adult socialization 
involves the learning of specific expectations associated 
with new roles. 

What are the social dimensions of the aging 
process? 
Although aging is a physiological process, its signifi-
cance stems from social meanings attached to aging. 
Age prejudice and age discrimination result in the deval-
uation of older people. Age stratification—referring to 
the inequality that occurs among different age groups—
is the result. 

What does resocialization mean? 
Resocialization is the process by which existing social 
roles are radically altered or replaced. It can take place 
in an organization that maintains strict social control 
and demands that the individual conform to the needs 
of the group or organization. Examples are religious 
conversion, excessive influence via social interaction 
(“brainwashing”), and the Stockholm syndrome.

Chapter Summary

The Stockholm syndrome can help explain why 
some battered women do not leave their abusing 
spouses or boyfriends. Dependent on their abuser both 
financially and emotionally, battered women often 
develop identities that keep them attached to men 
who abuse them, a clear example of identification with 
an aggressor. In these cases, outsiders often think the 
women should leave instantly, whereas the women 

themselves may find leaving difficult, even in the most 
abusive situations.

The socialization process begins at birth and con-
tinues throughout life. How we are socialized as chil-
dren defines much of who we are and how we interact 
with society. The various agents of socialization influ-
ence the roles we take on as children, young adults, and 
into old age. 
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Picture a college classroom on your campus: Students 
sit, and some are taking notes; others, listening; a few, 
perhaps, sleeping. The class period ends and students 

stand, gathering their books, backpacks, bags, and other gear. 
As they stand, many whip out their cell phones, place them 
to their ears, and quickly push buttons that connect them to 
a friend. As the students exit the room, many are engaged in 
social interaction—chatting with their friends: some by phone, 
others by texting, some by talking face-to-face. Few, if any, of 
them realize that their behavior is at that moment influenced 
by society—a society whose influence extends into their 
immediate social relationships, even when the contours of that 
society—its social structure—are likely invisible to them.

These same students might put ear buds into their ears 
as they move on to their next class, possibly tuning in to the 
latest sounds while tuning out the sounds of the environment 
around them. Some will return to their residences and per-
haps text message friends, download some music, or connect 
with “friends” on social media. Surrounding all of this behavior 
are social changes that are taking place in society, including 
changes in technology, in global communication, and in how 
people now interact with each other. How we make sense of 
these changes requires an understanding of the connection 
between society and social interaction. In this way, a sociologi-
cal perspective can help you see the relationship between 
individuals and the larger society of which they are a part.

●● Define society and social 
interaction, contrasting 
macro- and micro-level 
analyses 

●● Compare and contrast 
different ways society 
is held together

●● Identify the different types 
of society

●● Explain social interaction 
in society, including groups, 
status, roles, and everyday 
social interactions

●● Compare and contrast the 
theories used to analyze 
social interaction 

●● Examine interaction 
in cyberspace

in this chapter, you will learn to:

What Is Society? 104

What Holds Society Together? 106

Types of Societies 107

Social Interaction and Society 110

Theories about Analyzing 
Social Interaction 117

Interaction in Cyberspace 120

Chapter Summary 122

Social Structure 
and Social Interaction
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What Is Society? 
In Chapter 2, we studied culture as one force that 
holds society together. Culture is the general way of 
life, including norms, customs, beliefs, and language. 
Human society is a system of social interaction, typi-
cally within geographical boundaries, that includes 
both culture and social organization. Within a society, 
members have a common culture, even though there 
may also be great diversity within it. Members of a soci-
ety think of themselves as distinct from other societ-
ies, maintain ties of social interaction, and have a high 
degree of interdependence. The interaction they have, 
whether based on harmony or conflict, is one element 
of society. Within society, social interaction is behavior 
between two or more people that is given meaning by 
them. Social interaction is how people relate to each 
other and form social bonds. 

Social interaction is the foundation of society, but 
society is more than a collection of individual social 
actions. Emile Durkheim, the classical sociological the-
orist, described society as sui generis—a Latin phrase 
meaning “a thing in itself, of its own particular kind.” 
To sociologists, seeing society sui generis means that 
society is more than just the sum of its parts. Durkheim 
saw society as an organism, something comprising 
different parts that work together to create a unique 
whole. Just as a human body is not just a collection of  

organs but is alive as a whole organism with relation-
ships between its organs, society is not only a simple 
collection of individuals, groups, or institutions but is a 
whole entity that consists of all these elements and their 
interrelationships. 

This central sociological idea, that society is much 
more than the sum of individuals, means that society 
takes on a life of its own. It is patterned by humans and 
their interactions, but it is something that endures and 
takes on shape and structure beyond the immediacy 
of any given group of people. This is a basic idea that 
guides sociological thinking. 

You can think of it this way: Imagine how a pho-
tographer views a landscape. The landscape is not just 
the sum of its individual parts—mountains, pastures, 
trees, or clouds—although each part contributes to the 
whole. The power and beauty of the landscape is that 
all its parts relate to each other, some in harmony and 
some in contrast, to create a panoramic view. The pho-
tographer who tries to capture this landscape will likely 
use a wide-angle lens. This method of photography 
captures the breadth and comprehensive scope of what 
the photographer sees. Similarly, sociologists try to  
picture society as a whole, not only by seeing its indi-
vidual parts but also by recognizing the relatedness of 
these parts and their vast complexity. 

Macroanalysis and Microanalysis 
Sociologists use different lenses to see the different 
parts of society. Some views are more macroscopic—
that is, sociologists try to comprehend the whole of 
society, how it is organized, and how it changes. This 
is called macroanalysis, a sociological approach that 
takes the broadest view of society by studying large pat-
terns of social interaction that are vast, complex, and 
highly differentiated. You might do this by looking at a 
whole society or comparing different total societies to 
each other. For example, the technology that allows you 
to connect to friends from long distances, through tex-
ting, photo sharing, and video calls allow for immediate 
social interaction with other people. This technology 
makes our society very different from societies before 
cell phones and the Internet. 

Other views are more microscopic—that is, the 
focus is on the smallest, most immediately visible 
parts of social life, such as specific people interacting 
with each other. This is called microanalysis. In this 
approach, sociologists study patterns of social interac-
tions that are relatively small, less complex, and less 
differentiated—the microlevel of society. Using the 
example of technology again, a sociologist might exam-
ine how people engage in social interaction through 
texting and social media. How are they similar or dif-
ferent, on the basis of age, gender, social class, or race? 
For example, do people text (that is, interact) with 
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The introduction of new technologies is transforming the  
nature of human communication. As more young people  
become adept with these tools, what will the future bring?
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each other within racial groups more than between 
racial groups? Observing this would be an example of 
microanalysis. 

Thus a sociologist who studies social interaction via 
texting or on the Internet would be engaging in micro-
analysis but might interpret what is found in the con-
text of macrolevel processes (such as race relations in 
society). Just as a photographer might use a wide-angle 
lens to photograph a landscape or a telephoto lens for 
a closer view, sociologists use both macroanalyses and 
microanalyses to reveal different dimensions of society. 

In this chapter, we continue our study of sociology 
by starting with the macro level of social life (by study-
ing total social structures), then continuing through 
the micro level (by studying groups and face-to-face 
interaction). The idea is to help you see how large-scale 
dimensions of society shape even the most immediate 
forms of social interaction. 

Sociologists use the term social organization to 
describe the order established in social groups at any 
level. Specifically, social organization brings regularity 
and predictability to human behavior; social organi-
zation is present at every level of interaction, from the 
whole society to the smallest groups. 

Social Institutions 
Societies are identified by their cultural characteristics 
and the social institutions that compose each society.  
A social institution (or simply an institution) is an estab-
lished and organized system of social behavior with a 
recognized purpose. The term refers to the broad sys-
tems that organize specific functions in society. Unlike 
individual behavior, social institutions cannot be directly 
observed, but their impact and structure can still be seen. 
For example, the family is an institution that provides for 
the care of the young and the transmission of culture. 
Religion is an institution that organizes sacred beliefs. 

Education is the institution through which people learn 
the information and skills needed to live in the society. 

The concept of the social institution is important 
to sociological thinking. You can think of social institu-
tions as the enduring consequences of social behavior, 
but what fascinates sociologists is how social institu-
tions take on a life of their own. For example, you were 
likely born in a hospital, which itself is part of the health 
care institution. The simple act of birth, which you might 
think of as an individual experience, is shaped by the 
structure of this social institution. Thus, you were likely 
delivered by a doctor, accompanied by nurses and, per-
haps, a midwife—each of whom exists in a specific social 
relationship to the health care institution. Each of these 
people is in an institutional role. Moreover, this social 
institution also shaped the practices surrounding your 
birth. Thus, you might have been initially removed from 
your mother and examined by a doctor, which is very dif-
ferent from the institutional practices in other societies. 

The major institutions in society include the family, 
education, work and the economy, the political institu-
tion (or state), religion, and health care, as well as the 
mass media, organized sports, and the military. These 
are all complex structures that exist to meet certain 
needs that are necessary for society to exist. Function-
alist theorists have traditionally identified these needs 
(functions) as follows: 

1. The socialization of new members of the society.  
This is primarily accomplished by the family, 
but involves other institutions as well, such as 
education. 

2. The production and distribution of goods and  
services. The economy is generally the institution 
that performs this set of tasks, but this may also 
involve the family as an institution—especially 
in societies where production takes place within 
households. 

Birth, though a natural process, occurs within social institutions. These institutions vary in different societies, depending on the 
social organization of society. In these photos you see a new mother in the united States, holding her newborn with only the  
doctor nearby in a hospital room. Contrast that to a home birth in the South Sudan.
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3. Replacement of society’s members. All societies 
must have a means of replacing members who die, 
move or migrate away, or otherwise leave the soci-
ety. Families are typically organized to do this. 

4. The maintenance of stability and existence. Certain 
institutions within a society (such as the govern-
ment, the police force, and the military) contribute 
toward the stability and continuance of the society. 

5. Providing the members with an ultimate sense of 
purpose. Societies accomplish this task by creating 
national anthems, for instance, and by encourag-
ing patriotism in addition to providing basic val-
ues and moral codes through institutions such as 
religion, the family, and education (Parsons 1951a; 
Aberle et al. 1950).

In contrast to functionalist theory, conflict theory fur-
ther notes that because conflict is inherent in most soci-
eties, the social institutions of society do not provide for 
all its members equally. Some members are provided 
for better than others, thus demonstrating that insti-
tutions affect people by granting more power to some 
social groups than to others. The health care institution, 
for example, has a hierarchy of power. Thus nurses are 
generally subordinate to doctors and doctors to hospital 
administrators. And beyond these specific actors within 
the health care institutions, different social groups in 
society have more or less power within social institu-
tions. Therefore, racial and ethnic minorities, as well as 
the poor, have less access to health care than others.

Social Structure 
Sociologists use the term social structure to refer to the  
organized pattern of social relationships and social 
institutions that together compose society. Social struc-
tures are not immediately visible to untrained observ-
ers; nevertheless, they are present, and they affect all 
dimensions of human experience in society. Social 
structural analysis is a way of looking at society in which 
the sociologist analyzes the patterns in social life that 
reflect and produce social behavior. 

Social class distinctions are an example of a social 
structure. Class shapes the access that different groups 
have to the resources of society, and it shapes many 
interactions people have with each other. People may 
form cliques with those who share similar class stand-
ing, or they may identify with certain values associated 
with a given class. Class then forms a social structure—
one that shapes and guides human behavior at all levels, 
no matter how overtly visible or invisible this structure 
is to someone at a given time. 

The philosopher Marilyn Frye aptly uses the met-
aphor of a birdcage to describe the concept of social 
structure (Frye 1983). She notes that if you look closely 
at only one wire in a cage, you cannot see the other 
wires. You might then wonder why the bird within 

does not fly away. Only when you step back and see the 
whole cage instead of a single wire do you understand 
why the bird does not escape. Social structure, like the 
birdcage, confines people; their motion and mobility 
are restricted; their lives are shaped by social structure. 
Just as the birdcage is a network of wires, so is society 
a network of social structures, both micro and macro.

What Holds Society 
Together? 
What holds societies together? We ask this question 
throughout this chapter. Durkheim argued that people 
in society had a collective consciousness, defined as 
the body of beliefs common to a community or society 
that give people a sense of belonging and a feeling of 
moral obligation to its demands and values. Accord-
ing to Durkheim, collective consciousness gives groups 
social solidarity because members of a group feel they 
are part of one society. 

Where does the collective consciousness come 
from? Durkheim argued that it stems from people’s par-
ticipation in common activities, such as work, family, 
education, and religion—in short, society’s institutions. 

Mechanical and Organic Solidarity 
According to Durkheim, there are two types of social 
solidarity: mechanical and organic. Mechanical 
solidarity arises when individuals play similar—rather 
than different—roles within the society. Individuals in 
societies marked by mechanical solidarity share the 
same values and hold the same things sacred. This par-
ticular kind of cohesiveness is weakened when a soci-
ety becomes more complex. Contemporary examples 
of mechanical solidarity are rare because most societies 
of the world have been absorbed in the global trend for 
greater complexity and interrelatedness. Before Euro-
pean conquest, Native American nations were bound 
together by at least a partial mechanical solidarity, as 
the roles within their society and the values of the soci-
ety are shared by all. Indeed, many Native American 
nations are regaining the vestige of mechanical solidar-
ity on which their cultural heritage rests, but they are 
finding that the superimposition of White institutions 
on Native American life interferes with the adoption of 
traditional ways of thinking and being. This can prevent 
mechanical solidarity from gaining its original strength. 
Although all Native American nations share some 
aspects of a common culture, individual tribes form 
their own societies with unique cultures.

In contrast, organic (or contractual) solidarity 
occurs when people play a great variety of roles, and 
unity is based on role differentiation, not similarity. The 
United States and other industrial societies are built on 
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organic solidarity, and each is cohesive because of the 
differentiation within each. Roles are no longer neces-
sarily similar, but they are necessarily interlinked—the 
performance of multiple roles is necessary for the exe-
cution of society’s complex and integrated functions. 

Durkheim described this state as the division of 
labor, defined as the relatedness of different tasks that 
develop in complex societies. The labor force within the 
contemporary U.S. economy, for example, is divided 
according to the kinds of work people do. Within any 
division of labor, tasks become distinct from one 
another, but they are still woven into a whole. 

The division of labor is a central concept in sociology 
because it represents how the different pieces of society 
fit together. The division of labor in most contemporary 
societies is often marked by distinctions such as age, gen-
der, race, and social class. In other words, if you look at 
who does what in society, you will see that women and 
men tend to do different things; this is the gender divi-
sion of labor. Similarly, old and young to some extent 
do different things; this is a division of labor by age. This 
is crosscut by the racial division of labor, the pattern 
whereby those in different racial–ethnic groups tend 
to do different work—or are often forced to do different 
work—in society. At the same time, the division of labor is 
also marked by class distinctions, with some groups pro-
viding work that is highly valued and rewarded and oth-
ers doing work that is devalued and poorly rewarded. As 
you will see throughout this book, gender, race, and class 
intersect and overlap in the division of labor in society.

Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft 
Different societies are held together by different forms 
of solidarity. Some societies are characterized by what 
the German sociologist Ferdinand Tönnies called 
gemeinschaft, a German word that means “commu-
nity”; other societies are characterized as gesellschaft, 
which literally means “society” (Tönnies 1963/1887). 
Each involves a type of solidarity or cohesiveness. Those 
societies that are gemeinschafts (communities) are 
characterized by a sense of “we” feeling, a very moder-
ate division of labor, strong personal ties, strong family 
relationships, and a sense of personal loyalty. The sense 
of solidarity between members of the gemeinschaft 
society arises from personal ties; small, relatively sim-
ple social institutions; and, a collective sense of loyalty 
to the whole society. People tend to be well integrated 
into the whole, and social cohesion comes from deeply 
shared values and beliefs (often, sacred values). Social 
control need not be imposed externally because con-
trol comes from the internal sense of belonging that 
members share. You might think of a small community 
church as an example. 

In contrast, in societies marked by gesellschaft, 
importance is placed on the secondary relationships 

people have—that is, less intimate and more instrumen-
tal relationships such as work roles instead of family or 
community roles. Gesellschaft is characterized by less 
prominence of personal ties, a somewhat diminished 
role of the nuclear family, and a lessened sense of per-
sonal loyalty to the total society. The solidarity and cohe-
sion remain, and it can be very cohesive, but the cohesion 
comes from an elaborated division of labor (thus, organic 
solidarity), greater flexibility in social roles, and the 
instrumental ties that people have to one another. 

Social solidarity under gesellschaft is weaker than 
in the gemeinschaft society. Although class conflict is 
still present in gemeinschaft, it is less prominent, mak-
ing gesellschaft societies more at risk for class conflict. 
Racial–ethnic conflict is also more likely within gesell-
schaft societies because the gemeinschaft tends to be 
ethnically and racially very homogeneous, meaning it is 
often characterized by only one racial or ethnic group. 

In sum, complexity and differentiation are what 
make the gesellschaft cohesive, whereas similarity and 
unity bond the gemeinschaft society. In a single society, 
such as the United States, you can conceptualize the 
whole society as gesellschaft, with some internal groups 
marked by gemeinschaft. 

Types of Societies 
In addition to comparing how different societies are 
bound together, sociologists are interested in how 
social organization evolves in different societies. Sim-
ple things such as the size of a society can also shape 
its social organization, as do the different roles that 
men and women engage in as they produce goods, 
care for the old and young, and pass on societal tradi-
tions. Societies also differ according to their resource 
base—whether they are predominantly agricultural or 
industrial, for example, and whether they are sparsely 
or densely populated. 

Thousands of years ago, societies were small, 
sparsely populated, and technologically limited. In the 
competition for scarce resources, larger and more tech-
nologically advanced societies dominated smaller ones. 
Today, we have arrived at a global society with highly 
evolved degrees of social differentiation and inequal-
ity, notably along class, gender, racial, and ethnic lines 
(Nolan and Lenski 2014). 

Sociologists distinguish six types of societies based 
on the complexity of their social structure, the amount 
of overall cultural accumulation, and the level of their 
technology. They are foraging, pastoral, horticultural, 
agricultural (these four are called preindustrial soci-
eties), and then industrial and postindustrial societies 
(see ◆ Table 5.1). Each type of society can still be found 
on Earth, although all but the most isolated societies 
are rapidly moving toward the industrial and postin-
dustrial stages of development. 
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 ◆ Table 5.1 Types of Societies 

Economic Base Social Organization Examples 

Preindustrial Societies Foraging  
societies 

Economic sustenance  
dependent on hunting  
and foraging 

Gender is important  
basis for social  
organization, although  
division of labor is not  
rigid; little accumulation  
of wealth 

pygmies of central  
Africa 

Pastoral societies nomadic societies, with 
substantial dependence 
on domesticated animals 
for economic production 

Complex social system 
with an elite upper class 
and greater gender 
role differentiation than 
in foraging societies 

Bedouins of Africa 
and Middle East 

Horticultural societies Society marked by 
relatively permanent 
settlement and  
production of  
domesticated crops 

Accumulation of wealth 
and elaboration of the 
division of labor, with 
different occupational 
roles (farmers, traders, 
craftspeople, and so on) 

Ancient Aztecs of 
Mexico; Inca Empire 
of peru 

Agricultural societies livelihood dependent 
on elaborate and large-
scale patterns of agri-
culture and increased 
use of technology in 
agricultural production 

Caste system develops 
that differentiates the 
elite and agricultural 
laborers; may include 
system of slavery 

American South,  
pre-Civil War 

Industrial Societies Economic system 
based on the devel-
opment of elaborate 
machinery and a fac-
tory system; economy 
based on cash and 
wages 

Highly differentiated 
labor force with a 
complex division of 
labor and large formal 
organizations 

nineteenth and most 
of twentieth-century 
united States and 
western Europe 

Postindustrial 
Societies

Information-based 
societies in which  
technology plays a 
vital role in social 
organization

Education increasingly 
important to the  
division of labor

Contemporary 
united States, Japan, 
and others

© Cengage Learning

These different societies vary in the basis for their 
organization and the complexity of their division of 
labor. Some, such as foraging societies, are subsistence 
economies, where men and women hunt and gather 
food but accumulate very little. Others, such as pasto-
ral societies and horticultural societies, develop a more 
elaborate division of labor as the social roles that are 
needed for raising livestock and farming become more 
numerous. With the development of agricultural societ-
ies, production becomes more large-scale, and strong 
patterns of social differentiation develop, sometimes 
taking the form of a caste system or even slavery.

The key driving force that distinguishes these dif-
ferent societies from each other is the development 
of technology. All societies use technology to help fill 
human needs, and the form of technology differs for the 
different types of society. 

Preindustrial Societies 
A preindustrial society is one that directly uses, modi-
fies, and/or tills the land as a major means of survival. 
There are four kinds of preindustrial societies, listed 
here by degree of technological development: foraging  
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(or hunting–gathering) societies, pastoral societies, 
horticultural societies, and agricultural societies (see 
Table 5.1). 

In foraging (hunting–gathering) societies, the tech-
nology enables the hunting of animals and gathering of 
vegetation. The technology does not permit the refrig-
eration or processing of food, hence these individuals 
must search continuously for plants and game. Because 
hunting and gathering are activities that require large 
amounts of land, most foraging societies are nomadic, 
constantly traveling as they deplete the plant supply or 
follow the migrations of animals. The central institution 
is the family, which serves as the means of distributing 
food, training children, and protecting its members. 
There is usually role differentiation on the basis of gen-
der, although the specific form of the gender division of 
labor varies in different societies. The pygmies of cen-
tral Africa are an example of a foraging society. 

In pastoral societies, technology is based on the 
domestication of animals. Such societies tend to 
develop in desert areas that are too arid to provide rich 
vegetation. The pastoral society is nomadic, necessi-
tated by the endless search for fresh grazing grounds for 
the herds of their domesticated animals. The animals 
are used as sources of hard work that enable the cre-
ation of a material surplus. Unlike a foraging society, 
this surplus frees some individuals from the tasks of 
hunting and gathering and allows them to create crafts, 
make pottery, cut hair, build tents, and apply tattoos. 
The surplus generates a more complex and differenti-
ated social system with an elite class or an upper class 
and more role differentiation on the basis of gender. The 
nomadic Bedouins of Africa and the Middle East are 
pastoral societies. 

In horticultural societies, hand tools are used to 
cultivate the land, such as the hoe and the digging 
stick. The individuals in horticultural societies practice 
ancestor worship and conceive of a deity or deities (God 
or gods) as a creator. Horticultural societies recultivate 
the land each year and tend to establish relatively per-
manent settlements and villages. Role differentiation 
is extensive, resulting in different and interdependent 
occupational roles such as farmer, trader, and craftsper-
son. The ancient Aztecs of Mexico and the Incas of Peru 
represent examples of horticultural societies. 

The agricultural society is exemplified by the pre-
Civil War American South, a society of slavery. Such 
societies have a large and complex economic system 
that is based on large-scale farming. Such societies rely 
on technologies such as use of the wheel and metals. 
Farms tend to be considerably larger than the cultivated 
land in horticultural societies. Large and permanent 
settlements characterize agricultural societies, which 
also create dramatic social inequalities. A rigid caste 
system develops, separating the peasants, or slaves, 
from the controlling elite caste, which is then freed 
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Different types of societies produce different kinds of social  
relationships. Some may involve more direct and personal  
relationships (called gemeinschafts), whereas others produce  
more fragmented and impersonal relationships (called  
gesellschafts).

from manual work, allowing time for art, literature, and 
philosophy, activities of which they can then claim the 
lower castes are incapable. The American pre-Civil War 
South and its system of slavery is a good example of an 
agricultural society. In fact, some argue that the system 
of sharecropping in the American South and Southwest 
was a slave-like agricultural society.

Industrial Societies 
An industrial society is one that uses machines and other 
advanced technologies to produce and distribute goods 
and services. The Industrial Revolution began over 
250 years ago when the steam engine was invented in 
England, delivering previously unattainable amounts of 
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mechanical power for the performance of work. Steam 
engines powered locomotives, factories, and dynamos 
and transformed societies as the Industrial Revolution 
spread. The growth of science led to advances in farm-
ing techniques such as crop rotation, harvesting, and 
ginning cotton, as well as industrial-scale projects such 
as dams for generating hydroelectric power. Joining 
these advances were developments in medicine, new 
techniques to prolong and improve life, and the emer-
gence of birth control to limit population growth.

Unlike agricultural societies, industrial societ-
ies rely on a highly differentiated labor force and the 
intensive use of capital and technology. Large formal 
organizations are common. The task of holding society 
together falls more on the institutions that have a high 
division of labor, such as the economy and work, gov-
ernment, politics, and large bureaucracies.

Within industrial societies, the forms of gender 
inequality that we see in contemporary U.S. society tend 
to develop. With the advent of industrialization, societies 
move to a cash-based economy, with labor performed in 
factories and mills paid on a wage basis and household 
labor remaining unpaid. This introduced what is known 
as the family wage economy, in which families become 
dependent on wages to support themselves, but work 
within the family (housework, child care, and other forms 
of household work) is unpaid and therefore increasingly 
devalued. In addition, even though women (and young 
children) worked in factories and mills from the first 
inception of industrialization, the family wage economy is 
based on the idea that men are the primary breadwinners. 
A system of inequality in men’s and women’s wages was 
introduced—an economic system that even today contin-
ues to produce a wage gap between men and women.

Industrial societies tend to be highly productive eco-
nomically, with a large working class of industrial labor-
ers. People become increasingly urbanized as they move 
from farmlands to urban centers or other areas where 
factories are located. Immigration is common in indus-
trial societies, particularly because industries are form-
ing where there is a high demand for more, cheap labor.

Industrialization has brought many benefits to U.S. 
society—a highly productive and efficient economic 
system, expansion of international markets, extraordi-
nary availability of consumer products, and for many, 
a good working wage. Industrialization has, at the same 
time, also produced some of the most serious social 
problems that our nation faces: industrial pollution, an 
overdependence on consumer goods, wage inequality 
and job dislocation for millions, and problems of crime 
and crowding in urban areas.

Postindustrial Societies 
In the contemporary era, a new type of society is emerg-
ing. Whereas most twentieth-century societies can be 

characterized in terms of their making of material 
goods, postindustrial society depends economically 
on the production and distribution of services, infor-
mation, and knowledge. Postindustrial societies are 
information-based societies in which technology plays 
a vital role in the social organization. The United States 
is fast becoming a postindustrial society, and Japan 
may be even further along. Many of the workers provide 
services such as administration, education, legal ser-
vices, scientific research, and banking, or they engage 
in the development, management, and distribution of 
information, particularly in the areas of computer use 
and design. Central to the economy of the postindus-
trial society are the highly advanced technologies of 
computers, robotics, and genetic engineering. Multi-
national corporations globally link the economies of 
postindustrial societies. 

The transition to a postindustrial society has a 
strong influence on the character of social institutions. 
Educational institutions become extremely impor-
tant in the postindustrial society, and science takes an 
especially prominent place. For some, the transition 
to a postindustrial society means more discretionary 
income for leisure activities like tourism and enter-
tainment. Companies that specialize in relaxation and 
health (spas, massage centers, and exercise) become 
more prominent, at least for people in the upper 
classes. As with the United States in the last recession, 
the transition to postindustrialism has meant perma-
nent joblessness for many. For others, it has meant the 
need to hold down more than one job simply to make 
ends meet.

Social Interaction  
and Society 
You can see by now that society is an entity that exists 
above and beyond individuals. Also, different societies 
are marked by different forms of social organization. 
Although societies differ, emerge, and change, they are 
also highly predictable. Your society shapes virtually 
every aspect of your life from the structure of its social 
institutions to the more immediate ways that you inter-
act with people. This is the micro level of society. 

Groups 
At the micro level, society is made up of many differ-
ent social groups. At any given moment, each of us is 
a member of many groups simultaneously, and we are 
subject to their influence: family, friendship groups, 
athletic teams, work groups, racial and ethnic groups, 
and so on. Groups impinge on every aspect of our lives 
and are a major determinant of our attitudes and val-
ues regarding everything from personal issues, such 
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as sexual attitudes and family values, to major social 
issues, such as the death penalty and physician-assisted 
suicide. 

To sociologists, a group is a collection of individu-
als who 

●● interact and communicate with each other; 
●●  share goals and norms; and, 
●● have a subjective awareness of themselves as “we,” 

that is, as a distinct social unit. 

To be a group, the social unit in question must possess all 
three of these characteristics. We will examine the nature 
and behavior of groups in greater detail in Chapter 6. 

In sociological terms, not all collections of people 
are groups. People may be lumped together into social 
categories based on one or more shared characteristics, 
such as teenagers (an age category) or truck drivers (an 
occupational category). 

Social categories can become social groups, 
depending on the amount of “we” feeling the group has. 
Only when there is this sense of common identity, as  
defined in the previous characteristics of groups, is a 
collection of people an actual group. For example, all 
people nationwide watching television programs at  
8 o’clock Wednesday evening form a distinct social unit, 
an audience, but they are not a group because they do 
not interact with one another, nor do they possess an 
awareness of themselves as “we.” However, if many 
viewers were to come together for a convention where 
they could interact and develop a “we” feeling, such as 
do fans of comic books who attend Comic-Con, then 
they would constitute a group. 

We now know that people do not need to be face-
to-face to constitute a group. Online communities, for 
example, are people who interact with each other regu-
larly, share a common identity, and think of themselves 
as being a distinct social unit. On the Internet commu-
nity Facebook, for example, you may have a group of 
“friends,” some of whom you know personally and oth-
ers whom you only know online. These friends, as they 
are known on Facebook, make up a social group that 
might interact on a regular, indeed, daily basis—possibly  
even across great distances. 

Groups also need not be small or “close up” and 
personal. Formal organizations are highly structured 
social groupings that form to pursue a set of goals. 
Bureaucracies such as business corporations or munic-
ipal governments or associations such as the National 
Parent Teacher Association (PTA) are examples of for-
mal organizations. 

Status 
Within groups, people occupy different statuses. Status 
is an established position in a social structure that car-
ries with it a degree of social rank or value. A status is a 

rank in society. For example, the position “vice president 
of the United States” is a status, one that carries relatively 
high prestige. “High school teacher” is another status; it 
carries less prestige than “vice president of the United 
States,” but more prestige than, say, “cabdriver.” Statuses 
occur within institutions and also within groups. “High 
school teacher” is a status within the education institu-
tion. Other statuses in the same institution are “student,” 
“principal,” and “school superintendent.” Within a given 
group, people may occupy different statuses that can be 
dependent on a variety of factors, such as age or seniority 
within the group. 

Typically, a person occupies many statuses simul-
taneously. The combination of statuses composes a  
status set, which is the complete set of statuses occu-
pied by a person at a given time. (Status set is a term 
originally introduced by sociological theorist Robert 
Merton [1968].) A person may occupy different statuses 
in different institutions. Simultaneously, a person may 
be a bank president (in the economic institution), voter 
(in the political institution), church member (in the 
religious institution), and treasurer of the PTA (in the 
education institution). Each status may be associated 
with a different level of prestige. 

Sometimes the multiple statuses of an individual 
conflict with one another. Status inconsistency exists 
where the statuses occupied by a person bring with 
them significantly different amounts of prestige and 
thus differing expectations. For example, someone 
trained as a lawyer, but working as a cabdriver, expe-
riences status inconsistency. Some recent immigrants 
from Vietnam and Korea have experienced status incon-
sistency. Many refugees who had been in high status 
occupations in their home country, such as teachers, 
doctors, and lawyers, could find work in the United 
States only as grocers or technicians—jobs of relatively 
lower status than the jobs they left behind. A relatively 
large body of research in sociology has demonstrated 
that status inconsistency—in addition to low status 
itself—can lead to stress and depression (Taylor et al.  
2006; Thoits 2009). 

Achieved statuses are those attained by virtue of 
individual effort. Most occupational statuses—police 
officer, pharmacist, or boat builder—are achieved sta-
tuses. In contrast, ascribed statuses are those occupied 
from the moment a person is born. Your biological sex 
is an ascribed status. Yet, even ascribed statuses are not 
exempt from the process of social construction. For most 
individuals, race is an ascribed status fixed at birth. But 
African American individuals with light skin may appear 
to be White and be treated as White people throughout 
their lifetime. Finally, ascribed statuses can arise long 
after birth, through means beyond an individual’s con-
trol, such as severe disability or chronic illness. 

Some seemingly ascribed statuses, such as gender, 
can become achieved statuses. Gender, typically thought 
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of as fixed at birth, is a social construct. You can be born 
female or male (this is your sex), but becoming a woman 
or a man is the result of social behaviors associated 
with your ascribed status. In other words, gender is also 
achieved. People who cross-dress, have a sex change, or 
develop some characteristics associated with the other 
sex are good examples of how gender is achieved, sepa-
rate and apart from your ascribed sex status. All people 
“do” gender in everyday life. They put on appearances and 
behaviors that are associated with their presumed gen-
der (Andersen 2015; West and Fenstermaker 1995). If you 
doubt this, ask yourself what you did today to “achieve” 
your gender status. Did you dress a certain way? Wear 
“manly” cologne or deodorant? Splash on a “feminine” 
fragrance? These behaviors—all performed at the micro 
level—reflect the macro level of your gender status. 

Debunking Society’s Myths←
Myth: Gender is an ascribed status where one’s gender 
identity is established at birth. 
Sociological Perspective: Although one’s biological sex 
identity is an ascribed status, gender is a social construct 
and thus is also an achieved status—that is, accomplished 
through routine, everyday behavior, including patterns of 
dress, speech, touch, and other social behaviors. Sex is not 
the same as gender (Andersen 2015).

The line between achieved and ascribed status can 
be hard to draw. Social class, for example, is determined 
by occupation, education, and annual income—all of 
which are achieved statuses—yet one’s job, education, 
and income are known to correlate strongly with the 
social class of one’s parents. Hence, one’s social class sta-
tus is at least partly—though not perfectly—determined 
at birth. It is an achieved status that includes an insepa-
rable component of ascribed status as well. 

Although people occupy many statuses at one time, 
it is usually the case that one status is dominant, called 
the master status, overriding all other features of the 
person’s identity. The master status may be imposed by 
others, or a person may define his or her own master sta-
tus. A woman judge, for example, may carry the master 
status “woman” in the eyes of others. She is seen not just 
as a judge, but as a woman judge, thus making gender a 
master status. A master status can completely supplant 
all other statuses in someone’s status set. Being in a 
wheelchair is another example of a master status. Con-
sider, for example, the case of a person in a wheelchair 
who is at the same time a medical doctor, an author, and 
a painter. People will see the wheelchair, at least at first, 
as the most important, or salient, part of identity, ignor-
ing other statuses that define someone as a person. For 
a time, that person will be stereotyped  as “that wheel-
chair guy that paints” or “that wheelchair doctor.” 

→Thinking Sociologically

Make a list of terms that describe who you are. Which 
of these are ascribed statuses and which are achieved 
statuses? What do you think your master status is in the 
eyes of others? Does one’s master status depend on who 
is defining you? What does this tell you about the signifi-
cance of social judgments in determining who you are? 

Roles 
A role is the behavior others expect from a person asso-
ciated with a particular status. Statuses are occupied; 
roles are acted or “played.” The status of police offi-
cer carries with it many expectations; these expected 
behaviors comprise the role of police officer. Police offi-
cers are expected to enforce the law, pursue suspected 
criminals, assist victims of crime, complete forms for 
reports, and obey laws themselves. Usually, people 
behave in their roles as others expect them to, but not 
always. When a police officer commits a crime, such 
as physically brutalizing someone, he or she has vio-
lated the role expectations. Role expectations may vary 
according to the role of the observer—whether the per-
son observing the police officer is a member of a minor-
ity group, for example. 

As we saw in Chapter 4, social learning theory pre-
dicts that we learn attitudes and behaviors in response 
to the positive reinforcement and encouragement 
received from those around us. This is important in the 
formation of our own identity in society. We embrace 
certain statuses, and the roles associated with them, 
based on our interactions with others. The “Think-
ing Sociologically” feature suggests you consider your 
own status. What is your identity? Are you a college 

In role modeling, a person imitates the behavior of an 
admired other or attempts to conform to a group.
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student first? Are there particular roles you feel identify 
you because others see you that way? These identities 
are often obtained through role modeling, a process 
by which we imitate the behavior of another person 
we admire who is in a particular role. A college fresh-
man might admire a senior student in his dorm. The 
student’s self-identity is influenced by his attempts to 
imitate the senior. 

A person may occupy several statuses and roles at 
one time. A person’s role set includes all the roles occu-
pied by the person at a given time. Thus a person may 
be not only a student, but a store cashier, a roommate, 
and an admissions tour guide. Roles can also clash with 
each other, a situation called role conflict, wherein 
two or more roles are associated with contradictory 
expectations. Notice that in ▲ Figure 5.1 some of the 
roles diagrammed for this college student may conflict 
with others. Can you speculate about which might and 
which might not? Can you draw your own role set?

In U.S. society, some of the most common forms of 
role conflict arise from the dual responsibilities of job 
and family. The parental role demands extensive time 
and commitment, and so does the role of worker. Time 
given to one role is time taken away from the other. 
Although the norms pertaining to working women and 
working men have changed over time, it is still true that 
women are more often expected to uphold traditional 
role expectations associated with their gender role and 
are more likely responsible for tending to family issues 
even when job and family conflict. The sociologist 
Arlie Hochschild captured the predicament of today’s 
women when she described the “second shift.” An 
employed mother spends time and energy all day on the 

job, only to come home to the “second shift” of family  
and home responsibilities (Hochschild 2003, 1997; 
Hochschild and Machung 1989). 

Hochschild’s studies point to the conflict between 
two social roles: family roles and work roles. This con-
flict also highlights the sociological concept of role 
strain, a condition wherein a single role brings con-
flicting expectations. Different from role conflict, which 
involves tensions between two roles, role strain involves 
conflicts within a single role. When considering work–
family balance for women, the work role has the expec-
tations traditionally associated with work but also the 
expectation that she “love” her work and be as devoted 
to it as to her family. The same is expected of men. The 
result is role strain. The role of a high school student 
also often involves role strain. For example, students are 
expected to be focused on academics and performing 
their best, yet students also feel pressure to be involved 
in sports, music, community service, or other extracur-
ricular activities. The tension between these two com-
peting expectations is an example of role strain. 

Everyday Social Interaction 
You can see the influence of society in everyday behav-
ior, including such basics as how you talk, patterns of 
touch, and who you are attracted to. Although you 
might think these things just come “naturally,” they 
are deeply patterned by society. The cultural context of 
social interaction really matters in our understanding of 
what given behaviors mean. An action that is positive 
in one culture can be negative in another. For example, 
shaking the right hand in greeting is a positive action 
in the United States, but the same action in East India 
or certain Arab countries might be an insult. Social and 
cultural contexts matter. A kiss on the lips is a positive 
act in most cultures, yet if a stranger kissed you on the 
lips, you would probably consider it a negative act, per-
haps even a crime. 

Verbal and Nonverbal Communication. Patterns 
of social interaction are embedded in the language we 
use, and language is deeply influenced by culture and 
society. Furthermore, communication is not just what 
you say, but also how you say it and to whom. You can see 
the influence of society on how people speak, especially 
in different contexts. The gender of the speaker is also 
part of that cultural context—there are masculine and 
feminine styles of conversation. Japanese women, for 
example, are more polite and supportive when speak-
ing to Japanese men. In conversations with English-
speaking men, women are more self-assured and 
express their own opinions (Itakura 2014). Americans 
may mistakenly believe Japanese women are submis-
sive, not realizing their conversation style changes with 
the context, depending on who they are talking to. 

▲ Figure 5.1 roles in a College Student’s role Set 
Identify the different roles that you occupy and draw a similar 
diagram of your own role set. Then identify which roles are 
consistent with each other and which might produce role 
conflict and role strain.

Part-time
waitress

Asian American
person

Church-goer

Girlfriend

Roommate

Woman

Student
Daughter

Person
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Nonverbal communication is also a form of social 
interaction and can be seen in various social patterns. A 
surprisingly large portion of our everyday communica-
tion with others is nonverbal, although we are gener-
ally only conscious of a small fraction of the nonverbal 
“conversations” in which we take part. Consider all the 
nonverbal signals exchanged in a casual chat: body 
position, head nods, eye contact, facial expressions, 
touching, and so on. Studies of nonverbal communi-
cation, like those of verbal communication, show how 
it is influenced by social forces, including the relation-
ships between diverse groups of people. The meanings 
of nonverbal communications depend heavily on race, 
ethnicity, social class, and gender. 

For example, patterns of touch (called tactile com-
munication) are strongly influenced by gender. Parents 
vary their touching behavior depending on whether 
the child is a boy or a girl. Boys tend to be touched 
more roughly; girls, more tenderly and protectively. 
Such patterns continue into adulthood, where women 
touch each other more often in everyday conversation 
than do men. Women are on the average more likely to 
touch and hug as an expression of emotional support, 
whereas men touch and hug more often to assert power 
or to express sexual interest (Baumeister and Bushman 
2008). Clearly, there are also instances where women 
touch to express sexual interest and/or dominance, but 
in general, touch is a supportive activity for women and 
an expression of sexual interest for men. In the context 
of sports, however, men hug and pat other men as a 
show of support. 

In observing patterns of touch, you can see where 
social status influences the meaning of nonverbal 
behaviors. Professors, male or female, may pat a man or 
woman student on the back as a gesture of approval; stu-
dents will rarely do this to a professor. Male professors 
touch students more often than do female professors,  
showing the additional effect of gender. Because 
such patterns of touching reflect power relationships 
between women and men, they can also be offensive 
and may even involve sexual harassment. 

You can also see the social meaning of interaction 
by observing how people use personal space. Proxemic 
communication refers to the amount of space between 
interacting individuals. Although people are generally 
unaware of how they use personal space, usually the 
more friendly people feel toward each other, the closer 
they will stand. In casual conversation, friends stand 
closer to each other than do strangers. People who are 
sexually attracted to each other stand especially close, 
whether the sexual attraction is gay, lesbian, or hetero-
sexual. According to anthropologist E. T. Hall (1966), we 
all carry around us a proxemic bubble that represents 
our personal, three-dimensional space. When people 
we do not know enter our proxemic bubble, we feel 
threatened and may take evasive action. Friends stand 

close; enemies tend to avoid interaction and keep far 
apart. According to Hall’s theory, we attempt to exclude 
from our private space those whom we do not know or 
do not like, even though we may not be fully aware that 
we are doing so. 

→	 See for YourSelF ←
Riding in Elevators 

1. Try a simple experiment. ride in an elevator and 
closely observe the behavior of everyone in the eleva-
tor with you. Write down in a notebook such things as 
how far away people stand from each other. note the 
differences carefully, even in estimated inches. What 
do they look at? Do they tend to stand in the corners? 
Do they converse with strangers or the people they 
are with? If so, what do they talk about? 

2. now return to the same elevator and do something 
that breaks the usual norms of elevator behavior, 
such as standing too close to someone. (You will have 
to get up a lot of nerve to do this!) How did people 
react? What did they do? How did you feel? How does 
this experiment show how social norms are main-
tained through informal norms of social control? 

The proxemic bubbles of different ethnic groups on 
average have different sizes. Hispanic people tend to stand 
much closer to each other than do White, middle-class 
Americans; their proxemic bubble is, on average, smaller. 

In a society as diverse as the United States, under-
standing how diversity shapes social interaction is 
an essential part of understanding human behavior. 

patterns of touch reflect different types of social relation-
ships. In this photo, a young man is helping an older man 
with the computer.
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Ignorance of the meanings that gestures have in a society 
can get you in trouble. For example, some Mexicans and 
Mexican Americans may display the right hand held up, 
palm inward, all fingers extended, as an obscene gesture 
directed at someone in anger. This provocative gesture 
has no meaning at all in Anglo (White) society. Instead, 
extending the middle finger up, as an aggressive form of 
communication, is understood in many societies. 

Likewise, people who grow up in urban environ-
ments learn to avoid eye contact on the streets. Staring 
at someone for only two or three seconds can be inter-
preted as a hostile act, if done man to man (Anderson 
1999). If a woman maintains mutual eye contact with a 
male stranger for more than two or three seconds, she 
may be assumed by the man to be sexually interested 
in him. In contrast, during sustained conversation with 
acquaintances, women maintain mutual eye contact 
longer than do men (Romain 1999). 

Interpersonal Attraction. We have already asked, 
“What holds society together?” This was asked at the 
macroanalysis level—that is, the level of society. But 
what holds relationships together—or, for that mat-
ter, makes them fall apart? You will not be surprised 
to learn that formation of relationships has a strong 
social structural component—that is, it is patterned by 
social forces. 

Humans have a powerful desire to be with other 
human beings; in other words, they have a strong 
need for affiliation. We tend to spend about 75 percent 
of our time with other people when doing all sorts of 
activities—eating, watching television, studying, doing 
hobbies, working, and so on (Cassidy and Shaver 2008). 
People who lack all forms of human contact are very 
rare in the general population, and their isolation is 
usually rooted in psychotic or schizophrenic disor-
ders. Extreme social isolation at an early age causes 
severe disruption of mental, emotional, and language 
development.

The affiliation tendency has been likened to 
imprinting, a phenomenon seen in newborn or newly 
hatched animals who attach themselves to the first 
living creature they encounter, even if it is of another 
species (Lorenz 1966). Studies of geese and squirrels 
show that once the young animal attaches itself to a 
human experimenter, the process is irreversible. The 
young animal prefers the company of the human to 
the company of its own species! A degree of imprint-
ing may be discernible in human infant attachment, 
but researchers note that the process is more com-
plex, more changeable, and more influenced by social 
factors in infants. 

Somewhat similar to affiliation is interpersonal 
attraction, a nonspecific positive response toward 
another person. Attraction occurs in ordinary day-
to-day interaction and varies from mild attraction  

(such as thinking your grocer is a “nice person”) all the 
way to deep feelings of love. According to one view, 
attractions fall on a continuum ranging from hate to 
strong dislike to mild dislike to mild liking to strong lik-
ing to love. Another view is that attraction and love are 
two different feelings, able to exist separately. In this 
view, you can actually like someone a whole lot, but not 
be in love. Conversely, you can feel passionate love for 
someone, including strong sexual feelings and intense 
emotion, yet not really “like” the person. 

Can attraction be scientifically predicted? Can 
you identify with whom you are most likely to fall in 
love? The surprising answer to these questions is “yes,” 
with some qualifiers. Most of us have been raised to 
believe that love is impossible to measure and certainly 
impossible to predict scientifically. We think of love, 
especially romantic love, as quick and mysterious—
a lightning bolt. Couples report falling in love at first 
sight, thinking that they were “meant for each other.” 
Countless novels and stories support this view, but 
extensive research in sociology and social psychology 
suggests otherwise. Love can be predicted beyond the 
level of pure chance. 

A strong determinant of your attraction to others is 
simply whether you live near them, work next to them, 
or have frequent contact with them. (This is a proxemic 
determinant.) You are more likely to form friendships 
with people from your own city than with people a 
thousand miles away. One classic study even showed 
that you are more likely to be attracted to someone 
on your floor, your residence hall, or your apartment 
building than to someone even two floors down or two 

Konrad lorenz, the animal behaviorist, shows that adult  
greylag geese that have imprinted on him the moment  
they were hatched will follow him anywhere, as though he  
were their mother goose (from Tweed roosevelt, personal  
communication)! 
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streets over (Festinger et al. 1950). Subsequent studies 
continue to show this effect (Baumeister and Bushman 
2008). Such is the effect of proximity in the formation of 
human friendships. 

Now, though the general principle still holds, many 
people form relationships without being in close prox-
imity, such as in online dating. In earlier societies, peo-
ple would only date, fall in love, and marry people they 
knew from their communities. Now with social media 
and the ease in which we interact with one another 
across long distances, there is much greater likeli-
hood to form romantic relationships with people far 
away. Studies of Internet dating show that people can 
form love relationships with people they hardly know 
(Rosenfeld and Thomas 2012). 

We hear that “beauty is only skin deep.” Apparently, 
that is deep enough. To a surprisingly large degree, the 
attractions we feel toward people of either gender are 
based on our perception of their physical attractive-
ness. Assumptions about gender differences were that 
men wanted beautiful women but that women cared 
less about attractiveness in their mate. The evidence 
suggests, however, that both men and women highly 
value attractiveness when pursuing romantic or sexual 
relationships (McClintock 2011). Although there are 
societal standards for attractiveness, there are individ-
ual preferences. “Beauty is in the eye of the beholder.” 
Men and women see their romantic partners as attrac-
tive, even when others may not (Solomon and Vazire 
2014). The point is that romantic relationships are more 
likely to develop between people who feel physically 
attracted to one another.

Of course, standards of attractiveness vary between 
cultures and between subcultures within the same soci-
ety. What is highly attractive in one culture may be repul-
sive in another. In the United States, there is a maxim that 

you can never be too thin—a major cause of eating dis-
orders such as anorexia and bulimia, especially among 
White women (Hesse-Biber 2007). The maxim is oppres-
sive for women in U.S. society, yet it is clearly highly 
culturally relative, even within U.S. culture. What is con-
sidered “overweight” or “fat” is indeed a social construc-
tion (Atkins 2011). Among many African Americans, the 
standard of thinness is different, and larger body sizes 
are more ideal. Similar cultural norms often apply in 
certain U.S. Hispanic populations. The skinny woman is 
not necessarily considered attractive. Nonetheless, stud-
ies show that anorexia and bulimia are now increasing 
among women of color, showing how cultural norms can 
change (Atkins 2011; Warren et al. 2010). 

Perceived physical attractiveness may predict who 
is attracted to whom initially, but other variables are 
better predictors of how long a relationship will last. So, 
do “opposites attract”? Not according to the research. 
We have all heard that people are attracted to their 
“opposite” in personality, social status, background, 
and other characteristics. Many of us grow up believing 
this to be true. However, if the research tells us one thing 
about interpersonal attraction, it is that with only a few 
exceptions we are attracted to people who are similar or 
even identical to us in socioeconomic status, race, eth-
nicity, religion, perceived personality traits, and general 
attitudes and opinions (Taylor et al. 2006). Couples tend 
to have similar opinions about political issues of great 
importance to them, such as attitudes about abortion, 
crime, animal rights, gun violence, and whom to vote 
for as president. Overall, couples tend to exhibit strong 
cultural or subcultural similarity, not difference. 

There are exceptions, of course. We sometimes 
fall in love with the exotic—the culturally or socially 
different. Novels and movies return endlessly to the 
story of the rich young woman who falls in love with a 
rough and ready biker, but such a pairing is by far the 
exception and not the rule. That rich young woman is 
far more likely to fall in love with a rich young man. 
When it comes to long-term relationships, including 
both friends and lovers (whether heterosexual, lesbian, 
gay, or bisexual), humans vastly prefer a great degree 
of similarity, even though, if asked, they might deny it. 
In fact, the less similar a heterosexual relationship is 
with respect to race, social class, age, and educational 
aspirations (how far in school the person wants to go), 
then the quicker the relationship is likely to break up  
(Silverthorne and Quinsey 2000). 

Debunking Society’s Myths←
Myth: love is purely an emotional experience that you 
cannot predict or control.
Sociological Perspective: Whom you fall in love with can 
be predicted beyond chance by such factors as proximity, 
how often you see the person (frequency, or mere exposure 

romantic love is idealized in this society as something that 
“just happens.” Despite  research that interpersonal attrac-
tion follows predictable patterns, there is an increase in 
interracial couples.
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effect), how physically attractive you perceive the person to 
be, and whether you are similar (not different) to her or him 
in social class, race/ethnicity, religion, age, educational aspi-
rations, and general attitudes, including political attitudes 
and beliefs (Taylor et al. 2006). 

Theories about Analyzing 
Social Interaction 
Groups, statuses, and roles form a web of social inter-
action. Sociologists have developed different ways of 
conceptualizing and understanding social interaction. 
Functionalist theory offers one such concept. Here we 
detail four others: the social construction of reality, eth-
nomethodology, impression management, and social 
exchange theory (refer to ◆ Table 5.2). The first three 
theories come directly from the symbolic interaction 
perspective. 

The Social Construction of Reality 
What holds society together? This is a basic question for 
sociologists, one that, as we have seen, has long guided 
sociological thinking. Sociologists note that society can-
not hold together without something that is shared— 
a shared social reality.

Some sociological theorists have argued convinc-
ingly that there is little actual reality beyond that produced 
by the process of social interaction itself. This is the prin-
ciple of the social construction of reality, the idea that our 
perception of what is real is determined by the subjective 
meaning that we attribute to an experience. This is a prin-
ciple central to symbolic interaction theory (Blumer 1969; 
Berger and Luckmann 1967). Hence, there is no objective 
“reality” in itself. Things do not have their own intrinsic 
meaning. We subjectively impose meaning on things. 

A simple example of the social construction of 
reality is to consider a desk and chair in a classroom. 

We assign meaning to these objects based on the 
social context within which we use them. Students 
sit in the chair with notebook or computer on the 
desk. This is a desk. Now consider these same objects, 
but with a tablecloth on the desk and a plate, fork, 
knife, and glass set up there. Now this is not a desk 
and chair, but a dining table and chair. The meaning 
assigned to these things is influenced by the interac-
tion we have to them. Let’s take the same desk and 
chair and put them upside down or balancing on the 
corners, bolted to a cement base, with an up-light 
shining on them. We can paint the surface with bright 
colors or add a mosaic of tiles. Now the same objects 
are a work of art. The social context and the social 
interaction people have with the object give those 
objects meaning.

Ethnomethodology 
Our interactions are guided by rules that we follow. 
Sometimes these rules are nonobvious and subtle. 
These rules are the norms of social interaction. Again, 
what holds society together? Society cannot hold 
together without norms, but what rules do we follow? 
How do we know what these rules or norms are? An 
approach in sociology called ethnomethodology is a 
clever technique for finding out. 

Ethnomethodology (Garfinkel 1967), after ethno 
for “people” and methodology for “mode of study,” is a 
technique for studying human interaction by deliber-
ately disrupting social norms and observing how indi-
viduals attempt to restore normalcy. The idea is that to 
study such norms, one must first break them, because 
the subsequent behavior of the people involved will 
reveal just what the norms were in the first place. In the 
“See for Yourself ” elevator example you were asked to 
perform previously, an application of ethnomethod-
ology would be standing too close to someone on the 
elevator (this is the norm violation) and observing what 

 ◆ Table 5.2 Theories of Social Interaction

The Social Construction 
of Reality Ethnomethodology Dramaturgy Social Exchange Theory

Interprets society as: organized around the 
subjective meaning that 
people give to social 
behavior

Held together through 
the consensus that 
people share around 
social norms; you can 
discover these norms  
by violating them

A stage on which actors 
play their social roles  
and give impression to 
those in their “audience”

A series of interactions 
that are based on esti-
mates of rewards and 
punishments

Analyzes social  
interaction as:

Based on the mean-
ing people give to, or 
attribute to, actions in 
society

A series of encounters 
in which people manage 
their impressions in  
front of others

Enactment of social 
roles played before a 
social audience

A rational balancing  
act involving perceived  
costs and benefits of a  
given behavior
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that person does as a result (which would be the norm 
restoration behavior).

Ethnomethodology is based on the premise that 
human interaction takes place within a consensus, and 
interaction is not possible without this consensus. The 
consensus is part of what holds society together. Accord-
ing to Garfinkel, this consensus will be revealed by 
people’s background expectancies, namely, the norms 
for behavior that they carry with them into situations of 
interaction. The presumption is that these expectancies 
are to a great degree shared, and thus studying norms 
by deliberately violating them will reveal the norms that 
most people bring with them into interaction. The eth-
nomethodologist argues that you cannot simply walk 
up to someone and ask what norms the person has and 
uses, because most people will not be able to articulate 
them. We are not wholly conscious of what norms we 
use even though they are shared. Ethnomethodology is 
designed to “uncover” those norms. 

The recently aired television programs called 
“What Would You Do?” employs what is in effect eth-
nomethodology, though in a nonsystematic and rela-
tively uncontrolled way. For example, in one episode, 
a father is seen in a restaurant very loudly scolding his 
own small child for accidentally dropping a few crumbs 
on the floor. The extremely loud scolding represents a 
norm violation in this context. The father is in alliance 
with the television producers. The point is to see what 
the observing people in the restaurant do, namely, 
engage in what the ethnomethodologist would call 
norm restoration behavior. They found that many peo-
ple looked but did not intervene. A few did intervene, 
such as by asking the father why he was so loud, saying 
that his punishment was too severe. 

Sociological studies that use the ethnomethodology 
approach point to the importance of the context within 
which the interaction takes place as well as the result 
of that interaction. Research on police interrogations 

Research Question: Author Jessica 
Greenebaum is a vegan. She noticed 
tension between herself and her 
meat-eating family and friends, possibly 
because of stereotypes about vegetar-
ians and vegans. She did research to 
ask: How do vegetarians interact with 
omnivores to avoid negative impressions 
of vegetarians? What tactics do they use 
in their presentation of self?

Research Method: Greenebaum 
interviewed 19 vegans and 7 vegetarians, 
finding her research subjects through a 
website for educated, upper-middle-class 
adults who identify as vegetarian activists. 
She conducted face-to-face interviews 
and telephone interviews, averaging about 
one hour per interview.

Research Results: Many of the people 
she interviewed spoke about avoiding 
confrontation. One woman explained 
that she used to be “in your face” with 
meat eaters, but changed her approach 
to be more gentle. Another man 
explained that the “activist” approach 
makes conversations difficult. 

Vegetarians versus Omnivores: A Case Study  
of Impression Management

Another key theme in her research 
findings was the timing of when to 
engage in discussions about vegetari-
anism or veganism. Most respondents 
indicated they did not want to be the 
first to bring it up in conversation. 
Vegetarians used “face-saving” tactics 
to make interactions more pleasant. 
Respondents did not try to recruit 
omnivores to become vegetarian, but 
instead emphasized the health benefits 
of not eating meat. By focusing on 
how healthy they are and how much 
better they feel, they encountered 
fewer negative impressions of vegetar-
ians and vegans. In conversations with 
omnivores, the vegetarians and vegans 
turned away from the topic of animal 
rights and, instead, highlighted how 
well they felt. This meant talking about 
how they were strong, healthy, capable 
people by no longer eating meat. Face-
saving also occurred by presenting a 
no-meat diet as easy to do and joyful. 
Greenebaum asserts that “If vegans 
are perceived as wheat grass–drinking 
hippies, people are less likely to keep 

an open mind about veganism”  
(Greenebaum 2012: 321).

Conclusions and Implications: Greene-
baum concludes that interactions between 
two groups of people who have opposing 
views about diet require impression man-
agement. Vegetarians and vegans used 
particular tactics to prepare themselves 
for conversations with omnivores, present-
ing themselves in a more positive way.

Questions to Consider 
The next time you are talking with 
someone about food, diet, and overall 
health, observe the social interaction with 
particular attention to similar and differing 
opinions. Seek out people with different 
diets from your own. 

1. What do you do to manage others’ 
impressions of you and your food 
choices? 

2. With so much media attention on 
the dangers of the American diet, 
do you worry about the impression 
other people get based on what you 
choose to eat?

Source: Greenebaum, Jessica B. 2012. “Man-
aging Impressions: ‘Face-Saving’ Strategies of 
Vegetarians and Vegans.” Humanity & Society 
36(4): 309–325.

doing sociological research
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show that what the police include in the report is part of 
how the social reality of the police record is constructed 
(Komter 2006). Other research uses the same approach 
to explain medical records, highlighting how the inter-
action between the doctor and the staff influences what 
is put in the patient’s medical documentation (Nielsen 
2014). These studies illustrate how the norms of behav-
ior are part of what helps create the reality of the situa-
tion, and that consensus of norms is a necessary part of 
the process.

Impression Management 
and Dramaturgy 
Another way of analyzing social interaction is to 
study impression management, a term coined by 
symbolic interaction theorist Erving Goffman (1959). 
Impression management is a process by which people 
control how others perceive them. A student handing 
in a term paper late may wish to give the instructor the 
impression that it was not the student’s fault but was 
because of uncontrollable circumstances (“my com-
puter crashed,” “the network went down,” and so on). 
The impression that one wishes to “give off ” (to use 
Goffman’s phrase) is that “I am usually a very diligent 
person, but today—just today—I have been betrayed 
by circumstances.” 

Impression management can be seen as a type of 
con game. We willfully attempt to manipulate others’ 
impressions of us. Goffman regarded everyday inter-
action as a series of attempts to con the other. In fact, 
trying in various ways to con others is, according to 
Goffman, at the very center of much social interaction 
and social organization in society: Social interaction is 
just a big con game!

Perhaps this cynical view is not true of all social 
interaction, but we do present different “selves” to oth-
ers in different settings. The settings are, in effect, dif-
ferent stages on which we act as we relate to others. 
For this reason, Goffman’s theory is sometimes called 
the dramaturgy model of social interaction, a way of 

analyzing interaction that assumes the participants 
are actors on a stage in the drama of everyday social 
life. People present different faces (give off different 
impressions) on different stages (in different situa-
tions or different roles) with different others. To your 
mother, you may present yourself as the dutiful, obedi-
ent daughter, which may not be how you present your-
self to a friend. Perhaps you think acting like a diligent 
student makes you seem a jerk, so you hide from your 
friends that you are really interested in a class or enjoy 
your homework. Analyzing impression management 
reveals that we try to con others into perceiving us as 
we want to be perceived. The box “Doing Sociologi-
cal Research: Face-Saving Strategies for Vegetarians” 
shows how impression management can be involved 
in many settings, conversations between vegetarians 
and meat eaters.

One thing that Goffman’s theory makes clear is 
that social interaction is a very perilous undertak-
ing. Have you ever been embarrassed? Of course you 
have—we all have. Think of a really big embarrassment 
that you experienced. Goffman defines embarrass-
ment as a spontaneous reaction to a sudden or transi-
tory challenge to our identity: We attempt to restore a 
prior perception of our “self” by others. Perhaps you 
were giving a talk before a class and then suddenly for-
got the rest of the talk. Or perhaps you recently bent 
over and split your pants. Or perhaps you are a man 
and barged accidentally into a women’s bathroom. All 
these actions will result in embarrassment, causing 
you to “lose face.”

You will then attempt to restore face (“save face”), 
that is, eliminate the conditions causing the embarrass-
ment. You thus will attempt to con others into perceiving 
you as they might have before the embarrassing inci-
dent. One way to do this is to shift blame from the self 
to some other. For example, you may claim that the 
sign saying “Women’s room” was not clearly visible. 
This represents a deliberate manipulation (or con) 
to save face on your part—to restore the other’s prior  
perception of you.

The way students interact with one 
another often occurs through text 
messages. Bullying behavior now 
takes the form of aggressive or nasty 
texts sent to someone else. Soci-
ologists examine texting behavior by 

Text Messaging in High School
considering the social context within 
which the text messaging takes place 
and how people are presenting them-
selves in the texts. Research shows 
that in a school where high academic 
achievement is valued by students 

and teachers alike, there is much 
less cyberbullying. The presence of 
aggressive or bullying texts creates an 
atmosphere of “drama” not welcome 
by most. The norms in this particular 
school result in far less cyberbullying 
than people thought was happening 
(Allen 2012).

what would a sociologist say?
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Research Question: Sociological 
researchers wanted to know if Facebook 
users rely on anti-age stereotypes when 
posting something about older people. 
Specifically, the researchers examine 
public postings that make any reference 
to “old” or “aging” people. The research 
asks: Is age discrimination prominent on 
Facebook?

Research Method: The research is a con-
tent analysis of 25,489 Facebook pages 
that had descriptions of 60-plus-year-old 
people somewhere on the page. All of 
the pages were Facebook members who 
were younger than 60, with an average 
age of 20 to 29 between 2011 and 2012. 
These data represent the postings by 
young people about older people.

Research Results: Negative stereo-
types about age were in almost all of 
the postings analyzed. There were four 

Age Stereotypes on Facebook
categories of anti-age stereotypes. 
Seventy-four percent of postings 
criticized old people. Some of these 
were very hateful, suggesting that 
older people make no contribution to 
society. Another category of stereotypes 
expressed how older people are debili-
tated, either physically or cognitively. 

The third stereotype was about banning 
older people from certain activities. Most 
commonly, 37 percent of the Facebook 
posts suggest that older people not be 
permitted to drive a car. Shopping and 
other daily activities were also mentioned. 
Finally, 26 percent of the posts infantilized 
aging people, meaning they reduced them 
to being like children, suggesting that they 
cannot care for themselves. Often these 
posts referenced nursing homes.

Conclusions and Implications: This 
research concludes that beliefs and 
stereotypes about age are posted on 

Facebook in varying degrees of exag-
geration. Because Facebook does not 
involve face-to-face communication, the 
authors suggest that people feel more 
comfortable posting negative, even 
hateful, ideas because there is no clear 
consequence.

Questions to Consider 
1. Facebook’s Community Standards 

indicate that certain negative 
posts will not be tolerated. Do 
you think comments about older 
people should be included in those 
standards?

2. Do you think there is a difference 
between what people would say in 
person and what they would say in 
a Facebook post? Would you say 
something online that you would not 
say in person?

Source: Levy, Becca R., Pil H. Chung, Talya 
Bedford, and Kristina Navrazhina. 2013. 
“Facebook as a Site for Negative Age 
Stereotypes.” The Gerontologist 54 (2): 172–176. 

doing sociological research

Social Exchange Theory
Another way of analyzing social interaction is through 
the social exchange model (see Table 5.2). The social 
exchange model of social interaction holds that our 
interactions are determined by the rewards or pun-
ishments that we receive from others. A fundamental 
principle of exchange theory is that an interaction that 
elicits approval from another (a type of reward) is more 
likely to be repeated than an interaction that incites 
disapproval (a type of punishment). According to the 
exchange principle, one can predict whether a given 
interaction is likely to be repeated or continued by cal-
culating the degree of reward or punishment inspired 
by the interaction. 

Rewards can take many forms. They can include 
tangible gains such as gifts, recognition, and money, 
or subtle everyday rewards such as smiles, nods, and 
pats on the back. Similarly, punishments come in many 
varieties, from extremes such as public humiliation, 
beating, banishment, or execution, to gestures as subtle 
as a raised eyebrow or a frown. For example, if you ask 
someone out for a date and the person says yes, you 
have gained a reward, and you are likely to repeat the 
interaction. You are likely to ask the person out again, or 

to ask someone else out. If you ask someone out, and he 
or she glares at you and says, “no way!,” then you have 
elicited a punishment that will probably cause you to 
shy away from repeating this type of interaction with 
that person. 

Interaction in Cyberspace 
When people interact and communicate with one 
another by means of personal computers—through 
some virtual community such as email, Twitter, 
Facebook, or LinkedIn—then they are engaging in 
cyberspace interaction (or virtual interaction). 

The character of cyberspace interaction is chang-
ing rapidly as new technologies emerge. Not long ago, 
nonverbal interaction was absent in cyberspace as peo-
ple could not “see” what others were like. With  video-
based cyberspace, such as photos on social media 
sites and Skype, people can display still and moving 
images of themselves. These images provide oppor-
tunities, as we noted previously, for what sociologists 
would call the presentation of self and impression man-
agement. Sometimes this comes with embarrassing 
consequences. A young college student who displays  
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 ◆ Table 5.3 Demographics of Users of Social Media Sites

Following is the percentage of each group who use key social media sites 
according to a 2014 survey. 

Total Adults Facebook LinkedIn Twitter Instagram

Men 66% 28% 24% 22%

Women 77% 27% 21% 29%

Race/Ethnicity

White, non-Hispanic 71% 29% 21% 21%

Black, non-Hispanic 67% 28% 27% 38%

Hispanic 73% 18% 25% 34%

Age

18–29 87% 23% 37% 53%

30–49 73% 31% 25% 25%

50–64 63% 30% 12% 11%

65 and older 56% 21% 10%  6%

Household Income

less than $30,000 77% 15% 20% 28%

$30,000 to $49,999 69% 21% 21% 23%

$50,000 to $74,999 74% 31% 27% 26%

>$75,000 72% 44% 27% 26%

Educational Attainment

High school or less 70% 12% 16% 23%

Some college 71% 22% 24% 31%

College degree 
or more

74% 50% 30% 24%

Source: Duggan, Maeva, nicole B. Ellison, Cliff lampe, Amanda lenhart, and Mary 
Madden. 2015, January 9. “Social Media update 2014.” The pew research Center. 
Washington, DC: The pew research Center.

a seminude or nude photo of herself or 
himself, projecting a sexual presentation 
of self, may be horrified if one of the par-
ents or a potential employer visits the Face-
book site! Furthermore, the photo could 
be intercepted by a disgruntled boyfriend, 
reproduced, and made to “go viral” (seen 
by hundreds or thousands of people). 

Cyberspace interaction is common 
among all age, gender, and race groups, 
although clear patterns are also present in 
who is engaged in this form of social inter-
action and how people use it. Age is still a 
strong predictor of use. Younger people are 
more likely to use Facebook, Twitter, and  
Instagram, but older people are interact-
ing online in ever-increasing numbers. 
Another age difference is how they use 
Internet. Young people, aged 18 to 29, are 
considerably more likely than other Ameri-
cans to use mostly their cell phone for 
Internet interactions (50 percent among 
18- to 29-year-olds; 35 percent among 30- 
to 49-year-olds; 14  percent among 50- to 
64-year-olds; and only 10  percent among 
65 and older Americans;Duggan and 
Smith 2013).

Although women and men are roughly 
the same overall in Internet usage (about 
85 percent use the Internet), gender dif-
ferences can still be found in the type of 
usage. Women are more likely to use email 
to write to friends and family, share news, 
plan events, and forward jokes. Table 5.3 ◆ 
shows how women are much more likely 
to use Facebook than are men. Accessing 
the Internet mostly through cell phones 
differs by race or ethnicity. Sixty percent 
of Hispanic Americans report using their 
cell phone mostly to go online, and only 
27  percent of Whites report mostly using 
their cell phone (Pew Research Center 2014).

The implications of these cyberspace interac-
tions are the subject of much sociological research. 
The Internet creates more opportunity for people to 
misrepresent themselves or even create completely 
false—or even stolen—identities. Studies find that 
computer-mediated interactions also follow some 
of the same patterns that are found in face-to-face 
interaction. People still “manage” identities in front 
of a presumed audience; they project images of self to 
others that are consistent with the identity they have 
created for themselves, and they form social networks 
that become the source for evolving identities, just 
as people do in traditional forms of social interac-
tion. The difference between LinkedIn and Facebook, 

for example, indicates that the professional identity 
is presented differently than the personal identity  
(van Dijck 2013).

In this respect, cyberspace interaction is an applica-
tion of Goffman’s principle of impression management. 
People can put forward a totally different and wholly 
created self, or identity. One can “give off,” in Goffman’s 
terms, any impression one wishes and, at the same time, 
know that one’s true self is protected by anonymity. This 
gives the individual quite a large and free range of roles 
and identities from which to choose. As predicted by 
symbolic interaction theory, of which Goffman’s is one 
variety, the reality of the situation grows out of the inter-
action process itself. This is a central point of symbolic 
interaction theory and is central to sociological analysis 
generally: Interaction creates reality. 
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Cyberspace interaction has thus resulted in new 
forms of social interaction in society—in fact, a new 
social order containing both deviants and conformists. 
These new forms of social interaction have their own 
rules and norms, their own language, their own sets of 

beliefs, and practices or rituals—in short, all the ele-
ments of culture, as defined in Chapter 2. For sociolo-
gists, cyberspace also provides an intriguing new venue 
in which to study the connection between society and 
social interaction.

What is society? 
Society is a system of social interaction that includes 
both culture and social organization. Society includes 
social institutions, or established organized social 
behavior, and exists for a recognized purpose; social 
structure is the patterned relationships within a society. 

What holds society together? 
According to theorist Emile Durkheim, society with 
all its complex social organization and culture, is held 
together, depending on overall type, by mechanical 
solidarity (based on individual similarity) and organic 
solidarity (based on a division of labor among dissimi-
lar individuals). Two other forms of social organization 
also con trib ute to the cohesion of a society: gemein-
schaft (“community,” characterized by cohesion based 
on friendships and loyalties) and gesellschaft (“society,” 
characterized by cohesion based on complexity and 
differentiation). 

What are the types of societies? 
Societies across the globe vary in type, as determined 
mainly by the complexity of their social structures, their 
division of labor, and their technologies. From least to 
most complex, they are foraging, pastoral, horticultural, 
agricultural (these four constitute preindustrial societ-
ies), industrial, and postindustrial societies.

What are the forms of social interaction in society? 
All forms of social interaction in society are shaped 
by the structure of its social institutions. A group is a 

collection of individuals who interact and communi-
cate with each other, share goals and norms, and have 
a subjective awareness of themselves as a distinct social 
unit. Status is a hierarchical position in a structure.  
A role is the behavior others expect from a person asso-
ciated with a particular status. Patterns of social interac-
tion influence nonverbal interaction as well as patterns 
of attraction and affiliation.

What theories are there about social  
interaction? 
Social interaction takes place in society within the con-
text of social structure and social institutions. Social 
interaction is analyzed in several ways, including the 
social construction of reality (we impose meaning and 
reality on our interactions with others); ethnomethod-
ology (deliberate interruption of interaction to observe 
how a return to “normal” interaction is accomplished); 
impression management (a person “gives off ” a particu-
lar impression to “con” the other and achieve certain 
goals, as in cyberspace interaction); and social exchange 
theory.

How is technology changing social interaction? 
Increasingly, people engage with each other through 
cyberspace interaction. Social norms develop in 
cyberspace as they do in face-to-face interaction, 
but people in cyberspace can also manipulate the 
impression that they give off, thus creating a new 
“virtual” self.
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It’s Saturday night. You feel like staying in, perhaps to read 
a book, play video games, watch a movie. You’re just not 
“up” for going out as you often do. Just as you are settling 

it, you get a text from a friend saying, “Hey, let’s party; great 
band at our favorite place. Let’s go.” Very soon, another friend 
texts, “I’m in! See you there.” And another, “Me too.” Before 
you know it, you are in the club, enjoying yourself but per-
haps wishing you had just had a quiet night at home. The next 
morning, as you nurse your headache, you wonder why you 
went. You had really wanted a quiet night alone, but you soon 
found yourself surrounded by others, doing what they were 
doing, even though it wasn’t how you had planned to spend 
your evening. What happened?

The answer is that you were subjected to group 
behavior—one of the most interesting and strongest  
phenomena in the social world. We like to think of ourselves 
as individuals and, of course, we are, but even as individuals, 
our behavior is strongly influenced by the groups to which we 
belong. At any given moment, we belong to multiple groups, 
some with more influence than others. Understanding group 
behavior is critical to understanding people’s behavior.

Consider this: If someone told you that you could catch 
a spaceship to a next level of existence, beyond anything you 
had ever known on Earth, would you take a lethal combination 
of drugs and alcohol to get you there? Surely not, you must 
be thinking! But that is precisely what thirty-nine members 
of the Heaven’s Gate cult did in 1997 in a mansion in Rancho 
Santa Fe, California. They were told by the group leader that 
a spaceship was coming, following the tail of Comet Hale-
Bopp and that they would be transported to a better place. 
Although seemingly completely irrational, this behavior can 
only be understood by analyzing how these thirty-nine indi-
viduals became subject to the control of such an extremist 
group—in other words, succumbing to group pressure.

Group pressure also escalates violent behaviors. You might 
recall a horrific rape that occurred in New Delhi, India, in 2012, 
when seven men gang-raped a twenty-three-year-old medical 
school student on a public bus. The young woman died two 
weeks later from the severe injuries. Rape is a violent act even 
when committed by one person, but research finds that rape 
involving more than one perpetrator—that is, group rape—is 

Groups and Organizations
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sociological concept of 
groups and the different 
forms groups take 

●● Analyze the social 
processes that produce 
conformity in groups 

●● Explain the social 
structures that 
characterize formal 
organizations and 
bureaucracies 

●● Compare and contrast 
the major sociological 
theories of groups and 
organizations

in this chapter, you will learn to:

Types of Groups 126

Social Influence in Groups 133

Formal Organizations and 
Bureaucracies 137

Functionalism, Conflict Theory, 
and Symbolic Interaction: 
Theoretical Perspectives 143

Chapter Summary 144

03083_ch06_ptg01.indd   125 18/08/15   10:20 AM

Copyright 2017 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).
Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



126  CHAPTEr 6

Types of Groups 
Each of us is a member of many groups simultaneously. 
We have relationships in groups with family, friends, 
team members, and professional colleagues. Within 
these groups are gradations in relationships: We are 
generally closer to our siblings (our sisters and broth-
ers) than to our cousins; we are intimate with some 
friends, merely sociable with others. If we count all our 
group associations, ranging from the powerful associa-
tions that define our daily lives to the thinnest connec-
tions with little feeling (other pet lovers, other company 
employees), we will uncover connections to literally 
hundreds of groups.

What is a group? Recall from Chapter 5, a group is 
two or more individuals who interact, share goals and 
norms, and have a subjective awareness as “we,” that 
is, as a distinct social unit. To be considered a group, a 
social unit must have all three characteristics, although 
some groups are more bound together than others. 
Consider two superficially similar examples: The indi-
viduals in a line waiting to board a train are unlikely 
to have a sense of themselves as one group. A line of 

prisoners chained together and waiting to board a bus 
to the penitentiary is more likely to have a stronger 
sense of common feeling.

As you remember from the previous chapter, cer-
tain gatherings are not groups in the strict sense, but 
may be social categories (for example, teenagers, truck 
drivers) or audiences (everyone watching a movie). The 
importance of defining a group is not to perfectly decide 
if a social unit is a group—an unnecessary endeavor—
but to help us understand the behavior of people in 
society. As we inspect groups, we can identify character-
istics that reliably predict trends in the behavior of the 
group and even the behavior of individuals in the group.

The study of groups has application at all levels of 
society, from the attraction between people who fall in 
love to the characteristics that make some corporations 
drastically outperform their competitors—or that lead 
them into bankruptcy. The aggregation of individuals 
into groups has a transforming power, and sociologists 
understand the social forces that make these transfor-
mations possible. Within the confines of this chapter, 
we move from the micro level of analysis (the analy-
sis of groups and face-to-face social influence) to the 

usually far more violent and involves more severe 
forms of violation than rape by a single perpetrator. 
Scholars conclude that the group behavior involved 
in a gang rape intensifies violence as the group 
members succumb to the power of a group leader 
and/or feel they must participate or they will be 
ostracized by the group (Woodhams et al. 2012).

In less dramatic and disturbing examples, 
group influence also shapes all kinds of ordinary 
behavior. Juries are groups, and jury decision mak-
ing is clearly influenced by group processes. When 
a jury deliberates, a consensus is formed as more 
members of the group (that is, the jury) move to a 
particular verdict. Moreover, the larger the faction, 
the less willing an individual juror will be to defy 
the weight of group opinion. As we shall see, this is group size effect: an effect of sheer numbers in the 
group independent of the effects of individual actions and thoughts (Vidmar and Hans 2007).

You can probably think of examples in your own experience when you succumbed to group pressure, 
even when your individual judgment told you to do or think something different. Perhaps you smoke 
cigarettes, knowing full well that they are very harmful to your health. Maybe you have purchased some-
thing from the latest fashion trend, even though you really could not spare the money, or maybe you have 
gone out drinking with friends because “everybody was doing it.”

People are highly subject to the social influences of groups. Whether a relatively small group—such 
as a jury or your friendship circle—or a large bureaucratic organization, such as the government or a work 
organization, people are influenced by the sociological forces of group behavior.

Eighteen men and twenty-one women committed mass 
suicide as part of the Heaven’s Gate cult in 1997, all of them 
dressed alike in dark clothes and Nike sneakers. This is an 
extreme example of group conformity.
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The annual running of the bulls in Pamplona, Spain, is a 
death-defying exercise in group behavior.
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relatively more macro level of analysis (the analysis of 
formal organizations and bureaucracies).

Dyads and Triads: Group  
Size Effects 
Even the smallest groups are of acute sociological inter-
est and can exert considerable influence upon individ-
uals. A dyad is a group consisting of exactly two people. 
A triad consists of three people. This seemingly minor 
distinction, first scrutinized by the German sociologist 
Georg Simmel (1858–1918), can have critical conse-
quences for group behavior (Simmel 1950/1902). Sim-
mel was interested in discovering the effects of size on 
groups, and he found that the mere difference between 
two and three people spawned entirely different group 
dynamics (the behavior of a group over time). 

Imagine two people standing in line for lunch. First 
one talks, then the other, then the first again. The inter-
action proceeds in this way for several minutes. Now a 
third person enters the interaction. The character of the 
interaction suddenly changes: At any given moment, two 
people are interacting more with each other than either 
is with the third. When the third person wins the atten-
tion of the other two, a new dyad is formed, supplanting 
the previous pairing. The group, a triad, then consists of 
a dyad (the pair that is interacting) plus an isolate.

Triadic segregation is what Simmel called the ten-
dency for triads to segregate into a pair and an isolate  
(a single person). A triad tends to segregate into a coalition 
of the dyad against the isolate. The isolate then has the 
option of initiating a coalition with either member of  

the dyad. This choice is a type of social advantage, lead-
ing Simmel to coin the principle of tertius gaudens, a Latin 
term meaning “the third one gains.” Simmel’s reasoning 
has led to numerous contemporary studies of coalition 
formation in groups (Holyoke 2009; Konishi and Ray 2003).

For example, interactions in a triad often end up 
as “two against one.” You may have noticed this prin-
ciple of coalition formation in your own conversations. 
Perhaps two friends want to go to a movie you do not 
want to see. You appeal to one of them to go instead to 
a minor league baseball game. She wavers and comes 
over to your point of view. Now you have formed a coali-
tion of two against one. The friend who wants to go to 
the movies is now the isolate. He may recover lost social 
ground by trying to form a new coalition by suggesting a 
new alternative (going bowling or to a different movie). 
This flip-flop interaction may continue for some time, 
demonstrating another observation by Simmel: A triad 
is a decidedly unstable social grouping, whereas dyads 
are relatively stable. The distinction between dyads 
and triads is just one person but the presence of that 
one person changes the character of the interaction 
within the group. Simmel is known as the discoverer of 
group size effect—the effects of group number on group 
behavior independent of the personality characteristics 
and opinions of the members themselves.

Primary and Secondary Groups 
Charles Horton Cooley (1864–1929), a famous soci-
ologist of the Chicago School of Sociology, introduced 
the concept of the primary group, defined as a group 

One of the best examples of the primary group is that  
consisting of parent and child.
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death-defying exercise in group behavior.
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Modern society is often characterized 
as remote, alienating, and without much 
feeling of community or belonging to a 
group. This image of society has been 
carefully studied by sociologist Robert 
Wuthnow, who noticed that people in 
the United States are increasingly look-
ing to small groups as places where they 
can find emotional and spiritual support 
and where they find meaning and com-
mitment, despite the image of society as 
an increasingly impersonal force.

Research Question: Wuthnow began 
his research by noting that, even with 
the individualistic culture of U.S. society, 
small groups play a major role in this 
society. He saw the increasing tendency 
of people to join recovery groups, read-
ing groups, spiritual groups, and myriad 
other support groups. Wuthnow began 
his research by asking these specific 
questions: What motivates people to join 
support groups? How do these groups 
function? What do members like most 
and least about such groups? His broad-
est question, however, was to wonder 
how the proliferation of small support 
groups influences the wider society. 

Research Methods: To answer these 
questions, a large research team of 
fifteen scholars designed a study that 
included both a quantitative and a 
qualitative dimension. They distributed 
a survey to a representative sample of 
more than 1000 people in the United 
States. Supplementing the survey were 

Sharing the Journey
interviews with more than 100 support 
group members, group leaders, and 
clergy. The researchers chose twelve 
groups for extensive study; researchers 
spent six months to three years tracing 
the history of these groups, meeting with 
members and attending group sessions. 

Research Results: Based on this 
research, Wuthnow concludes that the 
small group movement is fundamentally 
altering U.S. society. Forty percent of all 
Americans belong to some kind of small 
support group. As the result of people’s 
participation in these groups, social 
values of community and spirituality 
are undergoing major transformation. 
People say they are seeking community 
when they join small groups, whether 
the group is a recovery group, a religious 
group, a civic association, or some other 
small group. People turn to these small 
groups for emotional support more than 
for physical or monetary support.

Conclusions and Implications: Wuthnow  
argues that large-scale participation 
in small groups has arisen in a social 
context in which the traditional sup-
port structures in U.S. society, such as 
the family, no longer provide the sense 
of belonging and social integration that 
they provided in the past. Geographic 
mobility, mass society, and the erosion 
of local ties all contribute to this trend. 
People still seek a sense of community, 
but they create it in groups that also 
allow them to maintain their individuality. 

In voluntary small groups, you are free 
to leave the group if it no longer meets 
your needs. 

Wuthnow also concludes that these 
groups represent a quest for spirituality 
in a society when, for many, traditional 
religious values have declined. As a con-
sequence, support groups are redefining 
what is sacred. They also replace explicit 
religious tenets imposed from the out-
side with internal norms that are implicit 
and devised by individual groups. At the 
same time, these groups reflect the 
pluralism and diversity that characterize 
society. In the end, they buffer the trend 
toward disintegration and isolation that 
people often feel in mass societies.

Questions to Consider 
1. Are you a member of a voluntary 

small group? If so, what sense of 
community does the group provide 
for you? How do you maintain  
your sense of individuality at the 
same time?

2. What social changes do you observe 
in the world around you that might 
encourage people to join various 
support groups?

3. Some people join support groups 
in the aftermath of major life 
transition—a death, recovery from 
addiction, the desire to lose weight, 
and so on. What does group mem-
bership in such a situation provide 
for individuals?

Source: Wuthnow, Robert. 1994. Sharing the 
Journey: Support Groups and America’s New 
Quest for Community. New York: Free Press.

doing sociological research

consisting of intimate, face-to-face interaction and 
relatively long-lasting relationships. Cooley had in 
mind the family and the early peer group. In his origi-
nal formulation, “primary” was used in the sense of 
“first,” the intimate group of the formative years (Cooley 
1967/1909). The insight that there was an important 
distinction between intimate groups and other groups 
proved extremely fruitful. Cooley’s somewhat narrow 
concept of family and childhood peers has been elab-
orated upon over the years to include a variety of inti-
mate relations as examples of primary groups.

Primary groups have a powerful influence on an 
individual’s personality or self-identity. The effect of 
family on an individual can hardly be overstated. The 
weight of peer pressure on school children is particu-
larly notorious. Street gangs are a primary group, and 
their influence on individuals is significant; in fact, 
gang members frequently think of themselves as a fam-
ily. Inmates in prison very frequently become members 
of a gang—primary groups perhaps based mainly upon 
race or ethnicity—as a matter of their own personal sur-
vival. The intense camaraderie formed among Marine 

Support groups, such as this group therapy session, often 
provide people a feeling of community, even when faced 
with individual troubles.
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Corps units in boot camp and in war is another classic 
example of primary group formation and the resulting 
intense effect on individuals and upon their survival.

In contrast to primary groups are secondary 
groups, those that are larger in membership, less inti-
mate, and less long lasting. Secondary groups tend to 
be less significant in the emotional lives of people. Sec-
ondary groups include all the students at a college or 
university, all the people in your neighborhood, and all 
the people in a bureaucracy or corporation.

→Thinking Sociologically

Identify a group of which you are a part. How does one 
become a member of this group? Who is included and who 
is excluded? does the group share any unique language 
or other cultural characteristics (such as dress, jargon, 
or other group identifiers)? does anyone ever leave the 
group, and if so, why? Would you describe this group 
mainly as a primary or a secondary group? Why? 

Primary and secondary groups serve different 
needs. Primary groups give people intimacy, compan-
ionship, and emotional support. These human desires 
are termed expressive needs (also called socioemo-
tional needs). Family and friends share and amplify 
your good fortune, rescue you when you misbehave, 
and cheer you up when life looks grim. Many studies 
have shown the overwhelming influence of family and 
friendship groups on religious and political affiliation, 
as shown in the box “Doing Sociological Research: 
Sharing the Journey.” 

Secondary groups serve instrumental needs (also 
called task-oriented needs). Athletic teams form to have 
fun and win games. Political groups form to raise funds 
and influence the government. Corporations form to 
make profits, and employees join corporations to earn 
a living. The true distinction between primary and sec-
ondary groups is in how intimate the group members 
feel about one another and how dependent they are on 
the group for sustenance and identity. 

Secondary groups occasionally take on the charac-
teristics of primary groups, even if temporarily. This is 
precisely what happened to a group of miners who, for 
nearly three months in 2011, were trapped a half mile 
below the surface in Chile’s Atacama Desert. When the 
thirty-three miners were eventually rescued, an event 
that was covered live on the international news, we 
learned that this was a very striking example of the tran-
sition from a largely secondary group to an exception-
ally close-knit primary group. A strong leader (foreman 
Luis Urzúa) insisted that, “It was one for all and all for 
one down there.” As the men reported it, the experience 
transformed all thirty-three men into a large and very 
close family (primary group) even as they later coped 
with their newfound fame, celebrity, and requests to 
endorse products (Padgett et al. 2011). 

Reference Groups 
Primary and secondary groups are groups to which 
members belong. Both are called membership groups. 
In contrast, reference groups are those to which you 
may or may not belong but use as a standard for evalu-
ating your values, attitudes, and behaviors (Merton and 
Rossi 1950). Reference groups are generalized versions 
of role models. They are not “groups” in the sense that 
the individual interacts within (or in) them. Do you pat-
tern your behavior on that of sports stars, musicians, 
military officers, or business executives? If so, those 
models are reference groups for you. 

Imitation of reference groups can have both posi-
tive and negative effects. Members of a Little League 
baseball team may revere major league baseball play-
ers and attempt to imitate laudable behaviors such as 
tenacity and sportsmanship. But young baseball fans 
are also liable to be exposed to tantrums, fights, and 
tobacco chewing and spitting. This illustrates that the 
influence of a reference group can be both positive and 
negative.

Reference groups do not have to be actual peo-
ple. As we have been seeing throughout this book, the 
media can serve as a powerful reference group, influ-
encing how people perceive themselves. Positive repre-
sentations of one’s reference group can promote strong 
self-esteem; negative representations and negative ste-
reotypes, such as of racial–ethnic groups, can produce 
diminished self-esteem. The representation of racial 

Support groups, such as this group therapy session, often 
provide people a feeling of community, even when faced 
with individual troubles.
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and ethnic groups in a society can have a striking posi-
tive effect perhaps even among children acquiring their 
lifetime set of group affiliations (Harris 2006; Zhou and 
Bankston 2000).

In-Groups, Out-Groups,  
and Attribution Error 
When groups have a sense of themselves as “us,” they 
will also have a complementary sense of other groups 
as “them.” The distinction is commonly characterized 
as in-groups versus out-groups. The concept was origi-
nally elaborated by the early sociological theorist W. I. 
Thomas (1963–1047) (Thomas 1931). College fraterni-
ties and sororities certainly exemplify “in” versus “out.” 
So do families. So do gangs—especially so. The same 
can be true of the members of your high school class, 
your sports team, your racial group, your gender, and 
your social class. 

Attribution theory is the principle that we all make 
inferences about the personalities of others, such as 

concluding what the other is “really like.” These attri-
butions depend on whether you are in the in-group or 
the out-group. Thomas F. Pettigrew has summarized the 
research on attribution theory, showing that individu-
als commonly generate a significantly distorted percep-
tion of the motives and capabilities of other people’s 
acts based on whether that person is an in-group or 
out-group member (Baumeister and Bushman 2008; 
Gilbert and Malone 1995; Pettigrew 1992). 

Pettigrew and others describe the misperception 
as attribution error, meaning errors made in attribut-
ing causes for people’s behavior to their membership in 
a particular group, such as a racial group. Attribution 
error has several dimensions, all tending to favor the in-
group over the out-group. All else being assumed equal, 
we tend to perceive people in our in-group positively 
and those in out-groups negatively, regardless of their 
actual personal characteristics:

1. When onlookers observe improper behavior by an 
out-group member, onlookers are likely to attribute 
the deviance to the disposition (the personality) of 
the wrongdoer. Disposition refers to the perceived  
“true nature” or “inherent nature” of the person, 
often considered to be genetically determined. For 
example, a White person may see a Hispanic person 
carrying a knife and, without further information, 
attribute this behavior to the presumed “inherent ten-
dency” for Hispanics to carry knives and be violent. 
The same would be true if a Hispanic person, without 
additional information, assumed that all Whites have 
the same “inherent tendency” to be racist.

2. When the same behavior is exhibited by an in-
group member, the perception is commonly held 
that the act is due to the situation of the wrongdoer, 

Initiation into a group can mean losing one’s individual  
identity, especially when strict conformity to the group is  
enforced. New initiates into military life routinely have their  
hair cut, symbolic of the dominance of group identity over  
individual identity.
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As with the African American women’s sorority, delta Sigma 
Theta, groups often use clothing styles and colors to signify 
group belonging.
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not to the in-group member’s inherent disposi-
tion or personality. For example, a White person 
may see another White person carrying a knife and 
conclude, without further information, that the 
weapon must be carried for protection in a danger-
ous area.

3. If an out-group member is seen to perform in some 
laudable way, the behavior is often attributed to a 
variety of special circumstances, and the out-group 
member is seen as “the exception.”

4. An in-group member who performs in the same 
laudable way is given credit for a worthy personal-
ity disposition.

Typical attribution errors include misperceptions 
between racial groups and between men and women 
(Taylor et al. 2013; Kluegel and Bobo 1993). In the case 
of race, recent events in the news tend to bear this 
out: In the case of a Black youth shot and killed by a 
White policeman, and without further information, 
a White person will tend to conclude that the White 
policeman was probably justified in the shooting. All 
else being equal, a Black person, without further infor-
mation, will conclude that the shooting was probably 
unjustified and may well have been murder. These 
conclusions accurately describe—on the average—the 
reactions of Blacks and Whites to the well-publicized  
shootings of Black men by White police, such as the 
shootings of Trayvon Martin in Sanford, Florida; 
Michael Brown in Ferguson, Missouri; and, tragically,  
several others. Even in the aftermath of these police 
shootings, surveys find a large gap in how much 
White and Black Americans have confidence in the  
police (Drake 2014).

A related phenomenon has been seen in men’s per-
ceptions of women coworkers. Meticulous behavior in 
a man is perceived positively and is seen by other men 
as “thorough”; in a woman, the exact same behavior is 
perceived negatively and is considered “picky.” Behav-
ior applauded in a man as “aggressive” is condemned 
in a woman exhibiting the same behavior as “pushy” or 
“bitchy” (Uleman et al. 1996).

Social Networks 
As already noted, no individual is a member of only one 
group. Social life is far richer than that. A social network 
is a set of links between individuals, between groups, or 
between other social units, such as bureaucratic orga-
nizations or even entire nations (Salganik 2015; Aldrich 
and Ruef 2006; Hargittai and Centeno 2001; Mizruchi 
1992). One could say that any given person belongs 
simultaneously to several networks (Wasserman and 
Faust 1994). With the development of social media (see 
Chapter 2), networks that may have once been face-to-
face have now developed through electronic media, 
such as on Facebook and Twitter. The development of 

social media brings a new dimension to the study and 
analysis of networks because you may be in a network 
with people you do not even know. Nonetheless, your 
group of friends, or all the people on an electronic mail-
ing list to which you subscribe, or all of your Facebook 
subscribers are social networks, some human, some 
electronic.

Let us do a bit of network analysis (including 
group size effects) right now. Assume first that a group 
consisting of only two people has by definition one 
two-way relationship (each knows the other person-
ally). A group of three people will thus have three pos-
sible two-way relationships; and a group of four people 
will have six possible two-way relationships. Extending 
this simple counting of the number of pairs (i.e., two-
way relationships) shows that a group of five people 
has ten possible two-way relationships; a group of six 
people fifteen possible two-way relationships; and so 
on. With even as few as thirty “friends” on Facebook, 
there are actually 435 possible two-way (i.e., mutual) 
relationships! That is a lot of mutual relationships! As 
early as the 1950s, Robert Bales (1951) estimated that 
thirty is the limit for the number of people that can be 
in an intimate “small group” such that each person can 
have or recall a perception of each other member as 
an individual person. How “close” can your Facebook 
friends really be?

Networks can be critical to your success in life. 
Numerous research studies indicate that people get jobs 
via their personal networks more often than through 
formal job listings, want ads, or placement agencies 
(Ruef et al. 2003; Petersen et al. 2000; Granovetter 1995, 
1974). Getting a job is more often a matter of whom you 

As with the African American women’s sorority, delta Sigma 
Theta, groups often use clothing styles and colors to signify 
group belonging.

research finds that social networks are critical to finding 
jobs, even when those networks might be relatively weak.
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know than what you know. Who you know, and whom 
they know in turn, is a social network that may have a 
marked effect on your life and career.

Networks form with all the spontaneity of other 
forms of human interaction (Wasserman and Faust 
1994). Networks evolve, such as social ties within 
neighborhoods, professional contacts, and associations 
formed in fraternal, religious, occupational, and volun-
teer groups. Networks to which you are only weakly tied 
(you may know only one person in your neighborhood) 
provide you with access to that entire network, hence 
the sociological paradox that there is “strength in weak 
ties” (Granovetter 1973). 

Networks based on race, class, and gender form 
with particular readiness. This has been especially 
true of job networks. The person who leads you to 
a job is likely to have a similar social background. 
Research indicates that the “old boy network”—any 
network of White, male corporate executives—is less 
important than it used to be, although it is certainly 
not by any means gone. The diminished importance 
of the old boy network is because of the increasing 
prominence of women and minorities in business 
organizations. In fact, among African American and 
Latino individuals, one’s family can provide network 
contacts that can lead to jobs and upward mobility 
(Dominguez and Watkins 2003). Still, as we will see in 
various places later in this book, women and minori-
ties are considerably underrepresented in corporate 
life, especially in high-status jobs, and since 2004, the 
presence of women and racial minorities on corpo-
rate boards has actually declined (Alliance for Board 
Diversity 2013). Some recent research shows that 
Blacks and Latinos relative to Whites are still dispro-
portionately harmed by a lack of network contacts 
(Smith 2007).

The recent research of Gile et al. (2015) on net-
work size has shown that network size is a very impor-
tant force in human existence. His network research 
has been used to identify populations and subpopu-
lations that are at risk of being struck with the human 

immunodeficiency virus (HIV) syndrome, the basis of 
the venereal disease AIDS. Using network sampling 
of pairs of individuals (network pairs as referred to 
previously), the researchers found that the estimated 
number of HIV-infected individuals in Curitiba, Brazil, 
turned out to be five to ten times higher than estimates 
that used standard survey sampling (that is, sampling 
individuals, not pairs). Thus, sampling using a net-
work approach revealed a surprisingly large number of 
infected individuals. 

Social Networks as “Small Worlds”
Networks can reach around the world, but how big is 
the world? How many of us, when we discover some-
one we just met is a friend of a friend, have remarked, 
“My, it’s a small world, isn’t it?”? Research into what 
has come to be known as the small world problem has 
shown that networks make the world a lot smaller than 
you might otherwise think. 

Original small world researchers Travers and 
Milgram wanted to test whether a document could 
be routed via the U.S. postal system to a complete 
stranger more than 1000 miles away using only a 
chain of acquaintances (Watts 1999; Watts and Stro-
gatz 1998; Kochen 1989; Lin 1989; Travers and Mil-
gram 1969). If so, how many steps would be required? 
The researchers organized an experiment back in 
1969 in which approximately 300 senders were all 
charged with getting a document to one receiver, a 
complete stranger. (Remember that all this was well 
before the advent of the desktop computer in the 
1980s.) The receiver was a male Boston stockbroker. 
The senders were one group of Nebraskans and one 
group of Bostonians chosen completely at random. 
Every sender in the study was given the receiver’s  
name, address, occupation, alma mater, year of grad-
uation, wife’s maiden name, and hometown. They 
were asked to send the document directly to the 
stockbroker only if they knew him on a first-name 
basis. Otherwise, they were asked to send the folder 

Is getting a job simply a matter of get-
ting the right credentials and training? 
Hardly, according to sociologists. Even in 
a good job market, one needs the help 
of social networks to find a job. This has 
been clearly demonstrated by sociologist 

Finding a Job: The Invisible Hand
Deirdre Royster, who compared the 
experiences of two groups of men: One 
group was White, the other Black. Both 
had graduated from vocational school. 
The Black and White men had comparable 
educational credentials, the same values, 

and the same work ethic; yet, the White 
men were far more likely to gain employ-
ment than were the Black men. Why? 
Royster’s research revealed that the most 
significant difference between the two 
groups was access to job networks, just as 
Granovetter’s work on job networks would 
predict (Royster 2003; Granovetter 1995).

what would a sociologist say?
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to a friend, relative, or acquaintance known on a first-
name basis who might be more likely than the sender 
to know the stockbroker.

How many intermediaries do you think it took, on 
average, for the document to get through? (Most people 
estimate from twenty to hundreds.) The average num-
ber of intermediate contacts was only 6.2! However, 
only about one-third of the documents actually arrived 
at the target. This was still quite impressive, consider-
ing that the senders did not know the target person—
hence, the current expression that any given person in 
the country is on average only about “six degrees of sep-
aration” from any other person. In this sense, the world 
is indeed “small.”

This original small world research has recently 
been criticized on two grounds: First, only one-third of 
the documents actually reached the target person. The 
6.2 average intermediaries applied only to these com-
pleted chains. Thus, two-thirds of the initial documents 
never reached the target person. For these people, the 
world was certainly not “small.” Second, the sending 
chains tended to closely follow occupational, social 
class, and ethnic lines, just as general network theory 
would predict (Kleinfeld 1999; Wasserman and Faust 
1994). Thus, the world may indeed be “small,” but only 
for people in your immediate social network (Ruef et al. 
2003; Watts 1999).

A study of Black national leaders by Taylor and 
associates (Jackson et al. 1995; Taylor 1992) shows that 
Black leaders form a very closely knit network, one 
considerably more closely knit than longer-established 
White leadership networks (Domhoff 2002; Jackson 
2000; Jackson et al. 1995, 1994; Alba and Moore 1982; 
Moore 1979; Kadushin 1974). The world is indeed quite 
“small” for America’s Black leadership. Included in the 
study were Black members of Congress, mayors, busi-
ness executives, military officers (generals and full 
colonels), religious leaders, civil rights leaders, media 
personalities, entertainment and sports figures, and oth-
ers. The study found that when considering only direct 
personal acquaintances—not indirect links involving 
intermediaries—one-fifth of the entire national Black 
leadership network know each other directly as a friend 
or close acquaintance. The Black leadership network is 
considerably more closely connected than White lead-
ership networks. The Black network has greater density. 
Add only one intermediary, the friend of a friend, and 
the study estimated that almost three-quarters of the 
entire Black leadership network are included. There-
fore, any given Black leader can generally get in touch 
with three-quarters of all other Black leaders in the 
country either by knowing them personally (a “friend”) 
or via only one common acquaintance (a “friend of a 
friend”). That’s pretty amazing when one realizes that 
the study is considering the population of Black leaders 
in the entire country.

Social Influence in Groups
The groups in which we participate exert tremendous 
influence on us. We often fail to appreciate how pow-
erful these influences are. For example, who decides 
what you should wear? Do you decide for yourself 
each morning, or is the decision already made for you 
by fashion designers, role models, and your peers?  
Consider how closely your hair length, hair styling, and 
choice of jewelry have been influenced by your peers.  
Did you invent your skinny jeans, your dreadlocks, 
or your blue blazer? People who label themselves as 
“nonconformists” often conform rigidly to the dress-
code and other norms of their in-group (a type of 
small network). 

A group such as one’s family even influences your 
adult life long after children have grown up and formed 
households of their own. The choice of political party 
among adults (Republican, Democratic, or Indepen-
dent) correlates strongly with the party of one’s parents, 
again demonstrating the power of the primary group. 
Seven out of ten people vote with the political party 
of their parents, even though these same people insist 
that they think for themselves when voting (Worchel  
et al. 2000). Furthermore, most people share the reli-
gious affiliation of their parents, although they will 
insist that they chose their own religion, free of any 
influence by either parent.

Streaking, or running nude in a public place—relatively popu-
lar among college students in the 1970s and early 1980s and  
still popular on some campuses—is more common as a group  
activity than as a strictly individual one. This illustrates how  
the group can provide the people in it with deindividuation, or  
diffusion of responsibility among group members—a type of  
merging of self with group. This allows individuals to feel less  
responsibility or blame for their actions, thus convincing them  
that the group must share the blame.
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We all like to think we stand on our own two feet, 
immune to a phenomenon as superficial as group pres-
sure. The conviction that one is impervious to social influ-
ence results in what social psychologist Philip Zimbardo 
calls the not me syndrome: When confronted with a 
description of group behavior that is disappointingly 
conforming and not individualistic, most individuals 
counter that some people may conform to social pres-
sure, “but not me”; or “some people yield quickly to styles 
of dress, but not me”; or “some people yield to autocratic 
authority figures, but not me” (Taylor et al. 2013; Zim-
bardo et al. 1977). Sociological experiments often reveal 
a dramatic gulf between what people think they will do 
and what they actually do. The original conformity study 
by Solomon Asch discussed next is a case in point.

The Asch Conformity Experiment 
We learned in the previous sections that social influ-
ences are evidently quite strong. Are they strong 
enough to make us disbelieve our own senses? Are they 
strong enough to make us misperceive what is obvi-
ously objective, actual fact? In a classic piece of work 
known as the Asch conformity experiment, researcher 
Solomon Asch showed that even simple objective facts 
cannot withstand the distorting pressure of group influ-
ence (Asch 1955, 1951). 

Examine the two illustrations in ▲ Figure 6.1. 
Which line on the right is more nearly equal in length 
to the line on the left (Line S)? Line B, obviously. Could 
anyone fail to answer correctly? 

In fact, Solomon Asch discovered that social pres-
sure of a rather gentle sort was sufficient to cause an 
astonishing rise in the number of wrong answers. Asch 
lined up five students at a table and asked which line 
in the illustration on the right is the same length as the 

line on the left. Unknown to the fifth student, the first 
four were confederates—collaborators with the experi-
menter who only pretended to be participants. For sev-
eral rounds, with similar photos, the confederates gave 
correct answers to Asch’s tests. The fifth student also 
answered correctly, suspecting nothing. Then on sub-
sequent trials the first student gave a wrong answer. 
The second student gave the same wrong answer. Third, 
wrong. Fourth, wrong. Then came the fifth student’s turn. 
If you were the fifth student, what would you have done? 

In Asch’s experiment, fully one-third of all students 
in the fifth position gave the same wrong answer as the 
confederates at least half the time. Forty percent gave 
“some” wrong answers. Only one-fourth of the students 
consistently gave correct answers in defiance of the 
invisible pressure to conform. 

Line length is not a vague or ambiguous stimulus. 
It is clear and objective, yet one-third of all subjects, a 
very high proportion, gave wrong answers. The subjects 
fidgeted and stammered while doing it, but they did it 
nonetheless. Those who did not yield to group pressure 
showed even more stress and discomfort than those 
who yielded to the (apparent) opinion of the group. 

Would you have gone along with the group? Per-
haps, perhaps not. Sociological insight grows when we 
acknowledge the fact that fully a third of all participants 
will yield to the group. The Asch experiment has been 
repeated many times over the years, with students and 
nonstudents, old and young, in groups of different sizes, 
and in different settings (Baumeister and Bushman 2008; 
Worchel et al. 2000). The results remain essentially the 
same! A third to a half of the participants make a judg-
ment contrary to fact, yet in conformity with the group. 
Finally, the Asch findings have consistently revealed a 
group size effect: The greater the number of individuals 
(confederates) giving an incorrect answer (from five up 
to fifteen confederates), then the greater the number of 
subjects per group giving an incorrect answer.

The Milgram Obedience Studies 
What are the limits of social group pressure? In terms of 
moral and psychological issues, judging the length of a 
line is a small matter. What happens if an authority fig-
ure demands obedience—a type of conformity—even 
if the task is something the test subject (the person) 
finds morally wrong and reprehensible? A chilling 
answer emerged from the now famous Milgram obedi-
ence studies done from 1960 through 1973 by Stanley 
Milgram (Milgram 1974). 

In this study, a naive research subject entered a lab-
oratory-like room and was told that an experiment on 
learning was to be conducted. The subject was to act as a 
“teacher,” presenting a series of test questions to another 
person, the “learner.” Whenever the learner gave a wrong 
answer, the teacher would administer an electric shock. 

A B CS

▲ Figure 6.1 Lines from Asch Experiment
Source: Asch, Solomon. 1956. “Opinion and Social Pressure.” Scientific 
American 19 (July): 31–36. 
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The test was relatively easy. The teacher read pairs 
of words to the learner, such as: 

blue box 

nice house 

wild duck 

The teacher then tested the learner by reading a 
multiple-choice answer, such as 

blue: sky ink box lamp 

The learner had to recall which term completed the 
pair of terms given originally, in this case, “blue box.” 

If the learner answered incorrectly, the teacher was to 
press a switch on the shock machine, a formidable-looking 
device that emitted an ominous buzz when activated. For 
each successive wrong answer, the teacher was to increase 
the intensity of the shock by 15 volts. 

The machine bore labels clearly visible to the 
teacher: Slight shock, moderate shock, strong shock, 
very strong shock, intense shock, extreme intense shock, 
danger: severe shock, and lastly, XXX at 450  volts. As 
the voltage rose, the learner responded with increased 
squirming, groans, then screams. 

The experiment was rigged. The learner was a con-
federate. No shocks were actually delivered. The true 
purpose of the experiment was to see if any “teacher” 
would go all the way to 450 volts. If the subject (teacher) 
tried to quit, the experimenter responded with a 
sequence of prods: 

“Please continue.” 

“The experiment requires that you continue.” 

“It is absolutely essential that you continue.” 

“You have no other choice, you must go on.” 

In the first experiment, fully 65 percent of the vol-
unteer subjects (“teachers”) went all the way to 450 
volts on the shock machine! 

Milgram himself was astonished. Before carrying 
out the experiment, he had asked a variety of psycholo-
gists, sociologists, psychiatrists, and philosophers to 
guess how many subjects would actually go all the way 
to 450 volts. The opinion of these consultants was that 
only one-tenth of one percent (one in one thousand) 
would actually do it! 

What would you have done? Remember the “not 
me” syndrome. Think about the experimenter—a clear 
professorial authority figure—saying, “You have no 
other choice, you must go on.” Most people claim they 
would refuse to continue as the voltage escalated. The 
importance of this experiment derives in part from 
how starkly it highlights the difference once again 
between what people think they will do and what they 
actually do. 

Milgram devised a series of additional experi-
ments in which he varied the conditions to find out 
what would cause subjects not to go all the way to 450 
volts. He moved the experiment from an impressive 
university laboratory to a dingy basement to coun-
teract some of the tendency for people to defer to a 
scientist conducting a scientific study. One learner 
was then instructed to complain of a heart condition 
with increasing trials. Still, well over half of the sub-
jects delivered the maximum shock level! Speculat-
ing that women might be more humane than men (all 
prior experiments used only male subjects), Milgram 
did the experiment again using only women subjects 
(and male “learners”). The results? Exactly the same. 
Social class background made no difference. Racial 
and ethnic differences had no detectable effect on 
compliance rate. 

At the time that the Milgram experiments were con-
ceived, the world was watching the trial in Jerusalem of 
World War II Nazi Adolf Eichmann. Millions of Jews, 
Gypsies, homosexuals, and communists were mur-
dered between 1939 and 1945 by the Nazi party, led by 
Adolf Hitler. As head of the Gestapo’s “Jewish section,” 
Eichmann oversaw the deportation of Jews to concen-
tration camps and the mass executions that followed. 
Eichmann disappeared after the war, was abducted in 
Argentina by Israeli agents in 1961, and was transported 
to Israel, where he was tried and ultimately hanged for 
crimes against humanity. 

The world wanted to see what sort of monster 
could have committed the crimes of the holocaust, but 
a jarring picture of Eichmann emerged. He was slight 
and mild mannered, not the raging ghoul that every-
one expected. He insisted that although he had indeed 
been a chief administrator in an organization whose 
product was mass murder, he was guilty only of doing 
what he was told to do by his superiors. He did not 
hate Jews, he said. In fact, he had a Jewish half-cousin 
whom he hid and protected. He claimed, “I was just 
following orders.” 

These photographs show how intimidating and authorita-
tive the Milgram experiment must have been, such as the 
formidable-looking shock generator. The first photo shows 
an experimental subject (seated) and the experimenter 
(in lab coat, standing). A large majority (65 percent) of 
subjects did not terminate the experiment when seeing 
the person allegedly shocked, even in some cases going all 
the way to the maximum shock level. 
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How different was Adolph Eichmann from the 
rest of us? The political theorist Hannah Arendt dared 
to suggest in her book Eichmann in Jerusalem (1963) 
that evil on a giant scale is banal. It is not the work 
of monsters, but an accident of civilization. Arendt 
argued that we need only look into ourselves to find 
the villain.

The Iraqi Prisoners at Abu Ghraib: 
Research Predicts Reality? 
We have just learned that ordinary people will do hor-
rible things to other humans simply because of the 
influence of the group, because of an authority figure, 
or because of a combination of both. This has been 
the lesson of the Asch studies and the Milgram stud-
ies. Fairly recent events in the world have once again 
shown vividly and clearly how accurate such sociologi-
cal and psychological experiments are in the prediction 
of actual human behavior.

In the spring of 2004, it was revealed that American 
soldiers who were military police guards at a prison in 
Iraq (the prison was named Abu Ghraib) had engaged 
in severe torture of Iraqi prisoners of war. The tor-
ture included sexual abuse of the prisoners—having 
male prisoners simulate sex with other male prison-
ers, positioning their mouths next to the genitals of 
another male prisoner, and other such acts. Still other 
acts of torture involved physical abuse such as beat-
ings, stomping on the fingers of prisoners (thus frac-
turing them), and a large number of other physical 
acts of torture, including bludgeoning, some alleg-
edly resulting in deaths of prisoners. Such tortures 
are clearly outlawed by the Geneva convention and 
by clearly stated U.S. principles of war. Both male and 
female guards participated in these acts of torture. 
The guards later claimed that they were simply follow-
ing orders, either orders directly given or indirectly 
assumed. At the time, President George W. Bush and 
then secretary of defense Donald H. Rumsfeld both 
claimed that the acts of torture were merely the acts 
of a “corrupt few” and that the vast majority of Ameri-
can soldiers would never engage in such horrible acts.  
Since then, it has come to light via CIA memoranda 
that certain kinds of torture were indeed formal U.S. 
policy. 

Now consider what we know from research. The 
Milgram studies strongly suggest that many ordinary 
soldiers who were not at all “corrupt,” at least not 
more than average, would indeed engage in these 
acts of torture, particularly if they believed that they 
were under orders to do so or if they believed that 
they would not be punished in any way if they did. The 
American soldiers must bear a significant portion of 
the responsibility for their own behavior. Nonethe-
less, the causes of the soldiers’ behaviors lie not in 

the personalities of a “corrupt few” (their “natures”) 
but in the social structure and group pressures of the 
situation.

The soldiers (guards) in the Abu Ghraib prison may 
not have received direct orders to torture prisoners, but 
they did so nonetheless. A now classic study of a simu-
lated prison by Haney, Banks, and Zimbardo (1973) 
shows this effect quite clearly. In this study, Stanford 
University students were told by an experimenter to 
enter a dungeon-like basement. Half were told to pre-
tend to be guards (to role-play being a guard) and half 
were told that they were prisoners (to role-play being 
a prisoner). Which students were told what was ran-
domly determined.

After two or three days, the guards, completely on 
their own, began to act very sadistically and brutally 
toward the prisoners—having them strip naked, simu-
late sex, act subservient, and so on. Interestingly, the 
prisoners for the most part did just what the guards 
wanted them to do, no matter how unpleasant the 
requested act! The experiment was so scary that the 
researchers terminated the experiment after six days—
more than a week early.

Remember that this study was conducted in 
1973—thirty-one years before Abu Ghraib. Yet, this 
simulated prison study (as well as the Asch and 
Milgram studies) predicted quite precisely how both 
“guards” and “prisoners” would act in a real prison 
situation. Group influence effects uncovered by the 
Asch as well as the Milgram studies ruled in both the 
simulated prison of 1973 as well as the only too real 
Iraq prison of 2004.

Debunking Society’s Myths←
Myth: People in groups are just individuals who make  
up their own minds about how to think and behave.
Sociological Perspective: The Asch, Milgram, and  
simulated prison experiments conclusively show that 
people are profoundly influenced by group pressure,  
often causing them to make up their minds contrary  
to objective fact and even to deliberately cause harm  
to another person.

Groupthink 
Wealth, power, and experience are apparently not 
enough to save us from social influences. Groupthink, 
as described by I. L. Janis, is the tendency for even 
highly educated group members to reach a consen-
sus opinion, even if that opinion is downright stupid  
(Janis 1982). 

Janis reasoned that because major government 
policies are often the result of group decisions, it would 
be fruitful to analyze group dynamics that operate at 
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the highest level of government—for instance, in the 
office of the president of the United States. The presi-
dent makes decisions based upon group discussions 
with his advisers. The president is human and thus 
susceptible to group influence. Janis discovered a 
common pattern of misguided thinking in his inves-
tigations of presidential decisions. He surmised that 
outbreaks of this groupthink had several things in 
common: 

1. An illusion of invulnerability 
2. A falsely negative impression of those who are 

antagonists to the group’s plans 
3. Discouragement of dissenting opinion 
4. An illusion of unanimity 

Groupthink influences many important decisions, 
such as going to war, in close-knit presidential admin-
istrations. The U.S. Senate Select Committee on Intelli-
gence fingered groupthink as leading to the intelligence 
failures that led government leaders to underestimate 
the terrorist threats to the United States prior to the ter-
rorist attacks via airplanes on the Trade Center Towers 
in New York City and the Pentagon on September  11 
in 2001—the infamous “9/11” attacks on the United 
States. Groupthink is not inevitable when a team gath-
ers to make a decision, but it is common and appears 
in all sorts of groups, from student discussion groups 
to the highest councils of power (Tsoukalas 2007;  
Paulus et al. 2001).

Debunking Society’s Myths←
Myth: A group of experts brought together in a small 
group will solve a problem according to their collective 
expertise.
Sociological Perspective: Groupthink can lead even 
the most qualified people to make disastrous decisions 
because people in groups in the United States tend to 
seek consensus at all costs.

Risky Shift 
The term groupthink is commonly associated with 
group decision making with consequences that are not 
merely unexpected but disastrous. Another group phe-
nomenon, risky shift, may help explain why the prod-
ucts of groupthink are frequently calamities. Have you 
ever found yourself in a group engaged in a high-risk 
activity that you would not do alone? When you cre-
ated mischief as a child, were you not usually part of a 
group? If so, you might well have been in the thrall of 
risky shift—the general tendency for groups to be more 
risky than individuals taken singly.

Risky shift was first observed by MIT graduate stu-
dent James Stoner (1961). Stoner gave study participants 

descriptions of a situation involving risk, such as one in 
which people seeking a job must choose between job 
security and a potentially lucrative but risky advance-
ment. The participants were then asked to decide how 
much risk the person should take. Before performing 
his study, Stoner believed that individuals in a group 
would take less risk than individuals alone, but he found 
the opposite: After his groups had engaged in open dis-
cussions, they favored greater risk than they would have 
before discussion.

→	 See for YourSelF ←
Think of a time when you engaged in some risky behavior. 
What group were you part of, and how did the group influ-
ence your behavior? How does this illustrate the concept 
of risky shift? Is there more risky shift with more people in 
the group? If so, this would illustrate a group size effect.

Stoner’s research has stimulated literally hundreds 
of studies using males and females, different nation-
alities, different tasks, and other variables (Taylor et al. 
2013; Yardi and Boyd 2010; Worchel et al. 2000). The 
results are complex. Much, but not all, group discus-
sion leads to greater risk-taking. In subcultures that 
value caution above daring, as in some work groups of 
Japanese and Chinese firms, group decisions are less 
risky after discussion than before. The shift can occur 
in either direction, driven by the influence of group dis-
cussion, but there is generally some kind of shift in one 
direction or the other rather than no shift at all (Kerr 
1992). This is called polarization shift.

What causes risky shifts? The most convincing 
explanation is that deindividuation occurs. Deindi-
viduation is the sense that one’s self has merged with a 
group. In terms of risk-taking, one feels that responsibil-
ity (and possibly blame) is borne not only by oneself but 
also by the group. This seems to have happened among 
the American prison guards who tortured prisoners at 
Abu Ghraib prison: Each guard could convince himself 
or herself that responsibility, hence blame, was to be 
borne by the group as a whole. The greater the number 
of people in a group, the greater the tendency toward 
deindividuation. In other words, deindividuation is 
a group size effect. As groups get larger, trends in risk-
taking are amplified. 

Formal Organizations  
and Bureaucracies 
Groups, as we have seen, are capable of greatly influenc-
ing individuals. The study of groups and their effects on 
the individuals represent an example of microanalysis, 
to use a concept introduced in Chapter 5. In contrast, 
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the study of formal organizations and bureaucracies, a 
subject to which we now turn, represents an example 
of macroanalysis. The focus on groups drew our atten-
tion to the relatively small and less complex, whereas 
the focus on organizations draws our attention to the 
relatively large and structurally more complex.

A formal organization is a large secondary group, 
highly organized to accomplish a complex task or tasks 
and to achieve goals efficiently. Many of us belong to 
various formal organizations: work organizations, 
schools, and political parties, to name a few. Formal 
organizations are formed to accomplish particular tasks 
and are characterized by their relatively large size, com-
pared with a small group such as a family or a friendship 
circle. Often, organizations consist of an array of other 
organizations. The federal government is a huge organi-
zation comprising numerous other organizations, most 
of which are also vast. Each organization within the fed-
eral government is also designed to accomplish specific 
tasks, be it collecting your taxes, educating the nation’s 
children, or regulating the nation’s transportation sys-
tem and national parks.

Organizations develop routine practices that 
result in the production of an organizational culture. 
Organizational culture refers to the collective norms 
and values that shape the behavior of people within an 
organization; in other words, it is the environment of 
the organization. Organizational culture is present in 
any organization and involves both formal and informal 
norms. The culture of an organization may be reflected 
in certain symbols and rituals, perhaps even a certain 
style of dress. Organizational culture guides the behav-
iors of people within the organization, shaping what is 
perceived to be appropriate and inappropriate. Indeed, 
organizations appear very different depending upon 
their culture. Corporate organizational culture has 
tended to be somewhat formal and restrictive, although 
new and innovative companies, such as Google and 
Facebook, have considerably transformed these tra-
ditional organizational cultures. Even when it is infor-
mal, organizational culture guides behavior within the 
organization. 

Organizational culture can also produce problems 
for organizations, as was found in the scandal at Penn 
State University involving the sexual abuse of young 
boys by assistant football coach Jerry Sandusky. The 
special investigative report that analyzed these inci-
dents and made recommendations to the university 
specifically pointed at organizational culture as a con-
tributing factor in the failure of Penn State University 
to stop Sandusky’s behavior. Certainly, the individual 
behavior of Sandusky, now serving a prison term, is 
to blame, but the special counsel’s report also blames 
the organizational culture of the university for failing to 
investigate when repeated reports of Sandusky’s behav-
ior came forward. The report cited the repeated failure 

of four university leaders (the president, the famed 
football coach Joe Paterno, the athletic director, and the 
university vice president) for participating in an organi-
zational culture that resisted outside perspectives, had 
the pervasive goal of protecting the university’s reputa-
tion, and had an excessive reverence for football, plac-
ing football above the protection of children and youths. 

Organizations tend to be persistent, although they 
are also responsive to the broader social environment 
where they are located (DiMaggio and Powell 1991). 
Organizations are frequently under pressure to respond 
to changes in the society by incorporating new prac-
tices and beliefs into their structure. Business corpora-
tions, as an example, have had to respond to increasing 
global competition; they do so by expanding into new 
international markets, developing a globally focused 
workforce, and trimming costs by eliminating workers 
and various layers of management.

Organizations can be tools for innovation, depend-
ing on the organization’s values and purpose. Rape 
crisis centers are examples of organizations that origi-
nally emerged from the women’s movement because 
of the perceived need for services for rape victims. 
Rape crisis centers have, to some degree, changed how 
police departments and hospital emergency person-
nel respond to rape victims. By advocating changes 
in rape law and services for rape victims, rape crisis 
centers have generated change in other organiza-
tions as well (Martin 2005; Schmitt and Martin 1999;  
Fried 1994).  

Types of Organizations 
Sociologists Blau and Scott (1974) and Etzioni (1975) 
classify formal organizations into three categories dis-
tinguished by their types of membership affiliation: 
normative, coercive, and utilitarian.

Normative Organizations. People join normative  
organizations to pursue goals that they consider worth-
while. They obtain personal satisfaction, but no mon-
etary reward for membership in such an organization. 
In many instances, people join the normative organiza-
tion for the social prestige that it offers. Many are service 
and charitable organizations and are often called vol-
untary organizations. They include organizations such 
as Kiwanis clubs, political parties, religious organiza-
tions, the National Association for the Advancement of 
Colored People (NAACP), B’nai B’rith, La Raza, and other 
similar voluntary organizations that are concerned with  
specific issues. Such groups have been created to meet 
particular needs, sometimes ones that members see as 
unmet by other organizations.

Gender, class, race, and ethnicity all play a role in 
who joins what voluntary organization. Social class 
is reflected in the fact that many people do not join  
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certain organizations simply because they cannot 
afford to join. Membership in a professional organiza-
tion, as one example, can cost hundreds of dollars each 
year. Those who feel disenfranchised, however, may 
join grassroots organizations—voluntary organizations 
that spring from specific local needs that people think 
are unmet. Tenants may form an organization to protest 
rent increases or lack of services, or a new political party 
may emerge from people’s sense of alienation from exist-
ing political party organizations. African Americans, 
Latinos, and Native Americans have formed many of 
their own voluntary organizations in part because of 
their historical exclusion from traditional White volun-
tary organizations. Some of these are vibrant, ongoing 
organizations in their own right, such as the African 
American organizations Delta Sigma Theta and Alpha 
Kappa Alpha sororities, and the fraternities Alpha Phi 
Alpha, Kappa Alpha Psi, and Omega Psi Phi—known 
colloquially in song and poetry by its members as  
“Q Psi Phi, ’til I die” (Giddings 1994).

Coercive Organizations. Coercive organizations 
are characterized by membership that is largely invol-
untary. Prisons are an example of organizations that 
people are coerced to “join” by virtue of punishment 
for their crime. Similarly, mental hospitals are coercive 
organizations: People are placed in them, often invol-
untarily, for some form of psychiatric treatment. In 
many respects, prisons and mental hospitals are simi-
lar in their treatment of inmates or patients. They both 
have strong security measures such as guards, locked 
and barred windows, and high walls (Rosenhan 1973; 
Goffman 1961). 

The sociologist Erving Goffman has described 
coercive organizations as total institutions. A total 
institution is an organization that is cut off from the 
rest of society and one in which resident individu-
als are subject to strict social control (Foucault 1995;  
Goffman 1961). Total institutions include two popula-
tions: the “inmates” and the staff. Within total institu-
tions, the staff exercises complete power over inmates, 
for example, nurses over mental patients and guards 
over prisoners. The staff administers all the affairs of 
everyday life, including basic human functions such 
as eating and sleeping. Rigid routines are character-
istic of total institutions, thus explaining the common 
complaint by those in hospitals that they cannot sleep 
because nurses repeatedly enter their rooms at night, 
regardless of whether the patient needs medication or 
treatment. However, the problem of such rigid routines 
has eased somewhat in some institutions.

Utilitarian Organizations. The third type of orga-
nization named is utilitarian organization. These are 
large organizations, either for-profit or nonprofit, that 

individuals join for specific purposes, such as mon-
etary reward. Large business organizations that gener-
ate profits (in the case of for-profit organizations) and 
salaries and wages for the organization’s employees  
(as with either for-profit or nonprofit organizations) are 
utilitarian organizations. Examples of large, for-profit 
organizations include Microsoft, Amazon.com, and 
Google. Examples of large nonprofit organizations that 
pay salaries to employees are colleges and universities, 
the Educational Testing Service (ETS), churches, and 
organizations such as the National Collegiate Athletic 
Association (NCAA).

Bureaucracy 
As a formal organization develops, it is likely to become 
a bureaucracy, a type of formal organization charac-
terized by an authority hierarchy, a clear division of 
labor, explicit rules, and impersonality. Bureaucracies 
are notorious for their unwieldy size and complexity 
as well as their reputation for being remote and cum-
bersome organizations that are highly impersonal and 
machinelike in their operation. The federal government 
is a good example of a cumbersome bureaucracy that 
many believe is ineffective because of its sheer size. 
Numerous other formal organizations have developed 
into huge bureaucracies: Microsoft, Disney, many uni-
versities, hospitals, state motor vehicle registration sys-
tems, and some law firms.

The early sociological theorist Max Weber 
(1947/1925) analyzed the classic characteristics of a 
bureaucracy. These characteristics represent what he 
called an ideal type—a model rarely seen in reality 
but that defines the principal characteristics of a social 
form. The characteristics of bureaucracies described as 
an ideal type are:

1. High degree of division of labor and specializa-
tion. The notion of the specialist embodies this 
criterion. Bureaucracies ideally employ special-
ists in the various positions and occupations, and 
these specialists are responsible for a specific set 
of duties. Sociologist Charles Perrow (2007, 1994, 
1986) notes that many modern bureaucracies have 
hierarchical authority structures and an elaborate 
division of labor.

2. Hierarchy of authority. In bureaucracies, positions 
are arranged in a hierarchy so that each is under the 
supervision of a higher position. Such hierarchies 
are often represented in an organization chart, 
a diagram in the shape of a pyramid that shows 
the relative rank of each position plus the lines of 
authority between each. These lines of authority 
are often called the “chain of command,” and they 
show not only who has authority, but also who is 
responsible to whom and how many positions are 
responsible to a given position.
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3. Rules and regulations. All the activities in a bureau-
cracy are governed by a set of detailed rules and 
procedures. These rules are designed, ideally, to 
cover almost every possible situation and prob-
lem that might arise, including hiring, firing, salary 
scales, and rules for sick pay and absences.

4. Impersonal relationships. Social interaction in the 
(ideal) bureaucracy is supposed to be guided by 
instrumental criteria, such as the organization’s 
rules, rather than by expressive needs, such as per-
sonal attractions or likes and dislikes. The ideal is 
that the objective application of rules will mini-
mize matters such as personal favoritism—giving 
someone a promotion simply because you like him 
or her or firing someone because you do not like 
him or her. Of course, as we will see, sociologists 
have pointed out that bureaucracy has “another 
face”—the informal social interaction that actually 
keeps the bureaucracy working and often involves 
interpersonal friendships and social ties, typically 
among people taken for granted in these organiza-
tions, such as the support staff, traditionally con-
sisting largely of women. 

5. Career ladders. Candidates for the various positions 
in the bureaucracy are supposed to be selected on 
the basis of specific criteria, such as education, 
experience, and standardized examinations. The 
idea is that advancement through the organization 
becomes a career for the individual. Some organi-
zations, such as some universities and some law 
firms, have a policy of tenure—a guarantee of con-
tinued employment until one’s retirement from the 
organization.

6. Efficiency. Bureaucracies are designed to coordinate 
the activities of many people in pursuit of organiza-
tional goals. Ideally, all activities have been designed 
to maximize this efficiency. The whole system is 
intended to keep social-emotional relations and 
interactions at a minimum and instrumental inter-
action at a maximum. 

Bureaucracy’s “Other Face” 
All the characteristics of Weber’s “ideal type” are general 
defining characteristics. Rarely do actual bureaucracies 
meet this exact description. A bureaucracy has, in addi-
tion to the ideal characteristics of structure, an informal 
structure. This includes social interactions, even net-
work connections, in bureaucratic settings that ignore, 
change, or otherwise bypass the formal structure and 
rules of the organization. This informal structure often 
develops among those who are taken for granted in 
organizations, such as secretaries and administrative 
assistants—who are most often women. Sociologist 
Charles Page (1946) coined the phrase bureaucracy’s 
other face to describe this condition. 

This other face is informal culture. It has evolved 
over time as a reaction to the formality and imperson-
ality of the bureaucracy. Thus, administrative assis-
tants and secretaries will sometimes “bend the rules 
a bit” when asked to do something more quickly than 
usual for a boss they like and bend the rules in another 
direction for a boss they do not like by slowing down 
or otherwise sabotaging the boss’s work. Researchers 
have noted, for example, that secretaries and assis-
tants may well have more authority than their job 
titles and salaries suggest. As a way around the cum-
bersome formal communication channels within the 
organization, the informal network, or “grapevine”  
(a type of social network, as mentioned previously) 
often works better, faster, and sometimes even more 
accurately than the formal channels. As with any 
culture, the informal culture in the bureaucracy has 
its own norms or rules. One is not supposed to “stab 
friends in the back,” such as by “ratting on” them to a 
boss or spreading a rumor about them that is intended 
to get them fired. Yet, just as with any norms, there is 
deviation from the norms, and “backstabbing” and 
“ratting” does happen.  

Problems of Bureaucracies 
In contemporary times, problems have developed that 
grow out of the nature of the complex bureaucracy. Two 
problem areas already discussed are the occurrence 
of risky shift in work groups and the development of 
groupthink. Additional problems include a tendency to 
ritualism and the potential for alienation on the part of 
those within an organization.

Ritualism. Rigid adherence to rules can produce 
a slavish following of them, regardless of whether it 
accomplishes the purpose for which the rule was origi-
nally designed. The rules become ends in themselves 
rather than means to an end: This is organizational 
ritualism.

A classic example of the consequences of organi-
zational ritualism was the tragedy involving the space 
shuttle Challenger in 1986. Only seconds after liftoff, as 
hundreds watched live, the Challenger exploded, killing 
schoolteacher Christa McAuliffe, and six other crew-
members. Many still remember where they were and 
exactly what they were doing when they heard about 
the tragedy. The failure of the essential O-ring gaskets 
on the solid fuel booster rockets of the Challenger shut-
tle caused the catastrophic explosion. It was revealed 
later that the O-rings were known to become brittle at 
below-freezing temperatures, as was the temperature 
at the launch pad the evening before the Challenger 
lifted off.

Why did the managers and engineers at NASA 
(National Aeronautics and Space Administration) allow 
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the shuttle to lift off given these conditions and their 
prior knowledge? The managers had all the informa-
tion about the O-rings before the launch. Furthermore, 
engineers had warned them against the danger. In a 
detailed analysis of the decision to launch, sociologist 
Diane Vaughan (1996) (yes—a sociologist!) uncovered 
both risky shift and organizational ritualism within 
the organization. The NASA insiders, confronted with 
signals of danger, proceeded as if nothing was wrong 
when they were repeatedly faced with the evidence 
that something was indeed very wrong. They, in effect, 
normalized their own behavior so that their actions 
became acceptable to them, representing nothing out 
of the ordinary. This is an example of organizational 
ritualism, as well as what Vaughan calls the “normaliza-
tion of deviance.” 

Unfortunately, history repeated itself on February 
1, 2003, when the space shuttle Columbia, upon its 
return from space, broke up in a fiery descent into the 
atmosphere above Texas, killing all who were aboard. 
The evidence shows that a piece of hard insulating 
foam separated from an external fuel tank during 
launch and struck the shuttle’s left wing, damaging 
it and dislodging its heat-resistant tiles that are nec-
essary for reentry. The absence of these tiles caused 
a burn-up upon reentry into the atmosphere. With 
eerie similarity to the earlier 1986 Challenger acci-
dent, subsequent analysis concluded that a “flawed 
institutional culture” and—citing sociologist Diane 
Vaughan—a normalization of deviance accompany-
ing a gradual erosion of safety margins were among 
the causes of the Columbia accident (Schwartz and 
Wald 2003).

No single individual was at fault in either acci-
dent. The story is not one of evil but rather of the 
ritualism of organizational life in one of the most 
powerful bureaucracies in the United States. It is 
a story of rigid group conformity within an orga-
nizational setting and of how deviant behavior is 
redefined, that is, socially constructed, just as also 
happened in the Penn State Sandusky scandal, 
already discussed. Organizational culture overshad-
ows individual good judgment, creating a decrease in 
safety and increased risk. This is one of the hazards of 
organizational behavior.

Alienation. The stresses on rules and procedures 
within bureaucracies can result in a decrease in the 
overall cohesion of the organization. This often psy-
chologically separates a person from the organization 
and its goals. This state of alienation results in increased 
turnover, tardiness, absenteeism, and overall dissatis-
faction with an organization.

Alienation can be widespread in organizations 
where workers have little control over what they do, or 
where workers themselves are treated like machines 

employed on an assembly line, doing the same repeti-
tive action for an entire work shift. Alienation is not 
restricted to manual labor, however. In organizations 
where workers are isolated from others, where they 
are expected only to implement rules, or where they 
think they have little chance of advancement, alien-
ation can be common. As we will see, some organiza-
tions have developed new patterns of work to try to 
minimize worker alienation and thus enhance their 
productivity.

The McDonaldization of Society 
Sometimes the problems and peculiarities of bureau-
cracy can have effects on the total society. This has 
been the case with what George Ritzer (2010) has called 
McDonaldization, a term coined from the well-known 
fast-food chain. In fact, 90 percent of U.S. children 
between ages 3 and 9 visit McDonald’s each month! 
Ritzer noticed that the principles that characterize fast-
food organizations are increasingly dominating more 
aspects of U.S. society, indeed, of societies around the 
world. McDonaldization refers to the increasing and 
ubiquitous presence of the fast-food model in most 
organizations that shape daily life. Work, travel, leisure, 

Evidence of the “Mcdonaldization of society” can be seen  
everywhere, perhaps including on your own campus. Shop-
ping malls, food courts, sports stadiums, even cruise ships  
reflect this trend toward standardization.
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shopping, health care, politics, and even education 
have all become subject to McDonaldization. Each 
industry is based on a principle of high and efficient 
productivity, which translates into a highly rational 
social organization, with workers employed at low pay 
but with customers experiencing ease, convenience, 
and familiarity.

Ritzer argues that McDonald’s has been such a 
successful model of business organization that other 
industries have adopted the same organizational char-
acteristics, so much so that their nicknames associate 
them with the McDonald’s chain: McPaper for USA 
Today, McChild for child-care chains like KinderCare, 
and McDoctor for the drive-in clinics that deal quickly 
and efficiently with minor health and dental problems. 

Based in part upon Max Weber’s concept of the 
ideal bureaucracy mentioned earlier, Ritzer identifies 
four dimensions of the McDonaldization process—
efficiency, calculability, predictability, and control:

1. Efficiency means that things move from start to fin-
ish in a streamlined path. Steps in the production of 
a hamburger are regulated so that each hamburger 
is made exactly the same way—hardly characteris-
tic of a home-cooked meal. Business can be even 
more efficient if the customer does the work once 
done by an employee. In fast-food restaurants, the 
claim that you can “have it your way” really means 
that you assemble your own sandwich or salad.

2. Calculability means there is an emphasis on the 
quantitative aspects of products sold: size, cost, and 
the time it takes to get the product. At McDonald’s, 
branch managers must account for the number of 
cubic inches of ketchup used per day; likewise, ice 
cream scoopers in chain stores measure out prede-
termined and exact amounts of ice cream.

3. Predictability is the assurance that products will be 
exactly the same, no matter when or where they are 
purchased. Eat an Egg McMuffin in New York, and 
it will likely taste just the same as an Egg McMuffin 
in Los Angeles or Paris! 

4. Control is the primary organizational principle 
that lies behind McDonaldization. Behavior of the 
customers and workers is reduced to a series of 
machinelike actions. Ultimately, efficient technol-
ogies replace much of the work that humans once 
performed.

McDonaldization clearly brings many benefits. There 
is a greater availability of goods and services to a wide 
proportion of the population; instantaneous service 
and convenience to a public with less free time; pre-
dictability and familiarity in the goods bought and 
sold; and standardization of pricing and uniform qual-
ity of goods sold, to name a few benefits. However, 
this increasingly rational system of goods and services 
also spawns irrationalities. For example, the majority 

of workers at McDonald’s lack full-time employment, 
have no worker benefits, have no control over their 
workplace, have no pension, and quit on average after 
only four or five months.

Diversity in Organizations 
The hierarchical structuring of positions within orga-
nizations results in the concentration of power and 
influence with a few individuals at the top. Because 
organizations tend to reflect patterns within the broader 
society, this hierarchy, like that of society, is marked by 
inequality in race, gender, and class relations. Although 
the concentration of power in organizations is incom-
patible with the principles of a democratic society, 
organizations are structured by hierarchies and dis-
crimination is still quite pervasive, especially among 
the power elite, White men still predominate, and stud-
ies find that, even though the presence of women and 
people of color is growing in positions of organizational 
leadership, they tend to take on the same values as the 
dominant group, evidence once again of group confor-
mity (Zweigenhaft and Domhoff 2006).

Debunking Society’s Myths←
Myth: Putting more women and people of color into  
positions of power will transform institutions.
Sociological Perspective: Not necessarily. Although 
having diverse people involved in decision making tends  
to produce more innovation, there is also a tendency for 
new members of a group to conform to the values and 
orientations of the dominant group (zweigenhaft and 
domhoff 2006).

A classic study by Rosabeth Moss Kanter (1977) 
shows how the structure of organizations leads to 
obstacles in the advancement of groups who are under-
represented in the organization. People who are under-
represented in the organization become tokens; they 
feel put “out front” and under the all-too-watchful 
eyes of their superiors as well as peers. As a result—as 
research since Kanter’s has shown—they often suf-
fer severe stress (Smith 2007; Jackson 2000). They may 
be assumed to be incompetent, getting their position 
simply because they are women, minorities, or both—
even in instances where the person has had superior 
admissions qualifications. This is stressful for a person 
and shows that tokenism can have very negative conse-
quences (Guttierez y Muhs et al. 2012).

Social class, in addition to race and gender, plays a 
part in determining people’s place within formal orga-
nizations. Employees of middle- and upper-class ori-
gins in organizations make higher salaries and wages 
and are more likely to get promoted than are people of 

Few organizational boards and executive committees  
contain minorities and women, unlike what is pictured 
here. 
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lower social class origins, even for individuals who are 
of the same race or ethnicity. Few organizational boards 
and executive committees contain minorities and 
women: When present, they are often tokens. This even 
holds for people coming from families of lower social 
class status who are as well educated as their middle- 
and upper-class coworkers. Thus their lower salaries 
and lack of promotion cannot necessarily be attributed 
to a lack of education. In this respect, their treatment 
in the bureaucracy only perpetuates rather than less-
ens the negative effects of the social class system in the 
United States.

The social class stratification system in the United 
States produces major differences in the opportuni-
ties and life chances of individuals, and the bureau-
cracy simply carries these differences forward. Class 
stereotypes also influence hiring practices in organi-
zations. Personnel officers look for people with “cer-
tain demeanors,” a code phrase for those who convey 
middle-class or upper-middle-class standards of dress, 
language, manners, and so on, which some people may 
be unable to afford or may not possess.

Even as the structure of organizations reproduces 
the race, class, and gender inequalities that perme-
ate society, ample research now finds that diversity 
within organizations has numerous benefits. Diverse 
groups—that is, diverse people—bring different expe-
riences and perspectives to organizations and to orga-
nizational decision making. Of course, the problem is 
that there is still pressure on such people to conform 
to the dominant culture of the organization. That pres-
sure to conform can silence dissent, as groupthink 

would suggest, especially if those who bring diversity 
to the organization, such as women, gays, lesbians, 
bisexuals, transgender people, and people of color, 
are treated as tokens or silenced because they are dif-
ferent. When people are tokens in organizations, they 
are pressured not to stand out or, when they speak out, 
they may be ignored—or, worse, others take credit for 
their ideas.

Nonetheless, new research on diversity is consis-
tently demonstrating the benefit of diversity for all kinds 
of organizations. In schools, all students learn more 
when in classrooms where there are people from differ-
ent backgrounds (Gurin et al. 2002). In business orga-
nizations, racial diversity is associated with increased 
sales revenues, more customers, a stronger market 
share, and higher profits (Herring 2009). There is ample 
evidence that companies are now much more aware of 
the fact that innovation is more likely to occur in diverse 
work organizations (Page 2007). On college campuses, 
more cross-race interaction produces a more positive 
campus climate (Valentine et al. 2012).

Debunking Society’s Myths←
Myth: diversity is a real problem for organizations.
Sociological Perspective: despite the challenges  
posed by trying to create more diverse work organiza-
tions, research shows that more diverse organizations 
have greater profits and are more innovative (Bell 2011; 
Herring 2009; Page 2007). 

Functionalism, Conflict 
Theory, and Symbolic 
Interaction: Theoretical 
Perspectives
All three major sociological perspectives—function-
alism, conflict theory, and symbolic interaction—
are exhibited in the analysis of formal organizations 
and bureaucracies (see ◆ Table 6.1). The functional 
perspective, based in this case on the early writing 
of Max Weber, argues that certain functions, called 
eufunctions (that is, positive functions), characterize 
bureaucracies and contribute to their overall unity. 
The bureaucracy exists to accomplish these eufunc-
tions, such as efficiency, control, impersonal relations, 
and a chance for individuals to develop a career within 
the organization. As we have seen, however, bureau-
cracies develop the “other face” (informal interaction 
and culture, as opposed to formal or bureaucratic 
interaction and culture), as well as problems of ritu-
alism and alienation of people from the organization. 
These latter problems are called dysfunctions (negative 

Few organizational boards and executive committees  
contain minorities and women, unlike what is pictured 
here. 
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 ◆ Table 6.1 Theoretical Perspectives on Organizations

Functionalist Theory Conflict Theory Symbolic Interaction Theory

Central Focus Positive functions (such  
as efficiency) contribute  
to unity and stability of  
the organization.

Hierarchical nature of bureaucracy  
encourages conflict between  
superiors and subordinates, men  
and women, and people of different  
racial or class backgrounds. Tokenism  
often results. 

This theory stresses the role of  
self in the bureaucracy and how  
the self develops and changes.

Relationship of  
Individual to the  
Organization

Individuals, like parts of a  
machine, are only partly  
relevant to the operation  
of the organization.

Individuals are subordinated to  
systems of power and experience  
stress and alienation as a result.

Interaction between superiors  
and subordinates forms the  
structure of the organization.

Criticism Hierarchy can result in  
dysfunctions such as  
ritualism and alienation.

This theory de-emphasizes the posi-
tive ways that organizations work.

This theory tends to downplay  
overall social organization.

© Cengage Learning

functions), which have the consequence of contribut-
ing to disunity, lack of harmony, and less efficiency in 
the bureaucracy. Finally, with increasing diversity in 
organizations, tokenism, an organizational dysfunc-
tion, may result. 

The conflict perspective argues that the hierar-
chical or stratified nature of the bureaucracy in effect 
encourages rather than inhibits conflict among indi-
viduals within it. These conflicts are between superiors 
and subordinates, as well as between racial and ethnic 
groups, men and women, and people of different social 
class backgrounds, hampering smooth and efficient 
running of the bureaucracy. Furthermore, conflict the-
ory helps us understand the power structures that exist 
in organizations—both the formal ones that come from 

the organizational hierarchy and the less formal ways 
that power is exercised between people and among 
groups within the organization. 

Symbolic interaction theory stresses the role of the 
self in any group and especially how the self develops 
as a product of social interaction. Within organizations, 
people may feel that their “self” becomes subordinated 
to the larger structure of the organization. This is espe-
cially true in bureaucratic organizations where individ-
uals often feel overwhelmed by the sheer complexity of 
working through bureaucratic structures. But symbolic 
interaction also emphasizes the creativity of human 
beings as social actors and thus would be a good per-
spective to use if analyzing how people change organi-
zational structures and cultures.

What are the types of groups? 
Groups are a fact of human existence and permeate 
virtually every facet of our lives. Group size is impor-
tant, and determines quite a bit, as does the other-
wise simple distinction between dyads and triads. 
Primary groups form the basic building blocks of 
social interaction in society. Reference groups play a 
major role in forming our attitudes and life goals, as 
do our relationships with in-groups and out-groups. 
Social networks partly determine things such as who 
we know and the kinds of jobs we get. Networks 
based on race or ethnicity, social class, and other 
social factors are extremely closely connected and 
are very dense. Network research has shown that 
network sampling (for example, sampling pairs of 

individuals) predicts who is at risk for AIDS/HIV bet-
ter than does traditional survey sampling. 

How strong is social influence? 
The social influence groups exert on us is tremen-
dous, as seen by the Asch conformity experiments. 
The Milgram experiments demonstrated that the inter-
personal influence of an authority figure can cause an 
individual to act against his or her deep convictions. 
The torture and abuse of Iraqi prisoners of war by 
American soldiers/prison guards serves as testimony 
to the powerful effects of both social influence and 
authority structures. The Iraqi tortures were in effect 
experimentally predicted by a simulated prison study 
done in the United States over thirty years earlier.

Chapter Summary
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What is the importance of groupthink 
and risky shift? 
Groupthink can be so pervasive that it adversely affects 
group decision making and often results in group deci-
sions that by any measure are simply stupid. Risky shift 
(and polarization shift) similarly often compel individ-
uals to reach decisions that are at odds with their better 
judgment.

What are the types of formal organizations  
and bureaucracies, and what are some of  
their problems? 
There are several types of formal organizations, such 
as normative, coercive, or utilitarian. Weber typified 
bureaucracies as organizations with an efficient divi-
sion of labor, an authority hierarchy, rules, impersonal 
relationships, and career ladders. Bureaucratic rigidi-
ties often result in organizational problems such as 
ritualism and resulting “normalization of deviance.” 
The McDonaldization of society has resulted in greater 

efficiency, calculability, and control in many industries, 
probably at the expense of some individual creativity. 
Formal organizations perpetuate society’s inequali-
ties on the basis of race or ethnicity, gender, and social 
class. Current research finds, however, that innova-
tion in organizations is more likely if there is greater 
diversity—and thus a variety of perspectives—within 
the organization.

What do functional, conflict, and symbolic  
interaction theories say about organizations? 
Functional, conflict, and symbolic interaction theo-
ries highlight and clarify the analysis of organizations 
by specifying both organizational functions and dys-
functions (functional theory); by analyzing the conse-
quences of hierarchical, gender, race, and social class 
conflict in organizations (conflict theory); and, finally, 
by studying the importance of social interaction and 
integration of the self into the organization (symbolic 
interaction theory).
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In the early 1970s, an airplane carrying forty members of 
an amateur rugby team crashed in the Andes Mountains in 
South America. The twenty-seven survivors were stranded at 

12,000 feet in freezing weather and deep snow. There was no 
food except for a small amount of chocolate and some wine. A 
few days after the crash, the group heard on a small transistor 
radio that the search for them had been called off. 

Scattered in the snow were the frozen bodies of dead 
passengers. Preserved by the freezing weather, these bodies 
became, after a time, sources of food. At first, the survivors 
were repulsed by the idea of eating human flesh, but as the 
days wore on, they agonized over the decision about whether 
to eat the dead crash victims, eventually concluding that they 
had to eat if they were to live. 

In the beginning, only a few ate the human meat, but soon 
the others began to eat too. The group experimented with 
preparations as they tried different parts of the body. They 
developed elaborate rules (social norms) about how, what, 
and whom they would eat. 

After two months, the group sent out an expedition of 
three survivors to find help. The group was rescued, and the 
world learned of their ordeal. Their cannibalism (the eating 
of other human beings) generally came to be accepted as 
something they had to do to survive. Although people might 
have been repulsed by the story, the survivors’ behavior was 
understood as a necessary adaptation to their life-threatening 
circumstances. The survivors also maintained a sense of them-
selves as good people even though what they did profoundly 
violated ordinary standards of socially acceptable behavior in 
most cultures in the world (Henslin 1993; Read 1974). 

Was the behavior of the Andes crash survivors socially 
deviant? Were the people made crazy by their experience, or 
was this a normal response to extreme circumstances? 

Compare the Andes crash to another case of human can-
nibalism. In 1991, in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, Jeffrey Dahmer 
pled guilty to charges of murdering at least fifteen men in 
his home. Dahmer lured the men to his apartment, where he 
murdered and dismembered them, then cooked and ate some 
of their body parts. For those he considered most handsome, 
he boiled the flesh from their heads so that he could save and 
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admire their skulls. Dahmer was seen as a total social deviant, someone who violated every principle of 
human decency. Even hardened criminals were disgusted by Dahmer. In fact, he was killed by another 
inmate in prison in 1994. 

Why was Dahmer’s behavior considered so deviant when that of the Andes survivors was not? The 
answer can be found by looking at the situation in which these behaviors occurred. For the Andes survi-
vors, eating human flesh was essential for survival. For Dahmer, however, it was murder. From a sociologi-
cal perspective, the deviance of cannibalism resides not just in the act itself but also in the social context 
in which it occurs. The exact same behavior—eating other human beings—is considered reprehensible in 
one context and acceptable in another. That is the essence of the sociological explanation. The nature of 
deviance is not simply about the deviant act itself, nor is deviance just about the individual who engages 
in the behavior. Instead, social deviance is socially constructed and a product of social structure.

Defining Deviance
Sociologists define deviance as behavior that is recog-
nized as violating expected rules and norms. Deviance 
is more than simple nonconformity—most of us may 
“break the rules” now and again. Behavior that departs 
significantly from social expectations is deviant. In the 
sociological perspective on deviance, there are four 
main identifying characteristics: 

●● Deviance emerges in a social context, not just in the 
behavior of individuals; sociologists see deviance in 
terms of group processes and judgments. Deviance, 
therefore, can change overtime, or from one setting 
to another. 

●● Groups judge behaviors differently. What is deviant 
to one group may be normative to another.

●● Established rules and norms are socially created, not 
just morally decided or individually imposed. 

●● Deviance lies not just in behavior itself but also in the 
social responses to behavior and people engaged in 
the behavior. 

Sociological Perspectives 
on Deviance 
Strange, unconventional, or nonconformist behavior  
is often understandable in its sociological context.  
 Consider suicide. Are all people who commit suicide 
suffering with mental illness? Might their behavior 
instead be explained by social factors? Think about it. 
There are conditions under which suicide may well 
be acceptable behavior—for example, someone who 
voluntarily receives a lethal dose of medicine to end 
her life in the face of a terminal illness, compared to a 
despondent person who jumps from a window. 

Sociologists distinguish two types of deviance: 
formal and informal. Formal deviance is behavior that 
breaks laws or official rules. Crime is an example. There 
are formal sanctions against formal deviance, such as 

imprisonment and fines. Informal deviance is behavior 
that violates customary norms. Although such deviance 
may not be specified in law, it is judged to be deviant by 
those who uphold the society’s norms. 

→  See for YourSelf ←
Perform an experiment by doing something mildly deviant 
for a period, such as carrying around a teddy bear doll 
and treating it as a live baby, or standing in the street and 
looking into the air, as though you are looking at some-
thing up there. Make a record of how others respond to 
you, and then ask yourself how labeling theory is impor-
tant to the study of deviance. 

How might reactions to you differ had you been of 
another race or gender? You might want to structure this 
question into your experiment by teaming up with a class-
mate of another race or gender. You could then compare 
each of your responses to the same  behavior. a note of 
caution: Do not do anything illegal or  dangerous. Even the 
most seemingly harmless acts of deviance can generate  
strong reactions, so be careful in planning your sociological 
exercise! 

The study of deviance includes both the study of why 
people violate laws or norms and the study of how soci-
ety reacts. Labeling theory is discussed in detail later, but 
it recognizes that deviance is not just in the breaking of 
norms or rules but it includes how people react to those 
behaviors. Sociologists consider the social context of 
the behavior, the social construction of that behavior as 
deviant, and the response to the behavior (Becker 1963). 

Debunking Society’s Myths←
Myth: Deviance is bad for society because it disrupts 
normal life.
Sociological Perspective: Deviance tends to stabilize 
society. By defining some forms of behavior as deviant, 
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people are affirming the social norms of groups. in this 
sense, society actually creates deviance to some extent 
(Durkheim 1951/1897).

The Social Context of Deviance. Even the most 
unconventional behavior can be understood if we know 
the context in which it occurs. Behavior that is devi-
ant in one circumstance may be normal in another, or 
behavior may be ruled deviant only when performed by 
certain people. For example, people who break gender 
stereotypes may be judged as deviant even though their 
behavior is considered normal for the other sex. Women 
who have painted fingernails, shaved legs, and wear eye 
makeup are feminine and “normal.” Except for those 
who are on stage or on camera, men who wear nail pol-
ish and makeup are usually regarded as “deviant.” 

Another example regards the consumption of 
alcohol, a legal drug. Whether someone who drinks 
is judged to be an alcoholic depends in large part on 
the social context in which one drinks, not solely on 
the amount of alcohol consumed. Drinking wine from 
a bottle in a brown bag on the street corner is consid-
ered highly deviant. Having martinis in a posh bar is 
perfectly acceptable among adults. The act of drinking 
alcohol is not intrinsically deviant. The societal reaction 
to it determines deviance. 

The definition of deviance can also change over 
time. Acquaintance rape (also called “date rape”), for 
example, was not considered social deviance until fairly 
recently. Women have been presumed to mean yes 
when they said no, and men were expected to “seduce” 
women through aggressive sexual behavior. Even now, 
women who are raped by someone they know may not 
think of it as rape. If they do, they may find that pros-
ecuting the offender is difficult because others do not 
think of it as rape, especially under certain circum-
stances, such as the woman being drunk. 

Understanding the context in which deviance 
occurs and the context in which it is punished reveals 
much about the norms of society. The sociologist Emile 
Durkheim argued that one reason acts of deviance are 
publicly punished is that the social order is threatened 
by deviance. Judging those behaviors as deviant and 
punishing them confirms general social standards. 
Therein lies the value of widely publicized trials and 
public executions. The punishment affirms the collec-
tive beliefs of the society, reinforces social order, and 
inhibits future deviant behavior, especially as defined 
by those with the power to judge others. 

The Influence of Social Movements. The per-
ception of deviance may also be influenced by social 
movements, which are networks of groups that orga-
nize to support or resist changes in society (see 
 Chapter 16). With a change in the social climate, for-
merly acceptable behaviors may be newly defined as 
deviant. Cigarette smoking, for instance, was once 
considered glamorous, sexy, and “cool.” The social cli-
mate toward smoking, however, has changed. In 1987, 
only 17 percent of people thought that smoking should 
be banned in public places. Recent estimates are that 
over half (56 percent) supported a ban on smoking 
cigarettes in public spaces (Riffkin 2014). The increase 
in public disapproval of smoking results as much from 
social and political movements as it does from the 
known health risks. 

The antismoking movement was successful in 
articulating to the public that smoking is dangerous. 
The ability of people to mobilize against something, 
in this case cigarette smoking, is just as important to 
creating the context for deviance as is any evidence 
of risk of harm from cigarettes. In other words, there 
has to be a social response for deviance to be defined 
as such; scientific evidence of harm in and of itself is 
not enough. 

Many people consider all drug use to 
be criminal or deviant behavior, but 
“drugs” includes a broad spectrum of 
substances. Alcohol, tobacco, caffeine, 
and prescription drugs are all legal 
drugs. Let’s consider prescription drugs. 
Most people would agree that using a 
medication that has been prescribed to 
you by a medical doctor for a legitimate 

Drugs as Deviance or Crime
illness is neither deviant nor criminal. 
The same drug used by someone who 
does not have an illness or a prescrip-
tion to use the medication would be 
considered deviance. Sociological 
research shows that the nonmedical 
use of prescription drugs is increas-
ingly a problem on college campuses 
and among high school adolescents. 

So-called “study drugs” are used to 
help students maintain focus on their 
academics. The drugs, like Adderall or 
Ritalin, are intended to aid those with 
diagnosed ADHD, but other students 
are using them to help improve aca-
demic performance. There are health 
risks and criminal consequences, yet 
most students do not consider using 
these study drugs as deviant (Nargiso 
et al. 2015). 

what would a sociologist say?
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The Social Construction  
of Deviance
Perhaps because it violates social conventions or 
because it sometimes involves unusual behavior, devi-
ance captures the public imagination. Commonly, how-
ever, the public understands deviance as the result of 
individualistic or personality factors. Many people see 
deviants as crazy, threatening, “sick,” or in some other 
way inferior, but sociologists see deviance as influenced 
by society—the same social processes and institutions 
that shape all social behavior. 

Deviance, for example, is not necessarily irrational 
or “sick” and may be a positive and rational adaptation 
to a situation. Think of the Andes survivors discussed in 
this chapter’s opener. Was their action (eating human 
flesh) irrational, or was it an inventive and rational 
response to a dreadful situation? To use another exam-
ple, is marijuana use part of a deviant subculture, or are 
some people using marijuana as a rational response to 
personal circumstances, such as illness? 

Marijuana use, especially by smoking a “joint” or 
inhaling through a “bong,” although legal in some states, 
is considered deviant behavior. Most Americans do not 
use it and consider marijuana use undesirable behav-
ior. Using medical marijuana, though, to help with the 
pain and nausea from cancer treatments is a rational 
choice and blurs the lines of deviant and “normative” 
behavior. In fact, if marijuana is distributed to patients 
in pill form, consistent with other types of medication, 
most people think marijuana use is acceptable. The 
actual use of marijuana is only seen as deviant in the 
context of how it is administered. Taking a marijuana 
pill is not considered as deviant as smoking a joint or 

inhaling marijuana smoke through a bong (Rudski 
2014). The social context in which marijuana use takes 
place includes both how it is used and why.

Also, in some subcultures or situations, deviant 
behavior is encouraged and praised. Have you ever 
been egged on by friends to do something that you 
thought was deviant, or have you done something you 
knew was wrong? Many argue that the reason so many 
college students drink excessively is that the student 
subculture encourages them to do so—even though 
students know it is harmful. High-risk drinking is char-
acterized by drinking to the point of vomiting, blacking 
out, and possibly even dying from alcohol poison-
ing. Still, a college campus with a culture of drinking 
will encourage people to drink heavily, despite the  
known risks.

The Medicalization of Deviance 
Commonly, people will say that someone who commits 
a very deviant act is “sick.” This common explanation is 
what sociologists call the medicalization of deviance 
(Conrad and Schneider 1992). Medicalizing deviance 
attributes deviant behavior to a “sick” state of mind, 
where the solution is to “cure” the deviance through 
therapy or other psychological treatment.

As an example, some evidence indicates that alco-
holism may have a genetic basis, and certainly alco-
holism must be understood at least in part in medical 
terms, but viewing alcoholism solely from a medical 
perspective ignores the social causes that influence 
the development and persistence of this behavior. 
 Practitioners know that medical treatment alone does 
not solve the problem. The social relationships, social 

Smoking for recreational purposes and using pipes or bongs 
is considered more deviant than using marijuana for medici-
nal purposes.
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High-risk drinking of alcohol is acceptable behavior among  
students on many college campuses. This same behavior 
among adults outside of the college culture is considered 
problematic and possibly alcoholism.
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conditions, and social habits of those with alcoholism 
must be altered, or the behavior is likely to recur. 

→Thinking Sociologically 

Consider the problem of domestic violence and discuss 
it with friends. How do they explain it? is there evidence 
that the medicalization of deviance exists in your friends’ 
answers? 

Sociologists criticize the medicalization of devi-
ance for ignoring the effects of social structures on the 
development of deviant behavior. From a sociological 
perspective, deviance originates in society, not just in 
individuals. Changing the incidence of deviant behav-
ior requires changes in society, in addition to changes 
in individuals. Deviance, to most sociologists, is not a 
pathological state but an adaptation to the social struc-
tures in which people live. Factors such as family back-
ground, social class, racial inequality, and the social 
structure of gender relations in society produce devi-
ance, and these factors must be considered to explain it.

The point is that deviance is both created and defined 
within a social context. It is not just weird, pathological, 
or irrational behavior. Sociologists who study deviance 
understand it in the context of social relationships and 
society. They define deviance in terms of existing social 
norms and the social judgments people make about one 
another—deviance is socially constructed. Indeed, devi-
ant behavior can sometimes be indicative of changes that 
are taking place in the cultural folkways. Whereas body 
piercing and tattooing were associated with gangs and 
disrespectable people only a few years ago, it is now con-
sidered fashionable among young, middle-class people. 

In sum, a sociological perspective on deviance 
asks: Why is deviance more common in some groups 
than others? Why are some more likely to be labeled 
deviant than others, even if they engage in the exact 
same behavior? How is deviance related to patterns of 
inequality in society? Sociologists do not ignore indi-
vidual psychology, or the medicalization argument, but 

integrate it into an explanation of deviance that focuses 
on the social conditions surrounding the behavior, 
going beyond explanations of deviance that root it in 
the individual personality. 

Sociological Theories  
of Deviance
Sociologists have drawn on several major theoretical 
traditions to explain deviant behavior, including func-
tionalism, conflict theory, and symbolic interaction 
theory. 

Functionalist Theories of Deviance 
Recall that functionalism is a theoretical perspective 
that interprets all parts of society, even those that may 
seem dysfunctional, as contributing to the stability of the 
whole. At first glance, deviance seems to be dysfunctional 
for society. Functionalist theorists argue otherwise (see 
◆ Table 7.1). They contend that deviance is functional 
because it creates social cohesion. Branding certain 
behaviors as deviant provides contrast with behaviors 
that are considered normal, giving people a heightened 
sense of social order. Norms are meaningless unless 
there is deviance from them; thus, deviance is necessary 
to clarify society’s norms. Group coherence then comes 
from sharing a common definition of legitimate, as well 
as deviant, behavior. The collective identity of a group 
is affirmed when group members ridicule or condemn 
others they define as deviant. To give an example, think 
about how many people define transgender people. 
Although lesbian, gay, and transgender people reject this 
label of deviance, the label affirms the presumed normal-
ity of biological sex matching gender identity.  Labeling 
someone else an “outsider” is, in other words, a way of 
affirming one’s “insider” identity (Becker 1963). 

Durkheim: The Study of Suicide. The functionalist 
perspective on deviance stems originally from the work 
of Emile Durkheim (1858–1917). One of Durkheim’s 

 ◆ Table 7.1 Sociological Theories of Deviance

Functionalist Theory Symbolic Interaction Theory Conflict Theory

Deviance creates social cohesion. Deviance is a learned behavior, 
reinforced through group membership.

Dominant classes control the definition  
of and sanctions attached to deviance.

Deviance results from structural  
strains in society.

Deviance results from the process of 
social labeling, regardless of the actual 
commission of deviance.

Deviance results from social inequality  
in society.

Deviance occurs when people’s 
attachment to social bonds is diminished.

Those with the power to assign deviant  
labels themselves produce deviance.

Elite deviance and corporate deviance  
go largely unrecognized and unpunished.

© Cengage Learning

High-risk drinking of alcohol is acceptable behavior among  
students on many college campuses. This same behavior 
among adults outside of the college culture is considered 
problematic and possibly alcoholism.
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central concerns was how society maintains its coher-
ence (or social order). Durkheim saw deviance as 
functional for society because it produces solidarity 
among society’s members. He developed his analysis of 
deviance in large part through his analysis of suicide. 
Through this work, he discovered a number of impor-
tant sociological points. First, he criticized the usual 
psychological interpretations of why people commit 
suicide, turning instead to sociological explanations 
with data to back them up. Second, he emphasized the 
role of social structure in producing deviance. Third, 
he pointed to the importance of people’s social attach-
ments to society in understanding deviance. Finally, 
he elaborated the functionalist view that deviance pro-
vides the basis for social cohesion. 

Durkheim was the first to argue that the causes of 
suicide were to be found in social factors, not individ-
ual personalities. Observing that the rate of suicide in 
a society varies with time and place, Durkheim looked 
for causes linked to these factors other than emotional 
stress. Durkheim argued that suicide rates are affected 
by the different social contexts in which they emerge. 
He looked at the degree to which people feel integrated 
into the structure of society and their social surround-
ings as social factors producing suicide. 

Durkheim analyzed three types of suicide: anomic 
suicide, altruistic suicide, and egoistic suicide. Anomie, 
as defined by Durkheim, is the condition that exists 
when social regulations in a society break down: The 
controlling influences of society are no longer effective, 
and people exist in a state of relative normlessness. The 
term anomie refers not to an individual’s state of mind, 
but instead to social conditions. 

Anomic suicide occurs when the disintegrating 
forces in the society make individuals feel lost or alone. 
Teenage suicide is often cited as an example of anomic 
suicide. Feelings of depression and hopelessness can 
lead to suicide. The rate of suicide among returning vet-
erans may well constitute anomic suicide, for example, 
if they return from war feeling as if no one understands 
them (Finley et al. 2015). Suicide is more likely commit-
ted by those who have been sexually abused as children 
and who may feel they can talk to no one (Jakubczyk 
et al. 2014). 

Altruistic suicide occurs when there is excessive 
regulation of individuals by social forces. An example 
is someone who commits suicide for the sake of a reli-
gious or political cause. For example, after hijackers 
on September 11, 2001 (“9/11”) took control of four 
 airplanes—crashing two into the World Trade Center in 
New York, one into the Pentagon, and despite the inter-
vention of passengers, one into a Pennsylvania farm 
field—many wondered how anyone could do such a 
thing, killing themselves in the process. Although soci-
ology certainly does not excuse such behavior, it can 
help explain it. Terrorists and suicide bombers are so 

regulated by their extreme beliefs that they are willing 
to die and kill as many people as possible to achieve 
their goals. As Durkheim argued, altruistic suicide 
results when individuals are excessively dominated by 
the expectations of their social group. People who com-
mit altruistic suicide subordinate themselves to collec-
tive expectations, even when death is the result. 

Egoistic suicide occurs when people feel totally 
detached from society. Ordinarily, people are inte-
grated into society by work roles, ties to family and 
community, and other social bonds. When these bonds 
are weakened through retirement, loss of family and 
friends, or socioeconomic hardship, the likelihood of 
egoistic suicide increases. 

Egoistic suicide is also more likely to occur among 
people who are not well integrated into social networks. 
Thus it should not be surprising that women have lower 
suicide rates than men (Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention 2013). 

Durkheim’s major point is that suicide is a social, 
not just an individual, phenomenon. Durkheim sees 
sociology as the discovery of the social forces that influ-
ence human behavior. As individualistic as suicide 
might seem, Durkheim uncovered the influence of 
social structure on suicide. 

Applying Durkheim’s Theory of Suicide: School 
Shootings. Durkheim’s analysis of suicide can help 
you understand the horrific acts of mass murder ram-
pages that have occurred in schools, movie theaters, and 
other places. Why would someone go into a public place, 
kill many people and then shoot themselves? Adam 
Lanza, as just one example, killed twenty first-grade 
children and six teachers at the Sandy Hook Elementary 
School in Newtown, Connecticut, on Friday morning, 
December 14, 2012. Lanza then shot and killed himself 
with a semiautomatic weapon immediately after killing 
the children and teachers. Before he shot the children, 
he also shot his own mother four times in the head, kill-
ing her at her home, using her guns. In 2007, Seung-Hui 
Cho, a college student at Virginia Tech University, shot 
and killed thirty-two students, wounded fourteen oth-
ers, and then killed himself. James Eagan Holmes shot 
and killed twelve people and injured seventy others in 
a movie theater in Aurora, Colorado, in 2012, except in 
this case, he did not kill himself. How would Durkheim 
explain these and, sadly to say, likely other murder/ 
suicide tragedies?

Durkheim would see that there are social– structural 
elements that are common to these school shoot-
ings, including the killings at Columbine High School 
( Colorado) in 1999. In all these cases, the killing, and in 
some cases suicide, was committed by individuals who 
could be characterized as extremely socially isolated 
and utterly outside a network of peers. All of the perpe-
trators in these shootings were social isolates, and most 

This photo shows the makeshift memorial at the Sandy 
Hook Elementary School in newtown, Connecticut, in 
December 2012, after twenty children and six adults died  
in a shooting by one man.

03083_ch07_ptg01.indd   152 18/08/15   10:22 AM

Copyright 2017 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).
Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



DEvianCE anD CRiME  153

committed suicide immediately after their carnage. In 
Durkheim’s sense, all of these instances represented 
examples of egoistic suicide and anomic suicide, given 
the attributes of social isolation, lack of integration into 
society, troubled individual histories, and a desire to 
“make their mark” in history by killing the largest num-
ber of individuals possible in a single attack (Newman 
et al. 2006). 

Not only are there personality (psychological) sim-
ilarities among these mass murderers, but all of these 
individuals also shared striking common sociological 
conditions. Each act also took place in the social con-
text of a culture that decidedly permits and encourages 
gun ownership. 

Merton: Structural Strain Theory. The functional-
ist perspective on deviance has also been elaborated by 
the sociologist Robert Merton (1910–2003). Merton’s 
 structural strain theory traces the origins of deviance to 
the tensions caused by the gap between cultural goals and 
the means people have available to achieve those goals. 
Merton noted that societies are characterized by both 
culture and social structure. Culture establishes goals 
for people in society. Social structure provides, or fails to 
provide, the means for people to achieve those goals. In a 
well-integrated society, according to Merton, people use 
accepted means to achieve the goals society establishes. 
In other words, the goals and means of the society are 
in balance. When the means are out of balance with the 

goals, deviance is likely to occur. According to Merton, 
this imbalance, or disjunction, between cultural goals 
and structurally available means can actually  compel the 
individual into deviant behavior (Merton 1968). 

To explain further, a collective goal in U.S. society 
is the achievement of economic success. The legitimate 
means to achieve such success are education and jobs, 
but not all groups have equal access to those means. 
The result is structural strain that produces deviance. 
According to Merton, poor and working-class individ-
uals are most likely to experience these strains because 
they internalize the same goals and values as the rest 
of society but have blocked opportunities for success. 
Structural strain theory therefore helps explain the 
high correlation that exists between unemployment 
and crime. 

▲ Figure 7.1 illustrates how strain between cultural 
goals and structurally available means can produce 
deviance. Conformity is likely to occur when the goals 
are accepted and the means for attaining the goals are 
made available to the individual by the social structure. 
If this does not occur, then cultural–structural strain 
exists, and at least one of four possible forms of devi-
ance is likely to result: innovative deviance, ritualistic 
deviance, retreatism deviance, or rebellion. 

Consider the case of female prostitution: The pros-
titute has accepted the cultural values of the dominant 
society—obtaining economic success and material 
wealth. Yet if she is poor, then the structural means to 
attain these goals are less available to her, and turning 
to prostitution may result. 

Other forms of deviance also represent strain 
between goals and means. Retreatism deviance becomes 
likely when neither the goals nor the means are avail-
able. Examples of retreatism are those with severe 
alcoholism or people who are homeless or reclusive. 
Ritualistic deviance is illustrated in the case of college 
women with eating disorders, such as  bulimia (purg-
ing oneself after eating). The cultural goal of extreme 
thinness is perceived as unattainable, even though the 

Cultural goals
accepted?

Institutionalized
means toward
goal available?

Conformity

Innovative deviance

Ritualistic deviance

Retreatism deviance

Rebellion

Yes

Yes

No

No

Yes

No

Yes

No

No (old means)
Yes (new means)

No (old goals)
Yes (new goals)

▲ figure 7.1 Merton’s Structural Strain Theory 

This photo shows the makeshift memorial at the Sandy 
Hook Elementary School in newtown, Connecticut, in 
December 2012, after twenty children and six adults died  
in a shooting by one man.
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means for trying to attain it are plentiful, for example, 
good eating habits and proper diet methods. Finally, 
rebellion as a form of deviance is likely to occur when 
new goals are substituted for more traditional ones, and 
also new means are undertaken to replace older ones, 
as by force or armed combat. Many right-wing extremist 
groups, such as the American Nazi party, “skinheads,” 
and the Ku Klux Klan (KKK), are examples of this type 
of deviance. 

Social Control Theory. Taking functionalist the-
ory in another direction, Travis Hirschi has developed 
social control theory to explain deviance. Social control 
theory, a type of functionalist theory, suggests that devi-
ance occurs when a person’s (or group’s) attachment 
to social bonds is weakened (Gottfredson and Hirschi 
1995, 1990; Hirschi 1969). According to this view, people 
internalize social norms because of their attachments to 
others. People care what others think of them and there-
fore conform to social expectations because they accept 
what people expect. You can see here that social control 
theory, like the functionalist framework from which it 
stems, assumes the importance of the socialization pro-
cess in producing conformity to social rules. When that 
conformity is broken, deviance occurs. 

Social control theory assumes there is a common 
value system within society, and breaking allegiance 
to that value system is the source of social deviance. 
This theory focuses on how deviants are (or are not) 
attached to common value systems and what situations 
break people’s commitment to these values. Social 
control theory suggests that most people probably feel 
some impulse toward deviance at times but that the 
attachment to social norms prevents them from actu-
ally participating in deviant behavior. Sociologists find 
that high school students who participate on an ath-
letic team and are committed to academic success (like 
taking Advanced Placement classes and exams) are 
least likely to engage in any crimes or get suspended 
from school (Veliz and Shakib 2012). Involvement with 
sports and academic success are examples of accepted 
social norms that help prevent deviance. 

Functionalism: Strengths and Weaknesses.  
Functionalism emphasizes that social structure, not 
just individual motivation, produces deviance. Func-
tionalists argue that social conditions exert pressure on 
individuals to behave in conforming or nonconforming 
ways. Types of deviance are linked to one’s place in the 
social structure; thus a poor person blocked from eco-
nomic opportunities may use armed robbery to achieve 
economic goals, whereas a Wall Street trader may use 
insider trading to achieve the same.  Functionalists 
acknowledge that people choose whether to behave 
in a deviant manner but believe that they make their 

choice from among socially prestructured options. The 
emphasis in functionalist theory is on social structure, 
not individual action. In this sense, functionalist theory 
is highly sociological. 

Functionalists also point out that what appears to 
be dysfunctional behavior may actually be functional 
for the society. An example is the fact that most people 
consider prostitution to be dysfunctional behavior. 
From the point of view of an individual, that is true. It 
demeans the women who engage in it, puts them at 
physical risk, and subjects them to sexual exploitation. 
From the view of functionalist theory, however, pros-
titution supports and maintains a social system that 
links women’s gender roles with sexuality, associates 
sex with commercial activity, and defines women as 
passive sexual objects and men as sexual aggressors. In 
other words, what appears to be deviant may actually 
serve various purposes within society. 

Critics of the functionalist perspective argue that 
it does not explain how norms of deviance are first 
established. Despite its analysis of the ramifications of 
deviant behavior for society as a whole, functionalism 
does little to explain why some behaviors are defined as 
normative and others as illegitimate. Who determines 
social norms and on whom such judgments are most 
likely to be imposed are questions seldom asked by 
anyone using a functionalist perspective. Functional-
ists see deviance as having stabilizing consequences 
in society, but they tend to overlook the injustices that 
labeling someone deviant can produce. Others would 
say that the functionalist perspective too easily assumes 
that deviance has a positive role in society; thus func-
tionalists rarely consider the differential effects that the 
administration of justice has on different groups. The 
tendency in functionalist theory to assume that the sys-
tem works for the good of the whole too easily ignores 
the inequities in society and how these inequities are 
reflected in patterns of deviance. These issues are left 
for sociologists who work from the perspectives of con-
flict theory and symbolic interaction. 

Conflict Theories of Deviance 
Recall that conflict theory emphasizes the unequal 
distribution of power and resources in society. It links 
the study of deviance to social inequality. Based on 
the work of Karl Marx, conflict theory sees a dominant 
class as controlling the resources of society and using 
its power to create the institutional rules and belief sys-
tems that support its power. Like functionalist theory, 
conflict theory is a macrostructural approach; that is, 
both theories look at the structure of society as a whole 
in developing explanations of deviant behavior. 

Because some groups of people have access to 
fewer resources in capitalist society, they are forced 
into crime to sustain themselves. Conflict theory posits 
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that the economic organization of capitalist societies 
produces deviance and crime. The high rates of crime 
among the poorest groups, especially economic crimes 
such as theft, robbery, prostitution, and drug selling, 
are a result of the economic status of these groups. 
Rather than emphasizing values and conformity as a 
source of deviance as do functional analyses, conflict 
theorists see crime in terms of power relationships and 
economic inequality (Grant and Martínez 1997). 

The upper classes, conflict theorists point out, can 
also better hide crimes they commit because affluent 
groups have the resources to mask their deviance and 
crime. As a result, a working-class man who beats his 
wife is more likely to be arrested and prosecuted than 
an upper-class man who engages in the same behav-
ior. In addition, those with greater resources can afford 
to buy their way out of trouble by paying bail, hiring 
expensive attorneys, or even resorting to bribes. 

Corporate crime is crime committed within the 
legitimate context of doing business. Conflict theorists 
expand our view of crime and deviance by revealing the 
significance of such crimes. They argue that appropriat-
ing profit based on exploitation of the poor and work-
ing class is inherent in the structure of capitalist society. 
Elite deviance refers to the wrongdoing of wealthy 
and powerful individuals and organizations (Simon 
2011). Elite deviance includes what early conflict theo-
rists called white-collar crime (Sutherland and Cressey 
1978; Sutherland 1940). Elite deviance includes tax eva-
sion; illegal campaign contributions; illegal investment 
schemes that steal money from innocent investors; cor-
porate scandals, such as fraudulent accounting prac-
tices that endanger or deceive the public but profit the 
corporation or individuals within it; and even govern-
ment actions that abuse the public trust. 

The ruling groups in society develop numerous 
mechanisms to protect their interests according to con-
flict theorists who argue that law, for example, is cre-
ated by elites to protect the interests of the dominant 
class. Thus law, supposedly neutral and fair in its form 
and implementation, works in the interest of the most 
well-to-do (Weisburd et al. 2001, 1991; Spitzer 1975). 

Conflict theory emphasizes the significance of 
social control in managing deviance and crime. Social 
control is the process by which groups and individuals 
within those groups are brought into conformity with 
dominant social expectations. Social control can take 
place simply through socialization, but dominant groups 
can also control the behavior of others through marking 
them as deviant. An example is the historic persecution 
of witches during the Middle Ages in Europe and during 
the early colonial period in America (Ben-Yehuda 1986; 
Erikson 1966). Witches often were women who were 
healers and midwives—those whose views were at odds 
with the authority of the exclusively patriarchal hierar-
chy of the church, then the ruling institution. 

One implication of conflict theory, especially when 
linked with labeling theory, is that the power to define 
deviance confers an important degree of social con-
trol. Social control agents are those who regulate and 
administer the response to deviance, such as the police 
and mental health workers. Members of powerless 
groups may be defined as deviant for even the slight-
est infraction against social norms, whereas others may 
be free to behave in deviant ways without consequence. 
Oppressed groups may actually engage in more devi-
ant behavior, but it is also true that they have a greater 
likelihood of being labeled deviant and incarcerated 
or institutionalized, whether or not they have actually 
committed an offense. This is evidence of the power 
wielded by social control agents. 

When powerful groups hold stereotypes about 
other groups, the less powerful people are frequently 
assigned deviant labels. As a consequence, the least 
powerful groups in society are subject most often to 
social control. You can see this in the patterns of arrest 
data. All else being equal, poor people are more likely 
to be considered criminals and therefore are more 
likely to be arrested, convicted, and imprisoned than 
middle- and upper-class people. The same is true of 
Latinos, Native Americans, and African Americans. 
Sociologists point out that this does not necessarily 
mean that these groups are somehow more criminally 
prone; rather, they take it as partial evidence of the 
differential treatment of these groups by the criminal 
justice system. 

Conflict Theory: Strengths and Weaknesses.  
The strength of conflict theory is its insight into the 
significance of power relationships in the definition, 
identification, and handling of deviance. It links the 
commission, perception, and treatment of crime to 
inequality in society and offers a powerful analysis 
of how the injustices of society produce crime and 
result in different systems of justice for disadvantaged 
and privileged groups. This theory is not without its 
weaknesses, however, and critics point out that laws 
protect most people, not just the affluent, as conflict 
theorists argue.

In addition, although conflict theory offers a pow-
erful analysis of the origins of crime, it is less effective 
in explaining other forms of deviance. For example, 
how would conflict theorists explain the routine devi-
ance of middle-class adolescents? They might point out 
that consumer marketing drives much of middle-class 
deviance. Profits are made from the accoutrements of 
deviance—rings in pierced eyebrows, “gangsta” rap 
music, and so on—but economic interests alone can-
not explain all the deviance observed in society. As 
Durkheim argued, deviance is functional for the whole 
of society, not just those with a major stake in the  
economic system. 
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Symbolic Interaction Theories 
of Deviance 
Whereas functionalist and conflict theories are mac-
rosociological theories, certain microsociological theo-
ries of deviance look directly at the interactions people 
have with one another as the origin of social deviance. 
Symbolic interaction theory holds that people behave 
as they do because of the meanings people attribute to 
situations. This perspective emphasizes the meanings 
surrounding deviance, as well as how people respond 
to those meanings. Symbolic interaction emphasizes 
that deviance originates in the interaction between dif-
ferent groups and is defined by society’s reaction to cer-
tain behaviors. 

Symbolic interactionist theories of deviance 
originated in the perspective of the Chicago School 
of Sociology. W. I. Thomas (1863–1947), one of the 
early sociologists from the University of Chicago, was 
among the first to develop a sociological perspective 
on social deviance. Thomas explained deviance as 
a normal response to the social conditions in which 
people find themselves. Thomas was one of the first 
to argue that delinquency was caused by the social 
disorganization brought on by slum life and urban 
industrialism. He saw deviance as a problem of social 
conditions, less so of individual character or individ-
ual personality. 

Differential Association Theory. Thomas’s work 
laid the foundation for a classic theory of deviance: dif-
ferential association theory. Differential association 
theory, a type of symbolic interaction theory, interprets 
deviance, including criminal behavior, as behavior one 
learns through interaction with others (Sutherland and 
Cressey 1978; Sutherland 1940). Edwin Sutherland 
argued that becoming a criminal or a juvenile delin-
quent is a matter of learning criminal ways within the 
primary groups to which one belongs. To Sutherland, 
people become criminals when they are more strongly 
socialized to break the law than to obey it. Differential 
association theory emphasizes the interaction people 
have with their peers and others in their environment. 
Those who “differentially associate” with delinquents, 
deviants, or criminals learn to value deviance. The 
greater the frequency, duration, and intensity of their 
immersion in deviant environments, the more likely it 
is that they will become deviant. 

Consider the case of cheating on college tests and 
assignments. Students learn from others about the 
culture of cheating, namely that because everyone 
does it, cheating is okay. Students also share the best 
ways to cheat without getting caught. Students, who 
would ordinarily not engage in criminal or unethical 
behavior, are socialized to become cheaters them-
selves. Sociologists found that students who were told 

by another student in the room how to cheat on a word 
memorization experiment were much more likely to 
do it (Paternoster et al. 2013). Differential association 
theory offers a compelling explanation for how devi-
ance is culturally transmitted—that is, people pass 
on deviant expectations through the social groups in 
which they interact. 

Critics of differential association theory have 
argued that this perspective tends to blame deviance on 
the values of particular groups. Differential association 
has been used, for instance, to explain the higher rate of 
crime among the poor and working class, arguing that 
this higher rate of crime occurs because they do not 
share the values of the middle class. Such an explana-
tion, critics say, is class biased, because it overlooks the 
deviance that occurs in the middle-class culture and 
among elites. Disadvantaged groups may share the val-
ues of the middle class but cannot necessarily achieve 
them through legitimate means.

Deviance: The Importance of Labels. Labeling 
theory is a branch of symbolic interaction theory that 
interprets the responses of others as the most signifi-
cant factor in understanding how deviant behavior is 
both created and sustained (Becker 1963). The work of 
labeling theorists such as Becker stems from the work 
of W. I. Thomas, who wrote, “If men define situations as 
real, they are real in their consequences” (Thomas and 
Thomas 1928: 572). A label is the assignment or attach-
ment of a deviant identity to a person by others, includ-
ing by agents of social institutions. People’s reactions, 
not the action itself, produce deviance as a result of the 
labeling process. 

Linked with conflict theory, labeling theory shows 
how those with the power to label an act or a person 
deviant and to impose sanctions—such as police, court 
officials, school authorities, experts, teachers, and offi-
cial agents of social institutions—wield great power 
in determining societal understandings of deviance. 
Furthermore, because deviants are handled through 
bureaucratic organizations, the workers within these 
bureaucracies “process” people according to rules 
and procedures, seldom questioning the basis for  
those rules. 

Once the label is applied, it sticks, and it is difficult 
for a person labeled deviant to shed the label—namely, 
to recover a nondeviant identity. To give an example, 
once a social worker or psychiatrist labels clients as 
mentally ill, those people will be treated as mentally 
ill, regardless of their actual mental state. In a kind of 
“catch-22,” when people labeled as mentally ill plead 
that they are indeed mentally sound, this is taken as 
evidence that they are, in fact, mentally ill! 

A person need not have actually engaged in deviant 
behavior to be labeled deviant and for that label to stick. 
Labeling theory helps explain why convicts released 
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from prison have such high rates of recidivism (return 
to criminal activities). Convicted criminals are formally 
and publicly labeled wrongdoers. They are treated with 
suspicion ever afterward and have great difficulty find-
ing legitimate employment: The label “ex-con” defines 
their future options. 

Former inmates struggle to find employment after 
release from prison, especially if the person is male and 
Black or Hispanic. Sociologist Devah Pager has shown 
this clearly through her research. Pager (2007) had pre-
trained role-players pose as ex-cons looking for a job. 
These role-players went into the job market and were 
interviewed for various jobs; all of them used the same 
preset script during the interview. The idea of the study 
was to see how many of them would be invited back for 
another interview. The results were staggering: Blacks 
who were not ex-cons were less likely to be invited back 
for a job interview than were Whites who were ex-cons, 
even though White ex-cons were not invited back in 
large numbers. All ex-cons had trouble being invited 
back, but even more so for Black and Hispanic ex-cons. 
So the effect of race alone exceeded the effect of incar-
ceration alone. These upsetting differences could not 
be attributed to differences in interaction displayed 
during the interview, because everyone used the exact 
same prepared script. 

The prison system in the United States also shows 
the power of labeling theory. Prisons, in effect, train 
and socialize prisoners into a career of secondary 

deviance. (See the box, “Doing Sociological Research: 
The Rich Get Richer and the Poor Get Prison.") Reiman 
(2012) argues that the goal of the prison system is not to 
reduce crime but to impress upon the public that crime 
is inevitable, originating only from the lower classes. 
Prisons accomplish this, even if unintentionally, by 
demeaning prisoners and stigmatizing them as differ-
ent from “decent citizens,” not training them in market-
able skills. As a consequence, these people will never be 
able to pay their debt to society, and the prison system 
has created the very behavior it intended to eliminate. 

Labeling theory suggests that deviance refers 
not just to something one does but to something one 
becomes. Deviant identity is the definition a person 
has of himself or herself as a deviant. Most often, devi-
ant identities emerge over time (Simon 2011; Lemert 
1972). A person addicted to drugs, for example, may 
not think of herself as a junkie until she realizes she no 
longer has nonusing friends. The formation of a devi-
ant identity, like other identities, involves a process of 
social transformation in which a new self-image and 
new public definition of a person emerge. This is a pro-
cess that involves how people view deviants and how 
deviants view themselves. 

A social stigma is an attribute that is socially deval-
ued and discredited. Some stigmas result in people 
being labeled deviant. The experiences of people who 
are disabled, disfigured, or in some other way stigma-
tized are studied in much the same way as other forms 

Research Question: Jeffrey Reiman and 
Paul Leighton (2012) have studied U.S. 
prisons by asking: (1) What happens in 
prisons? and (2) What are the percep-
tions of prisons held by those in society? 

Research Method: Reiman and Leighton 
used field research in prisons to answer 
these questions. 

Research Results: The researchers 
found that the prison system in the 
United States, instead of serving as a 
way to rehabilitate criminals, is in effect 
designed to train and socialize inmates 
into a career of crime. It is also designed 
in such a way as to assure the public 
that crime is a threat primarily from 
the poor and that it originates at the 
lower rungs of society. Prisons contain 

The Rich Get Richer and the Poor Get Prison
elements that seem designed to accom-
plish this view. 

Conclusions and Implications: One can 
“construct” a prison that ends up looking 
like a U.S. prison. First, continue to label 
as criminal those who engage in crimes 
that have no unwilling victim, such as 
prostitution or gambling. Second, give 
prosecutors and judges broad discretion 
to arrest, convict, and sentence based 
on appearance, dress, race, and appar-
ent social class. Third, treat prisoners 
in a painful and demeaning manner, as 
one might treat children. Fourth, make 
certain that prisoners are not trained in 
a marketable skill that would be useful 
upon their release. And, finally, assure 
that prisoners will forever be labeled and 

stigmatized as different from “decent 
citizens,” even after they have paid their 
debt to society. Once an ex-con, always 
an ex-con. One has thus just socially 
constructed a U.S. prison, an institution 
that will continue to generate the very 
thing that it claims to eliminate. 

Questions to Consider

1. In your own opinion, how accurate 
is this “construction” of the U.S. 
prison? Do you know anyone who 
is currently in or recently in prison? 
Interview them and get their opinion. 

2. How persistent in the coming years 
do you think this vision of the U.S. 
prison system will be?

Sources: Reiman, Jeffrey H., and Paul Leighton. 
2012. The Rich Get Richer and the Poor 
Get Prison, 10th ed. Upper Saddle River, 
NJ: Pearson.

doing sociological research
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of social deviance. Like other deviants, people with stig-
mas are stereotyped and defined only in terms of their 
presumed deviance. 

Think, for example, of how people in a wheelchair 
are treated in society. Their disability can become a 
master status (see Chapter 5), a characteristic of a 
person that overrides all other features of the person’s 
identity (Goffman 1963). Physical disability can become 
a master status when other people see the disability as 
the defining feature of the person. People with a par-
ticular stigma are often all seen to be alike. This may 
explain why stigmatized individuals of high visibility 
are often expected to represent the whole group. 

People who suddenly become disabled often 
have the alarming experience of their new master sta-
tus rapidly erasing their former identity. People they 
know may treat and see them differently. A master sta-
tus may also prevent people from seeing other parts of 
a person. A person with a disability may be assumed 
to have no meaningful sex life, for example, even if 
the disability is unrelated to sexual ability or desire. 
Sociologists have argued that the negative judgments 
about people with stigmas tend to confirm the “usu-
alness” of others (Goffman 1963). For example, when 
welfare recipients are stigmatized as lazy and unde-
serving of social support, others are indirectly pro-
moted as industrious and deserving. Stigmatized 
individuals are thus measured against a presumed 
norm and may be labeled, stereotyped, and discrimi-
nated against. 

Sometimes, people with stigmas bond with others, 
perhaps even strangers. This can involve an acknowl-
edgment of kinship or affiliation that can be as subtle 
as an understanding look, a greeting that makes a 

connection between two people, or a favor extended to 
a stranger who the person sees as sharing the presumed 
stigma. Public exchanges are common between various 
groups that share certain forms of disadvantage, such 
as people with disabilities, lesbians and gays, or mem-
bers of other minority groups.

The strength of labeling theory is its recognition 
that the judgments people make about presumably 
deviant behavior have powerful social effects. Label-
ing theory does not, however, explain why deviance 
occurs in the first place. It may illuminate the conse-
quences of a young man’s violent behavior, but it does 
not explain the actual origins of the behavior. Labeling 
theory helps us understand how some are considered 
deviant while others are not, but it does not explain 
why some people initially engage in deviant behaviors 
and others do not. 

Deviant Careers and Communities. In the ordi-
nary context of work, a career is the sequence of 
movements a person makes through different posi-
tions in an occupational system (Becker 1963). A 
deviant career—a direct outgrowth of the labeling 
process—is the sequence of movements people make 
through a particular subculture of deviance. Deviant 
careers can be studied sociologically, like any other 
career. Within deviant careers, people are social-
ized into new “occupational” roles, and are encour-
aged, both materially and psychologically, to engage 
in deviant behavior. The concept of a deviant career 
emphasizes that there is a progression through devi-
ance: Deviants are recruited, given or denied rewards, 
and promoted or demoted. As with legitimate careers, 
deviant careers involve an evolution in the person’s 
identity, values, and commitment over time. Deviants, 
like other careerists, may have to demonstrate their 
commitment to the career to their superiors, perhaps 
by passing certain tests, such as when a gang expects 
new members to commit a crime, perhaps even shoot 
someone. 

Within deviant careers, rites of passage may bring 
increased social status among peers. Punishments 
administered by the authorities may even become 
badges of honor within a deviant community. Similarly, 
labeling a teenager as a “bad kid” for poor behavior in 
school may actually encourage the behavior to continue 
because the juvenile may take this as a sign of success 
as a deviant. 

The preceding discussion continues to indicate an 
important sociological point: Deviant behavior is not 
just the behavior of maladjusted individuals; it often 
takes place within a group context and involves group 
response. Some groups are actually organized around 
particular forms of social deviance; these are called 
deviant communities (Mizruchi 1983; Blumer 1969; 
Erikson 1966; Becker 1963). 

Extensive tattooing is regarded by many as deviant, although 
it may seem perfectly ordinary in the context of some  
peer groups.
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Some deviance develops in deviant communities, such as the 
neo-nazis/“skinheads” shown marching here. Such right-
wing extremist groups have increased significantly in recent 
years, as monitored by the Southern Poverty Law Center.
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Like subcultures and countercultures, deviant 
communities maintain their own values, norms, and 
rewards for deviant behavior. Joining a deviant com-
munity closes one off from conventional society and 
tends to solidify deviant careers because the devi-
ant individual receives rewards and status from the 
in-group. Disapproval from the out-group may only 
enhance one’s status within. Deviant communities also 
create a worldview that solidifies the deviant identity 
of their members. They may develop symbolic systems 
such as emblems, forms of dress, publications, and 
other symbols that promote their identity as a deviant 
group. Gangs wear their “colors,” and skinheads have 
their insignia and music. Both are examples of deviant 
communities. Ironically, subcultural norms and values 
reinforce the deviant label both inside and outside the 
deviant group, thereby reinforcing the deviant behavior. 

Some deviant communities are organized spe-
cifically to provide support to those in presumed 

deviant categories. Groups such as Alcoholics Anony-
mous, Weight Watchers, and various twelve-step pro-
grams help those identified as deviant overcome their 
deviant behavior. These groups, which can be quite 
effective, accomplish their mission by encouraging 
members to accept their deviant identity as the first 
step to recovery. 

Crime and Criminal 
Justice
The concept of deviance in sociology is a broad one, 
encompassing many forms of behavior—legal and 
illegal, ordinary and unusual. Crime is one form of 
deviance, specifically, behavior that violates particu-
lar criminal laws. Not all deviance is crime. Deviance 
becomes crime when institutions of society designate it 
as violating a law or laws. 

Criminology is the study of crime from a scien-
tific perspective. Criminologists include social sci-
entists such as sociologists who stress the societal 
causes and treatment of crime. All the theoretical 
perspectives on deviance that we examined ear-
lier contribute to our understanding of crime (see 
◆ Table 7.2). According to the functionalist perspec-
tive, crime may be necessary to hold society together. 
By singling out criminals as socially deviant, others 
are defined as good. The nightly reporting of crime 
on television is a demonstration of this sociological 
function of crime. Conflict theory suggests that disad-
vantaged groups are more likely to become criminal. 
Conflict theory also sees the well-to-do as better able 
to hide their crimes and less likely to be punished. 
Symbolic interaction helps us understand how peo-
ple learn to become criminals or come to be accused 
of criminality, even when they may be innocent. Each 
perspective traces criminal behavior to social condi-
tions rather than only to the intrinsic tendencies or 
personalities of individuals. 

 ◆ Table 7.2 Sociological Theories of Crime

Functionalist Theory Symbolic Interaction Theory Conflict Theory

Societies require a certain level of  
crime in order to clarify norms.

Crime is behavior that is learned  
through social interaction.

The lower the social class, the more the  
individual is forced into criminality.

Crime results from social structural 
strains (such as class inequality)  
within society.

Labeling criminals and stigmatizing  
them tends to reinforce rather than  
deter crime.

inequalities in society by race, class, gender, 
and other forces tend to produce criminal 
activity.

Crime may be functional to society,  
thus difficult to eradicate.

institutions with the power to label,  
such as prisons, actually produce  
rather than lessen crime.

Reducing social inequality in society is  
likely to reduce crime.

© Cengage Learning

Some deviance develops in deviant communities, such as the 
neo-nazis/“skinheads” shown marching here. Such right-
wing extremist groups have increased significantly in recent 
years, as monitored by the Southern Poverty Law Center.
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Measuring Crime: How Much 
Is There? 
Is crime increasing in the United States? One would cer-
tainly think so from watching the media. Images of vio-
lent crime abound and give the impression that crime 
is a constant threat and is on the rise. Data about crime 
come from the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) 
based on reports from police departments across the 
nation. The data are distributed annually in the  Uniform 
Crime Reports and are the basis for official reports 
about the extent of crime and its rise and fall over time. 
Although media coverage of crime has remained high 
and about the same, data on crime actually show that 
violent crime peaked in 1990, but decreased through the 
1990s and has continued to decline through 2013 (see 
▲ Figure 7.2). The officially reported rate of assault and 
robbery has decreased, although rape and murder have 
remained roughly the same. 

A second major source of crime data is the National 
Crime Victimization Surveys published by the Bureau of 
Justice Statistics in the U.S. Department of Justice. These 
data are based on surveys in which national samples of 
people are periodically asked if they have been the vic-
tims of one or more criminal acts. These surveys clearly 
show that the likelihood of being a victim of crime is 
influenced by one’s race, gender, and social class. 

Both of these sources of data—the Uniform Crime 
Reports and the National Crime Victimization Surveys—
are subject to the problem of underreporting. About 
half to two-thirds of all crimes may not be reported to 
police, meaning that much crime never shows up in the 
official statistics. Rape is particularly known to be vastly 
underreported. Victims may be reluctant to report for a 
variety of reasons, including that the police will not take 
the rape seriously, especially if the assailant was known 
to the victim. Also, the victim may not want to undergo 
the continued stress of an investigation and trial. 

A Problem with Official Statistics. Official statis-
tics on crime are important for describing the extent of 
crime and various patterns in the perpetration and vic-
timization by crime. You have to be cautious, however, 
in relying on these official reports because of the logic 
of labeling theory. Recall that labeling theorists would 
see crime statistics as produced by those with the power 
to assign labels. Reported rates of deviant behavior are, 
like crime itself, the product of social behavior. 

Official statistics are produced by people in various 
agencies (police, courts, and other bureaucratic orga-
nizations). These people define, classify, and record 
 certain behaviors as falling into the category of crime—
or not. Labeling theorists think that official rates of 
crime (and deviance) do not necessarily reflect the 
actual commission of crime; instead, the official rates 
reflect social judgments. 

In an interesting example, in the aftermath of the 
terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center in 2001, offi-
cials debated whether to count the deaths of thousands 
as murder or as a separate category of terrorism. The 
decision would change the official murder rate in New 
York City that year. In the end, these deaths were not 
counted in the murder rate. That is a unique example, 
but an ongoing example is the official reporting of rape. 
Research finds that the police are less likely to “count” 
some rapes, such as those in which the victim is a pros-
titute, was drunk at the time of the assault, or had a pre-
vious relationship with the assailant. Rapes resulting in 
the victim’s death are classified as homicides and thus 
do not appear in the official statistics on rape. 

Types of Crime
When people think of crime, they may imagine a stereo-
typical criminal—someone who is a stranger, someone 
who randomly assaults you, or someone who commits 
a quick street crime, like a mugging. Stereotypes about 
crime, however, hide the many different kinds of crime 
committed—and the characteristics of those who com-
mit them. The different types of crime reveal various 
social patterns in the commission of crime and victim-
ization by crime, little of which is random as the stereo-
type suggests.
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▲ figure 7.2 violent Crime in the United States, 
1995–2013 This graph shows that, despite many news 
stories about violent crime, the rates of violent crimes have 
gone down since 1995.
Source: Federal Bureau of Investigation. 2013. Crime in the United States 
2013. Washington, DC: Federal Bureau of Investigation. www.fbi.gov
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Personal and Property Crimes. The Uniform 
Crime Reports report something called the crime 
index. The crime index includes the violent crimes of 
murder, manslaughter, rape, robbery, and aggravated 
assault, plus property crimes of burglary, larceny theft, 
and motor vehicle theft. The crime index includes 
both personal crimes (violent or nonviolent crimes 
directed against people, including murder, aggravated 
assault, forcible rape, and robbery) and property crimes 
(those involving theft of property without threat of 
bodily harm, such as burglary, larceny, auto theft, and 
arson). Property crimes are the most frequent criminal 
infractions. 

Debunking Society’s Myths←
Myth: Crimes, especially very violent ones, are committed 
by people who are mentally ill. 
Sociological Perspective: People are often shocked 
when someone who may live near them commits a violent 
crime; “He seemed so normal,” they typically say. This 
reaction shows how much the public believes crime and 
deviance to be the behavior of poorly adjusted people, 
but sociologists find clear patterns in the commission of 
crime. violent crime, for example, is most likely commit-
ted by someone who knows the victim, probably well. 
Most crime is not random (Best 1999).

Hate Crimes. Hate crime is a relatively new official 
category of crime, although hate crimes have certainly 
been committed throughout the nation’s history. 
Lynching, vandalism of synagogues, and the assault of 
gay people are not new, but the formal reporting of hate 
crime did not begin until 1980. Now the U.S. Congress, 
via the FBI, defines hate crime as a criminal offense 
that is motivated in whole or part by bias against a 
“race, religion, disability, ethnic origin, or sexual ori-
entation” (www.fbi.gov). This form of crime has been 
increasing in recent years, especially against gays and 
lesbians, but also because of the ability now to report 
and then track such heinous acts. The vast majority of 
hate crimes are committed by White offenders—or, in 
many cases, unknown offenders. More than half of all 
reported hate crimes are committed against people 
because of race or ethnicity; 20 percent are based on 
sexual orientation of the victim; and another 20 per-
cent are based on religion (Federal Bureau of Investi-
gation 2012). 

Human Trafficking. Human trafficking has long 
played a role in the national and international econ-
omy. Slavery, for example, is a pernicious example of 
human trafficking, but this is a crime that continues 
in various forms. The FBI defines human trafficking 
as compelling or coercing a person to engage in some 
form of labor, service, or commercial sex. Sometimes 

The media routinely drive home two 
points to the consumer: Violent crime is 
always high and may be increasing over 
time, and there is much random violence 
constantly around us. The media bom-
bard us with stories of “wilding,” in which 
bands of youths kill random victims. 
Many of us think road rage is extensive 
(which it is not) and completely random. 
The media vividly and routinely report 
such occurrences as pointless, random, 
and probably increasing. 

The evidence shows that although 
violent crime in the United States 
increased during the 1970s and 1980s, 
it nonetheless began to decrease in 
1990 and continues to decrease nation-
ally through the present. For example, 
both robbery and physical assaults 

Images of Violent Crime 
have declined dramatically since 1990. 
Yet, according to research (Best 2011, 
2008, 1999; Glassner 1999), the media 
have consistently given a picture that 
violent crime has increased during this 
same period and, furthermore, that 
the violence is completely unpatterned 
and random. 

No doubt there are occasions when 
victims are indeed picked at random. But 
the statistical rule of randomness could 
not possibly explain what has come to 
be called random violence, a vision of 
patternless chaos that is advanced by 
the media. If randomness truly ruled, 
then each of us would have an equal 
chance of being a victim—and of being 
a criminal. This is assuredly not the case. 
The notion of random violence, and 

the notion that it is increasing, ignores 
virtually everything that criminologists, 
psychologists, sociologists, and exten-
sive research studies know about crime: 
It is highly patterned and significantly 
predictable, beyond sheer chance, by 
taking into account the social structure, 
social class, location, race and ethnicity, 
gender, labeling, age, whom one’s family 
members are, and other such variables 
and forces in society that affect both 
criminals and victims. 

The correct central picture, then, 
is clearly not conveyed in the media. 
Some have speculated that the picture 
maintained in the media of increas-
ing crime is simply a tool to increase 
viewer ratings. Criminal violence is not 
increasing though, but decreasing, and 
it is not random, but highly patterned 
and predictable. 

a sociological eye on the media
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the coercion is overtly physical, but it can also be psy-
chological and subtle, such as a pimp who recruits 
prostitutes into a network of sex work by initially seem-
ing to be a boyfriend. Undocumented immigrants are 
particularly prone to trafficking as they are a very vul-
nerable population. Children are also among some 
of the most vulnerable, especially when coming from 
war-torn regions. Estimates of the extent of human 
trafficking are difficult to come by, but in 2013, the U.S. 
State Department identified nearly 45,000 victims. One 
of the problems in getting accurate data is not only the 
covert nature of this crime, but also lack of uniformity 
in how nations tabulate known cases (U.S. Department 
of State 2014).

Gender-Based Violence. Gender-based violence is 
the term used to describe the various forms of violence 
that are associated with unequal power relationships 
between men and women. Gender-based violence 
takes many forms, including, but not limited to rape, 
domestic violence, sexual abuse and incest, stalking, 
and more. Although both men and women can be vic-
tims of gender-based violence, it far more frequently 
victimizes women and girls (Bloom 2008). 

For all women, victimization by rape is probably the 
greatest fear. Although rape is the most underreported 
crime, even with underreporting, the FBI estimates that 
one rape occurs in the United States every 6.6 minutes 
(Federal Bureau of Investigation 2013). 

Recently, the nation has focused its attention on 
the widespread phenomenon of campus rape, also 
referred to as sexual assault. Acquaintance rape is that 
committed by an acquaintance or someone the victim 
has just met. The extent of acquaintance rape is diffi-
cult to measure. The Bureau of Justice Statistics finds 
that 3 percent of college women experience rape or 
attempted rape in a given college year, and 13 percent 
report being stalked (Fisher et al. 2000). Acquaintance 
rape is linked to men’s acceptance of various rape 
myths, such as believing that a woman’s “no” means 
“yes.” Excessive drinking also increases one’s chances 
of being raped during campus parties. Some campus 
cultures and environments are especially likely to put 
women at risk of rape, particularly in some all-male 
groups and organizations, especially those organized 
around hierarchy, secrecy among “brothers,” and loy-
alty, which create an atmosphere where rape can occur. 
This can help you understand why different organiza-
tions, such as some fraternities, sports teams, churches, 
and military schools, have high rates of rape (Langton 
and Sinozich 2014; Martin and Hummer 1989).

Sociologists have argued that the causes of rape lie 
in women’s status in society—that women are treated 
as sexual objects for men’s pleasure. The relationship 
between women’s status and rape is also reflected 
in data revealing who is most likely to become a rape 

victim. African American women, Latinas, and poor 
women have the highest likelihood of being raped, 
as do women who are single, divorced, or separated. 
Young women are also more likely to be rape victims 
than older women (U.S. Bureau of Justice Statistics 
2013). Sociologists interpret these patterns to mean that 
the most powerless women are also most subject to this 
form of violence.

Identity Theft. A new type of crime has also 
emerged in the context of the technological revo-
lution that is changing daily habits. Identity theft is 
defined as the use of someone else’s personal identi-
fying information, usually for purposes of some kind 
of fraud  (Allison et al. 2005). The cost of such crimes 
is staggering:  Estimates are that financial losses to 
individual victims total about five billion dollars per 
year. Corporate losses are even greater—47 billion 
dollars a year (Holt and Turner 2012; Federal Trade 
 Commission 2003). Not surprisingly, individuals who 
use the Internet for routine activities, such as banking, 
email, and instant messaging, are about 50 percent 
more likely to be victims of identity theft than others. 
Online  shopping increases risk by about 30 percent. 
Men, older people, and those with higher incomes are 
most likely to experience victimization from identity 
theft (Reyns 2013). 

Victimless Crimes. Victimless crimes are those that 
violate laws but where there is no complainant. Vic-
timless crimes include various illicit activities, such as 
gambling, illegal drug use, and prostitution. Although 
there is no victim per se, there is clearly some degree 
of victimization in such crimes: Some researchers see 
prostitution, in many instances, as containing at least 
one victim because of the consequences for one’s 
health, safety, and well-being through participation in 
such activities. Enforcement of these crimes is typically 
not as rigorous as enforcement of crimes against people 
or property. 

Elite and White-Collar Crime. The term white- 
collar crime refers to criminal activities by people of 
high social status who commit crime in the context 
of their occupation (Sutherland and Cressey 1978). 
White-collar crime includes activities such as embez-
zlement (stealing funds from one’s employer), involve-
ment in illegal stock manipulations (insider trading), 
and a variety of violations of income tax law, including 
tax evasion. Until very recently, white- collar crime sel-
dom generated great public concern, far less than the 
concern about street crime. In terms of total dollars, 
however, white-collar crime is even more consequen-
tial for society. Scandals involving prominent white-
collar criminals have come to the public eye more 
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frequently, such as during the recession of 2008, which 
many say resulted from very risky financial practices 
and excessive borrowing by the nation’s banks and on 
Wall Street.

Corporate Crime. Corporate crime is wrongdo-
ing that occurs within the context of a formal organi-
zation or bureaucracy that is actually sanctioned by 
the norms and operating principles of the bureau-
cracy (Simon 2011). This can occur within any kind of 
 organization—corporate, educational, governmental, 
or religious. Sociological studies of corporate crime 
show that it is embedded in the ongoing and routine 
activities of organizations (Ermann and Lundman 
2001). Individuals within the organization may par-
ticipate in the behavior with little awareness that their 
behavior is illegitimate. In fact, their actions are likely 
to be defined as in the best interests of the organiza-
tion—business as usual. New members who enter the 
organization learn to comply with the organizational 
expectations or leave. 

One of the most upsetting recent examples of mas-
sive corporate malfeasance involved a world-famous 
and time-honored American institution: the Johnson 
and Johnson Co., manufacturer of medical supplies 
such as bandages, baby oil, and artificial limbs. The 
company is the manufacturer of the now infamous 
DePuy artificial hip joint, adopted by thousands since 
2005 to replace their own failing hip joints (Meier 2013). 
It turns out that Johnson and Johnson executives knew 
years before they officially recalled the faulty DePuy arti-
ficial hip joint in 2010 that it had a deadly design flaw. 
In the interest of maintaining high profits, the company 
deliberately concealed evidence of the design flaw 
from physicians, patients, and their families.  Evidently, 
the wish to maintain high profits exceeded the wish 
to make the patients well and to save their lives. Con-
sultants and medical researchers discovered the flaw 
several years before Johnson and Johnson recalled the 
DePuy joint, yet company executives totally ignored 
these research results. The company eventually reached 
a settlement with the thousands of victims, having to 
pay out four billion dollars for damages caused by this  
corporate crime. 

Organized Crime. The structure of crime and crimi-
nal activity in the United States often takes on an orga-
nized, almost institutional character. This is crime in 
the form of mob activity and racketeering, known as 
organized crime. Organized crime is crime committed 
by structured groups typically involving the provision 
of illegal goods and services to others. Organized crime 
syndicates are typically stereotyped as the Mafia, but 
the term can refer to any group that exercises control 
over large illegal enterprises, such as the drug trade, 

illegal gambling, prostitution, weapons smuggling, or 
money laundering. These organized crime syndicates 
are often based on racial, ethnic, or family ties, with dif-
ferent groups dominating and replacing each other in 
different criminal “industries,” at different periods in 
U.S. history. 

A key concept in sociological studies of organized 
crime is that these industries are organized along the 
same lines as legitimate businesses; indeed, organized 
crime has taken on a corporate form. There are likely 
senior partners who control the profits of the business, 
workers who manage and provide the labor for the busi-
ness, and clients who buy the services that organized 
crime provides. In-depth studies of the organized crime 
underworld are difficult, owing to its secretive nature 
and dangers. 

Terrorism. The FBI includes terrorism in its defini-
tion of crime, defining it as “the unlawful use of force 
or violence against persons or property to intimidate 
or coerce a government, the civilian population, or any 
segment thereof, in furtherance of political or social 
objectives” (Federal Bureau of Investigation 2011). Ter-
rorism crosses national borders, and to understand it 
requires a global perspective. Terrorism is also linked to 
other forms of international crime. It is suspected that 
profits from international drug trade fund the terrorist 
organization al Qaeda.

One of the most frightening things about terrorism 
as a crime is that its victims, unlike most other crime, 
may be somewhat randomly targeted. Suicide bomb-
ers or other armed attackers may select particular 
groups because of their identification with the West or 
because they are associated with Jewish people. This is 
what happened in Paris, in 2015, when terrorists who 
were possibly associated with the terrorist group ISIS 
(Islamic State in Iraq and Syria) attacked and slaugh-
tered at least seventeen people in a kosher market and 
in the offices of a satirical magazine. 

Race, Class, Gender, and Crime 
Arrest data show a very clear pattern of differential 
arrests along lines of race, gender, and class. A key 
question is whether this pattern reflects actual differ-
ences in the commission of crime by different groups 
or whether it reflects differential treatment by the 
criminal justice system. The answer is “both.” Pros-
ecution by the criminal justice system is significantly 
related to patterns of race, gender, and class inequal-
ity. We see this in the bias of official arrest statistics, in 
treatment by the police, in patterns of sentencing, and 
in studies of imprisonment. 

Arrest statistics show a strong correlation between 
social class and crime, the poor being more likely than 
others to be arrested for crimes. Does this mean that 
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the poor commit more crimes? To some extent, yes, 
as unemployment and poverty are related to crime 
 (Reiman and Leighton 2012). And the reason is simple: 
Those who are economically deprived often see no 
alternative to crime, as Merton’s structural strain theory 
would predict. 

Moreover, law enforcement is concentrated in 
lower-income and minority areas. People who are bet-
ter off are further removed from police scrutiny and 
better able to hide their crimes. When and if white-
collar criminals are prosecuted and convicted, they 
tend to receive somewhat lighter sentences. Middle- 
and upper-income people may be perceived as being 
less in need of imprisonment because they likely have 
a job and high-status people to testify for their good 
character. White-collar crime is simply perceived as 
less threatening than crimes by the poor. Class also 
predicts who most likely will be victimized by crime, 
with those at the highest ends of the socioeconomic 
scale least likely to be victims of violent crime (Barak 
et al. 2015). 

Bearing in mind the factors that affect the official 
rates of arrest and conviction—bias of official statis-
tics, the influence of powerful individuals, discrimina-
tion in patterns of arrest, differential policing—there 
remains evidence that the actual commission of crime 
varies by race. Why? Sociologists find a compelling 
explanation in social structural conditions. Racial 
minority groups are far more likely than Whites to be 
poor, unemployed, and living in single-parent fami-
lies. These social facts are all predictors of a higher rate 
of crime. Note, too, as ▲ Figure 7.3 shows, that African 
Americans and Hispanics are generally more likely to 
be victimized by crime. 

Recently, women’s participation in crime has been 
increasing, the result of several factors. Women are 
now more likely to be employed in jobs that present 

opportunities for crimes, such as property theft, embez-
zlement, and fraud. Violent crime by women has also 
increased notably since the early 1980s, possibly 
because the images that women have of themselves are 
changing, making new behaviors possible. Most sig-
nificant, crime by women is related to their continuing 
disadvantaged status in society. Just as crime is linked 
to socioeconomic status for men, so is it for women 
(Belknap 2001). 

Women are somewhat less likely than men to be 
victimized by crime, with the exception of gender-
based crimes, although this varies significantly by 
race and age. Black women are more likely than White 
women to be victims of assault; young Black women 
are especially vulnerable. Divorced, separated, and 
single women are more likely than married women to 
be crime victims. 

The Criminal Justice System: 
Police, Courts, and the Law 
Whether in the police station, the courts, or prison, the 
factors of race, class, and gender are highly influential 
in the administration of justice in this society. Those 
in the most disadvantaged groups are more likely to 
be defined and identified as deviant independently of 
their behavior and, having encountered these systems 
of authority, are more likely to be detained and arrested, 
found guilty, and punished. 

Debunking Society’s Myths←
Myth: The criminal justice system treats all people 
according to the neutral principles of law.
Sociological Perspective: Race, class, and gender 
continue to have an influential role in the administration 
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of justice. For example, even when convicted of the 
same crime as Whites, african american and Latino 
male defendants with the same prior arrest record as 
Whites are more likely to be arrested, sentenced, and to 
be  sentenced for longer terms than White defendants 
(Brame et al. 2014). 

The Policing of Minorities. There is little question 
that minority communities are policed more heavily 
than White neighborhoods. For middle-class Whites, the  
presence of the police is generally reassuring, but for 
African Americans and Latinos, an encounter with a 
police officer can be terrifying. African American par-
ents of young boys have to routinely have “the talk” to 
instruct young boys in protecting themselves from the 
dangers a police encounter can bring, even when the 
child is completely innocent of any wrongdoing. This 
has been vividly seen by the public in the aftermath of 
the shooting of young Michael Brown by a police offi-
cer in Ferguson, Missouri. Brown’s death at the hands 
of a police shooting is not the only example, however, 
as demonstrations throughout the nation have shown 
such as the riots that occurred in Baltimore following 
the police shooting of Freddie Gray. 

Police brutality, of which killing is only the most 
extreme form, refers to the excessive use of force 
by the police. Most cases of police brutality involve 
minority citizens, with usually no penalty for the offi-
cers involved. Sociologists have tested several hypoth-
eses for why this occurs, reaching two conclusions:  
(1) The greater the proportion of minority residents in a 
city, the greater the use of coercive crime control, such 
as police force; and (2) spatially segregated minor-
ity populations are the primary targets of coercive 
crime control (Smith and Holmes 2014). Both condi-
tions exist in Ferguson, Missouri. This research also 
suggests that, to protect minority citizens, we should 
focus on reducing residential segregation, which will 
require better economic opportunities for Black and 
Latino citizens. 

Racial profiling has also come to the public’s atten-
tion, although it is a practice that has a long history.  
Often referred to half in jest by African Americans as 
the offense of “DWB,” or “driving while Black,” racial 
 profiling is the use of race alone as the criterion for 
deciding whether to stop and detain someone on 
suspicion of having committed a crime. Police offi-
cers often argue that they “have no choice,” claim-
ing that racial profiling is justified because a high 
proportion of Blacks and Hispanics commit crimes. 
Although the crime rate for Blacks and Hispanics 
is higher than that of Whites, race is a particularly 
bad basis for suspicion because the vast majority of 
Blacks and Hispanics, like the vast majority of Whites, 

do not commit any crime at all. As evidence of this, 
studies have found that eight out of every ten auto-
mobile searches carried out by state troopers on the 
New Jersey Turnpike over ten years were conducted 
on vehicles driven by Blacks and  Hispanics; the vast 
majority of these searches turned up no evidence of 
contraband or crimes of any sort (Kocieniewski and 
Hanley 2000; Cole 1999). ▲ Figure 7.4 highlights that 
minorities feel they are treated less fairly by police 
officers.

Race and Sentencing. What happens once minor-
ity citizens are arrested for a crime? Bail is set higher 
for African Americans and Latinos than for Whites, and 
minorities have less success with plea bargains. Once 
on trial, minority defendants are found guilty more 
often than White defendants. At sentencing,  African 
Americans and Hispanics are likely to get longer sen-
tences than Whites, even when they have the same 
number of prior arrests and socioeconomic back-
ground as Whites. Young African American men, as 
well as Latinos, are sentenced more harshly than any 
other group, and once sentenced, they are less likely 
to be released on probation (Western 2007, 2014). 
Blacks and Hispanics who have already received the 
death penalty are even more likely to be executed, 
rather than being pardoned or having the execution 
postponed, than are Whites who have committed the 
same crime (Jacobs et al. 2007). Any number of factors 
influences judgments about sentencing, including 
race of the judge, severity of the crime, race of the vic-
tim, and the gender of the defendant, but throughout 

Recent protests highlight the distrust between police and 
african american communities, especially after young Black 
men are killed by police officers.
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these studies, race is shown to consistently matter—
and matter a lot. 

Prisons: Rehabilitation or Mass Incarceration?  
Racial minorities account for more t han half of the 
federal and state male prisoners in the United States 
(Carson 2014). Blacks have the highest rates of impris-
onment, followed by Hispanics, then Native Americans 
and Asians. (Native Americans and Asian Americans 
together are less than one percent of the total prison 
population.) Hispanics are the fastest-growing minor-
ity group in prison. Native Americans, though a small 
proportion of the prison population, are still overrepre-
sented in prisons. In theory, the criminal justice system 
is supposed to be unbiased, able to objectively weigh 
guilt and innocence. The reality is that the criminal jus-
tice system reflects the racial and class stratification and 
biases in society. 

The United States and Russia have the highest 
rate of incarceration in the world. Yet at the same 
time, although the proportions of individuals in the 
prison population have increased over time, there 
has been a recent leveling off. Although it is cer-
tainly true that Blacks and Hispanics commit dis-
proportionately more crime than Asians and Native 

American Indians, it is also true that the structure of 
the U.S. criminal justice system disproportionately 
propels Blacks and Hispanics into prison at a greater 
rate than Whites with the same criminal record. This 
is because unemployment is much higher for Blacks 
and Hispanics. There is mounting evidence, espe-
cially in the aftermath of the Ferguson, Missouri, and 
other police shootings of young, Black teens that fed-
eral and state officials are routinely more hostile to 
people of color than to Whites, whether or not they 
have run afoul of the criminal justice system. More-
over, practices of both the police and the court sys-
tem are highly discriminatory against Black people 
(U.S. Department of Justice 2015). The situation is 
so severe and there are so many minority people in 
prison now that sociologist Bruce Western calls them 
a new color caste in U.S. society—in other words, a 
society unto itself (Western 2007). 

The United States, then, is putting offenders in 
prison at a record pace. Is crime being deterred? Are 
prisoners being rehabilitated? Are Black and Hispanic 
men simply being warehoused—put on a shelf? In 
the end, the mass incarceration of so many citizens 
challenges the fundamental promise of a democratic 
society.

How do sociologists define deviance?
Deviance is behavior that violates norms and rules of 
society. The definition of deviance occurs in a social 
context and is socially constructed, sometimes by the 
actions of social movements. 

What does sociological theory contribute to the 
study of deviance? 
Functionalist theory sees both deviance and crime as 
functional for the society because it affirms what is 
acceptable by defining what is not. Structural strain 

theory, a type of functionalist theory, predicts that 
societal inequalities actually force and compel indi-
viduals into deviant and criminal behavior. Conflict 
theory explains deviance and crime as a consequence 
of unequal power relationships and inequality in soci-
ety. Symbolic interaction theory explains deviance and 
crime as the result of meanings people give to vari-
ous behaviors. Differential association theory, a type 
of symbolic interaction theory, interprets deviance 
as  behavior learned through social interaction with 
other deviants. 

Chapter Summary

Percent saying Blacks in their community are
treated less fairly than Whites…

In the courts

In dealing with
the police
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▲ figure 7.4 a Racial Divide: The 
Criminal Justice System This figure 
shows that, when asked if the criminal 
justice treats Blacks in the community 
less fairly, Blacks and Hispanics are much 
more likely than Whites to think so.
Source: Anderson, Monica. 2014. “Vast Majority 
of Blacks View the Criminal Justice System as 
Unfair.” Pew Research Center. Washington, DC: 
Pew Research Center. www.pewresearch.org
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What is the importance of labeling in the study  
of deviance?
Labeling theory argues that societal reactions to behav-
ior produce deviance, with some groups having more 
power than others to assign deviant labels to people. 
Some groups suffer from stigmas that may define them 
in a master status.

What are deviant careers and communities?
Sometimes people develop deviant careers, that is, a 
sequence of movements people make through a par-
ticular subculture of deviance. Deviance can also occur 
within deviant communities, groups that are organized 
around particular forms of social deviance.

How is the criminal justice system shaped  
by social factors? 
Class disparities exist in both arrest rates and rates 
of victimization. Despite public fears, middle- and 
upper-class Americans face lower risk of being vic-
tims of crime. Minorities and disadvantaged citizens 
are more likely to be both offenders and victims. Gen-
der disparities also exist. At all stages of the criminal 
justice system, from racial profiling to arrest to sen-
tencing to incarceration, Black Americans and His-
panics face a greater risk of prosecution in the criminal 
 justice system. 
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One afternoon in a major U.S. city, two women go shop-
ping. They are friends—wealthy, suburban women 
who shop for leisure. They meet in a gourmet res-

taurant and eat imported foods while discussing their chil-
dren’s private schools. After lunch, they spend the afternoon 
in exquisite stores—some of them large, elegant department 
stores; others, intimate boutiques where the staff knows them 
by name. When one of the women stops to use the bathroom 
in one store, she enters a beautifully furnished room with an 
upholstered chair, a marble sink with brass faucets, fresh flow-
ers on a wooden pedestal, shining mirrors, an ample supply of 
hand towels, and jars of lotion and soaps. The toilet is in a pri-
vate stall with solid doors. In the stall, there is soft toilet paper 
and another small vase of flowers.

The same day, in a different part of town, another woman 
goes shopping. She lives on a marginal income earned as a 
stitcher in a textiles factory. Her daughter badly needs a new 
pair of shoes because she has outgrown last year’s pair. The 
woman goes to a nearby discount store where she hopes to 
find a pair of shoes for under $15, but she dreads the experi-
ence. She knows her daughter would like other new things—a 
bathing suit for the summer, a pair of jeans, and a blouse. But 
this summer, the daughter will have to wear hand-me-downs 
because bills over the winter have depleted the little money 
left after food and rent. For the mother, shopping is not rec-
reation but a bitter chore reminding her of the things she is 
unable to get for her daughter.

While this woman is shopping, she, too, stops to use the 
bathroom. She enters a vast space with sinks and mirrors lined 
up on one side of the room and several stalls on the other. 
The tile floor is gritty and gray. The locks on the stall doors are 
missing or broken. Some of the overhead lights are burned 
out, so the room has dark shadows. In the stall, the toilet 
paper is coarse. When the woman washes her hands, she 
discovers there is no soap in the metal dispensers. The mirror 
before her is cracked. She exits quickly, feeling as though she 
is being watched.

Social Class and Social 
Stratification

●● Explain how class is a 
social structure 

●● Describe the class structure 
of the United States 

●● Identify the different 
components of class 
inequality 

●● Analyze the extent of social 
mobility in the United States 

●● Compare and contrast 
theoretical models of class 
inequality 

●● Investigate the causes 
and consequences of 
U.S. poverty

in this chapter, you will learn to:
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170  CHAPTER 8

Social Differentiation  
and Social Stratification 
All social groups and societies exhibit social differentia-
tion. Status, as we have seen earlier, is a socially defined 
position in a group or society. Different statuses develop 
in any group, organization, or society. Think of a sports 
organization. The players, the owners, the managers, 
the fans, the cheerleaders, and the sponsors all have a 
different status within the organization. Together, they 
constitute a whole social system, one that is marked by 
social differentiation.

Two scenarios, one society. The difference is the mark of a society built upon class inequality. The 
signs are all around you. Think about the clothing you wear. Are some labels worth more than others? Do 
others in your group see the same marks of distinction and status in clothing labels? Do some people you 
know never seem to wear the “right” labels? Whether it is clothing, bathrooms, schools, homes, or access 
to health care, the effect of class inequality is enormous, giving privileges and resources to some and 
leaving others struggling to get by.

Great inequality divides society. Nevertheless, most people think that equal opportunity exists for 
all in the United States. The tendency is to blame individuals for their own failure or attribute success to 
individual achievement. Many think the poor are lazy and do not value work. At the same time, the rich 
are admired for their supposed initiative, drive, and motivation. Neither is an accurate portrayal. There are 
many hardworking individuals who are poor, but they seldom get credit for their effort. At the same time, 
many of the richest people have inherited their wealth or have had access to resources (such as the best 
schools or access to elite networks) that others can barely imagine. 

Observing and analyzing class inequality is fundamental to sociological study. What features of soci-
ety cause different groups to have different opportunities? Why is there such an unequal allocation of 
society’s resources? Sociologists respect individual achievements but have found that the greatest cause 
for disparities in material success is the organization of society. Instead of understanding inequality as the 
result of individual effort, sociologists study the social structural origins of inequality.

→  See for YourSelf ←
Take a shopping trip to different stores and observe the 
appearance of stores serving different economic groups. 
What kinds of bathrooms are there in stores catering to 
middle-class clients? The rich? The working class? The 
poor? Which ones allow the most privacy or provide the 
nicest amenities? What fixtures are in the display areas? 
Are they simply utilitarian with minimal ornamentation, or 
are they opulent displays of consumption? Take detailed 
notes of your observations, and write an analysis of what 
this tells you about social class in the United States.

Social class differences make it seem as if some people are living in two different societies.
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SoCIAl ClASS AnD SoCIAl STRATIfICATIon  171

Status differences can become organized into a 
hierarchical social system. Social stratification is a 
relatively fixed, hierarchical arrangement in society by 
which groups have different access to resources, power, 
and perceived social worth. Social stratification is a sys-
tem of structured social inequality. Again using sports 
as an example, you can see that many of the players earn 
extremely high salaries, although most do not. Those 
who do are among the elite in this system of inequality, 
but the owners control the resources of the teams and 
hold the most power in this system. Sponsors (includ-
ing major corporations and media networks) are the 
economic engines on which this system of stratification 
rests. Fans are merely observers who pay to watch the 
teams play, but the revenue they generate is essential 
for keeping this system intact. Altogether, sports are sys-
tems of stratification because the groups that constitute 

the organization are arranged in a hierarchy where 
some have more resources and power than others. 
Some provide resources; others take them. Even within 
the field of sports, there are huge differences in which 
teams—and which sports—are among the elite.

All societies seem to have a system of social strati-
fication, although they vary in the degree and complex-
ity of stratification. Some societies stratify only along a 
single dimension, such as age, keeping the stratification 
system relatively simple. Most contemporary societies 
are more complex, with many factors interacting to cre-
ate different social strata. In the United States, social 
stratification is strongly influenced by class, which is in 
turn influenced by matters such as one’s occupation, 
income, and education, along with race, gender, and 
other influences such as age, region of residence, eth-
nicity, and national origin (see ◆ Table 8.1).

Sports are a huge part of American cul-
ture. Whether you are an athlete, a fan, 
or just an observer, sports are a window 
into how social class shapes some of our 
most popular activities.

Start with the ideas of functionalism 
and the work of classical theorist Emile 
Durkheim. Durkheim was interested in 
the cultural symbols and events that bind 
people together. Think of how many 
sports symbols, such as jerseys, hats,  
and bumper stickers, are common sights 
in everyday life. These symbols project  
an identity to others that make a claim  
about being part of a collective group,  

Social Class and Sports
but sometimes, they reflect social class 
locations, too. Rich people, for example, 
are not likely to be wearing NASCAR 
caps, but may well have yacht club logos 
on their polo shirts and ties.

As Max Weber would point out, class, 
power, and prestige are all tangled up in 
sports. There are significant class differ-
ences associated with different sports, 
some having more prestige than others. 
Prestige is also interwoven with power, 
as you can see during political elections, 
where you see politicians all over the 
place—at tailgate parties and hanging out 
in the expensive box seats. Beyond the 

connection between power, politics, and 
prestige, sports is big business.

Corporate profits and sponsorship are 
very apparent, even in college sports. Look 
at the advertisements on most college 
scoreboards. Various plays in a football 
game might be featured as an “AT&T All-
America Play of the Week!” Think of how 
much money is spent on commercials.

Social class in the world of sports is 
everywhere, even though the workers 
who help put on events are often invisible. 
Some of the athletes are very highly paid, 
but working-class people serve the food in 
stadiums, clean up after the fans leave, and 
take out all the trash. Sports are an amaz-
ing example of a class-based social system.

what would a sociologist say?

 ◆ Table 8.1 Inequality in the United States 
●● one in five children (19.5 percent) in the United States lives in poverty, including 38 percent of African American children, 

30 percent of Hispanic children, 11 percent of White (not Hispanic) children, and 9.8 percent of Asian American children 
(Denavas-Walt and Proctor 2014). 

●● The rate of poverty among people in the United States has been increasing since 2000 (Denavas-Walt and Proctor 2014). 

●● Among women heading their own households, one-third live below the poverty line (Denavas-Walt and Proctor 2014). 

●● one percent of the U.S. population controls 38 percent of the total wealth in the nation; the bottom half hold none or are  
in debt (Mishel et al. 2012). 

●● Most American families have seen their net worth decline, largely because of declines in the value of housing. Households 
at the bottom of the wealth distribution lost the largest share of their wealth; those at the top, the least (Pfeffer et al. 2014).

●● The average CEo of a major company has a salary of $13 million per year; workers earning the minimum wage make 
$15,080 per year if they work 40 hours a week for 52 weeks and hold only one job (www.aflcio.org). 
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172  CHAPTER 8

Estate, Caste, and Class 
Stratification systems can be broadly categorized into 
three types: estate systems, caste systems, and class 
systems. In an estate system of stratification, the 
ownership of property and the exercise of power are 
monopolized by an elite class who have total control 
over societal resources. Historically, such societies were 
feudal systems where classes were differentiated into 
three basic groups—the nobles, the priesthood, and 
the commoners. Commoners included peasants (usu-
ally the largest class group), small merchants, artisans, 
domestic workers, and traders. The nobles controlled 
the land and the resources used to cultivate the land, 
as well as all the resources resulting from peasant labor.

Estate systems of stratification are most common in 
agricultural societies. Although such societies have been 
largely supplanted by industrialization, some societies 
still have a small but powerful landholding class rul-
ing over a population that works mainly in agricultural 
production. Unlike the feudal societies of the European 
Middle Ages, however, contemporary estate systems 
of stratification display the influence of international 
capitalism. The “noble class” comprises not knights who 
conquered lands in war, but international capitalists or 
local elites who control the labor of a vast and impover-
ished group of people, such as in some South American 
societies where landholding elites maintain a dictator-
ship over peasants who labor in agricultural fields.

In a caste system, one’s place in the stratification 
system is an ascribed status (see Chapter 5), meaning it 
is a quality given to an individual by circumstances of 
birth. The hierarchy of classes is rigid in caste systems 
and is often preserved through formal law and cultural 
practices that prevent free association and movement 
between classes. The system of apartheid in South Africa 
was a stark example of a caste system. Under apartheid, 
the travel, employment, associations, and place of resi-
dence of Black South Africans were severely restricted. 
Segregation was enforced using a pass system in which 
Black South Africans could not be in White areas unless 
for purposes of employment. Those found without passes 
were arrested, often sent to prison without ever see-
ing their families again. Interracial marriage was illegal. 
Black South Africans were prohibited from voting; the 
system was one of total social control where anyone who 
protested was imprisoned. The apartheid system was 
overthrown in 1994 when Nelson Mandela, held prisoner 
for twenty-seven years of his life, was elected president of 
the new nation of South Africa. A new national constitu-
tion guaranteeing equal rights to all was ratified in 1996.

In class systems, stratification exists, but a per-
son’s placement in the class system can change accord-
ing to personal achievements. That is, class depends to 
some degree on achieved status, defined as status that 
is earned by the acquisition of resources and power, 

regardless of one’s origins. Class systems are more open 
than caste systems because position does not depend 
strictly on birth. Classes are less rigidly defined than 
castes because class divisions are blurred when there is 
movement from one class to another. 

Despite the potential for movement from one class 
to another, in the class system found in the United States, 
class placement still depends heavily on one’s social back-
ground. Although ascription (the designation of ascribed 
status according to birth) is not the basis for social stratifi-
cation in the United States, the class a person is born into 
has major consequences for that person’s life. Patterns of 
inheritance; access to exclusive educational resources; 
the financial, political, and social influence of one’s 
family; and similar factors all shape one’s likelihood of 
achievement. Although there are not formal obstacles to 
movement through the class system, individual achieve-
ment is very much shaped by one’s class of origin.

In common terms, class refers to style or sophisti-
cation. In sociological use, social class (or class) is the 
social structural position that groups hold relative to 
the economic, social, political, and cultural resources 
of society. Class determines the access different peo-
ple have to these resources and puts groups in different 
positions of privilege and disadvantage. Each class has 
members with similar opportunities who tend to share 
a common way of life. Class also includes a cultural 
component in that class shapes language, dress, man-
nerisms, taste, and other preferences. Class is not just 
an attribute of individuals; it is a feature of society. 

The social theorist Max Weber described the conse-
quences of stratification in terms of life chances, mean-
ing the opportunities that people have in common by 
virtue of belonging to a particular class. Life chances 
include the opportunity for possessing goods, having 
an income, and having access to particular jobs. Life 
chances are also reflected in the quality of everyday life. 
Whether you dress in the latest style or wear another 
person’s discarded clothes, have a vacation in an exclu-
sive resort, take your family to the beach for a week, or 
have no vacation at all, these life chances are the result 
of being in a particular class.

Class is a structural phenomenon; it cannot be 
directly observed. Nonetheless, you can “see” class 
through various displays that people project, often unin-
tentionally, about their class status. Do some objects 
worn project higher-class status than others? How about 
cars? What class status is displayed through the car you 
drive or, for that matter, whether you even have a car or 
use a bus to get to work? In myriad ways, class is projected 
to others as a symbol of presumed worth in society.

Social class can be observed in the everyday hab-
its and presentations of self that people project. Com-
mon objects, such as clothing and cars, can be ranked 
not only in terms of their economic value but also in 
terms of the status that various brands and labels carry.  
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SoCIAl ClASS AnD SoCIAl STRATIfICATIon  173

The interesting thing about social class is that a particu-
lar object may be quite ordinary, but with the right 
“label,” it becomes a status symbol and thus becomes 
valuable. Take the example of Vera Bradley bags. These 
paisley bags are made of ordinary cotton with batting. 
Not long ago, such cloth was cheap and commonplace, 
associated with rural, working-class women. If such a 
bag were sewn and carried by a poor person living on a 
farm, the bag (and perhaps the person!) would be seen 
as ordinary, almost worthless. Transformed by the right 
label (and some good marketing), Vera Bradley bags have 
become status symbols, selling for a high price (often a 
few hundred dollars—a price one would never pay for 
a simple cotton purse). Presumably, having such a bag 
denotes the status of the person carrying it. (See also the 
box “See for Yourself: Status Symbols in Everyday Life.”) 

The early sociologist Thorstein Veblen described the 
class habits of Americans as conspicuous consumption, 
meaning the ostentatious display of goods to define 
one’s social status. Writing in 1899, Veblen said, “con-
spicuous consumption of valuable goods is a means 
of respectability to the gentleman of leisure” (Veblen 
1953/1899: 42). Although Veblen identified this behav-
ior as characteristic of the well-to-do (the “leisure class,” 
he called them), conspicuous consumption today marks 
the lifestyle of many. Indeed, mass consumerism is a 
hallmark of both the rich and the middle class, and even 
of many working-class people’s lifestyles. What exam-
ples of this do you see among your associates?

→	 See for YourSelf ← 

Status Symbols in Everyday Life
You can observe the everyday reality of social class by 
noting the status that different ordinary objects have 
within the context of a class system. Make a list of every 
car brand you can think of—or, if you prefer, every cloth-
ing label. Then rank your list with the highest status brand 
(or label) at the top of the list, going down to the lowest 
status. Then answer the following questions:

1. Where does the presumed value of this object come 
from? Does the value come from the actual cost of 
producing the object or something more subjective?

2. Do people make judgments about people wearing or 
driving the different brands you have noted? What 
judgments do they make? Why?

3. What consequences do you see (positive and 
negative) of the ranking you have observed? Who 
benefits from the ranking and who does not?

What does this exercise reveal about the influence of  
status symbols in society?

Because sociologists cannot isolate and measure 
social class directly, they use other indicators to serve 

as measures of class. A prominent indicator of class is 
income. Other common indicators are education, occu-
pation, and place of residence. These indicators alone do 
not define class, but they are often accurate measures of 
the class standing of a person or group. We will see that 
these indicators tend to be linked. A good income, for 
example, makes it possible to afford a house in a prestig-
ious neighborhood and an exclusive education for one’s 
children. In the sociological study of class, indicators such 
as income and education have had enormous value in 
revealing the outlines and influences of the class system.

The Class Structure  
of the United States: 
Growing Inequality 
People think of the United States as a land of oppor-
tunity where one’s class position matters less than 
individual effort. According to a recent survey, almost 
three-quarters of Americans think that hard work is the 
key to getting ahead in life. Compared to those in other 
countries, Americans are far more likely to believe in 
the importance of individual effort, a reflection of the 
cultural belief in individualism (Pew Research Global 
Attitudes Project 2014). 

Despite these beliefs, class divisions in the United 
States are real, and inequality is growing. Perhaps this 
has become more apparent to people in recent years 
as the nation experienced a recession and a very frag-
ile economic situation. Millions lost their homes and 
retirement savings and other investments. Many in 
the middle and working class feel that their way of life 
is slipping away. For the first time in our nation’s his-
tory, only 17 percent of the public thinks that children 

College graduates who are facing an uncertain job market  
are experiencing some of the consequences of growing 
inequality in the United States.
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today will be better off than their parents; two-thirds no 
longer believe this (Pew Research Global Attitudes Pro-
ject 2014; Rasmussen Reports 2009).

Even aside from the economic recession, the gap 
between the rich and the poor in the United States is 
greater than in other industrialized nations, and it is 
larger than at any time in the nation’s history. Many 
analysts argue that this gap is the central problem of 
the age—contributing to crime and violence, political 
division, threats to democracy, and increased anxiety 
and frustration felt by large segments of the population 
(Piketty 2014; Noah 2012; Reich 2010).

Many factors have contributed to growing inequal-
ity in the United States, including the profound effects 
of national and global economic changes. Many think 
of the economic problems of the nation as stemming 
from individual greed on Wall Street, and this likely 
plays a role, but social inequality stems from systemic—
that is, social structural—conditions, particularly what 
is called economic restructuring.

Economic restructuring refers to the decline of 
manufacturing jobs in the United States, the transfor-
mation of the economy by technological change, and 
the process of globalization. We examine economic 
restructuring more in Chapter 15 on the economy, but 
the point here is that these structural changes are hav-
ing a profound effect on the life chances of people in 
different social classes. Many in the working class, for 
example, once largely employed in relatively stable 
manufacturing jobs with decent wages and good ben-
efits, now likely work, if they work at all, in lower-wage 
jobs with fewer benefits, such as health care and pen-
sions. Middle-class families have amassed large sums 
of debt, sometimes to support a middle-class lifestyle, 
but also perhaps to pay for their children’s education.

The economic problems that produce inequality are 
not, however, purely economic: They are social, both in 
their origins and their consequences. Home ownership 
provides an example. For most Americans, owning one’s 
own home is the primary means of attaining economic 
security—a central part of the American dream. Owning 
a home is also the key to other resources—good schools, 
cleaner neighborhoods, and an investment in the future. 
Similarly, losing your home is more than just a financial 
crisis—it reverberates through various aspects of your 
life. The odds of having a home—indeed, the odds of 
losing your home—are profoundly connected to social 
factors, such as your race and your gender.

Housing foreclosure is a trauma for anyone who 
experiences it, but foreclosure has hit some groups 
especially hard. The racial segregation of Hispanic and, 
especially, African American neighborhoods is a major 
contributing cause to the high rate of mortgage foreclo-
sures (Rugh and Massey 2010). African Americans are 
almost twice as likely to experience foreclosure as White 
Americans (Bocian et al. 2010). Moreover, women are 
32 percent more likely than men to have subprime mort-
gages (that is, mortgages with an interest rate higher than 
the prime lending rate). Black women earning double 
the region’s median income were nearly five times more 
likely to receive subprime mortgages than White men 
with similar incomes (Fishbein and Woodall 2006).

Some might argue that foreclosures occur because 
individual people have made bad decisions—buying 
homes beyond their means. But, institutional lending 
practices also target particular groups, making them more 
vulnerable to the economic forces that can shatter individ-
ual lives. Lenders may see African Americans as a greater 
credit risk, but they also know that the value of real estate 
is less in racially segregated neighborhoods. Discrimina-
tory practices in the housing market have also been well 
documented (Squires 2007; Oliver and Shapiro 2006).

The sociological point is that economic problems 
have a sociological dimension and cannot be explained 
by individual decisions alone. Economic policies also 
have different effects for different groups—sometimes 
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The class structure in the United States means very 
different living conditions for those of vast wealth and 
everyone else.
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intended, sometimes not. Wealthy people, as an exam-
ple, typically pay a far lower tax rate than the middle 
class, because much of their money comes from invest-
ments, not income, and income is taxed at a much 
higher rate than investment income. Various tax loop-
holes (such as home mortgage deductions, tax shelters 
on real estate investments, or even offshore banking 
deposits) also significantly reduce the tax burden by 
those with the most resources. 

Corporations benefit the most from the tax struc-
ture. The corporate tax rate in the United States is the 
highest in the world (35 percent), but many corporations 
pay much less than that, given the various loopholes, 
offshore investments, and tax subsidies that lessen one’s 
tax obligation. A study of the Fortune 500 companies 
(those companies with the highest gross revenue in a 
given year) has found that most paid only about 20 per-
cent in taxes. Many of these big companies paid no tax at 
all in some years (McIntyre et al. 2014). 

The Distribution of Income 
and Wealth 
Understanding inequality requires knowing some basic 
economic and sociological terms. Inequality is often 
presented as a matter of differences in income, one 
important measure of class standing. In addition to 
income inequality, there are vast inequalities in who 
owns what—that is, the wealth of different groups.

Income is the amount of money brought into a 
household from various sources (wages, investment 
income, dividends, and so on) during a given period. In 
recent years, income growth has been greatest for those 
at the top of the population; for everyone else, income 

(controlling for the value of the dollar) has either been 
relatively flat or grown at a far lesser rate. Inequality 
becomes even more apparent, however, when you con-
sider both wealth and income.

Wealth is the monetary value of everything one 
actually owns. Wealth is calculated by adding all finan-
cial assets (stocks, bonds, property, insurance, savings, 
value of investments, and so on) and subtracting debts, 
resulting in one’s net worth. Wealth allows you to accu-
mulate assets over generations, giving advantages to 
subsequent generations that they might not have had 
on their own. Unlike income, wealth is cumulative—
that is, its value tends to increase through investment. 
Wealth can also be passed on to the next generation, 
giving those who inherit wealth a considerable advan-
tage in accumulating more resources.

To understand the significance of wealth com-
pared to income in determining class location, imagine 
two college students graduating in the same year, from 
the same college, with the same major and same grade 
point average. Imagine further that both get jobs with 
the same salary in the same organization. In one case, 
parents paid all the student’s college expenses and gave 
her a car upon graduation. The other student worked 
while in school and graduated with substantial debt 
from student loans. This student’s family has no money 
with which to help support the new worker. Who is bet-
ter off? Same salary, same credentials, but wealth (even 
if modest) matters, giving one person an advantage that 
will be played out many times over as the young worker 
buys a home, finances her own children’s education, 
and possibly inherits additional assets. 

Where is all the wealth? The wealthiest 1 percent 
own 35 percent of all net worth; the bottom half hold only 
1.1 percent of all wealth (see ▲ Figure 8.1; Levine 2012).  

Each horizontal
band represents an
equal fifth of the
nation’s people

Richest

Poorest

9.4% of income

2.8% of income

.2% of income

21.2% of income

88.9% of income

▲ figure 8.1 Distribution of Wealth  
in the United States
Source: Mishel, Lawrence, Josh Bivens, Elise Gould,  
and Heidi Shierholz. 2012. The State of Working 
America, 12th Edition. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University 
Press/Economic Policy Institute.
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176  CHAPTER 8

Moreover, there has been an increase in the concen-
tration of wealth since the 1980s, making the United 
States one of the most unequal nations in the world. The 
growth of wealth by a select few, though long a feature 
of the U.S. class system, has also reached historic levels. 
As just one example, John D. Rockefeller is typically 
heralded as one of the wealthiest men in U.S. history. 
Comparing Rockefeller with Bill Gates, controlling for 
the value of today’s dollars, Gates has far surpassed 
Rockefeller’s riches.

In contrast to the vast amount of wealth and 
income controlled by elites, a very large proportion of 
Americans have hardly any financial assets once debt 
is subtracted. Figure 8.4 shows the net worth of differ-
ent parts of the population, and you can see that most 
of the population has very low net worth. One-fifth of 
the population has zero or negative net worth, usually 
because their debt exceeds their assets. The American 
dream of owning a home, a new car, taking annual vaca-
tions, and sending one’s children to good schools—not 
to mention saving for a comfortable retirement—is 
increasingly unattainable for many. When you see the 
amount of income and wealth a small segment of the 
population controls, a sobering picture of class inequal-
ity emerges. Students themselves may be experiencing 
this burden, as levels of debt from student loans have 
escalated in recent years.

Despite the prominence of rags-to-riches stories 
in American legend, much of the wealth in this society 

“It’s a dog’s life,” or so the saying goes, but even dogs have their experiences shaped by the realities of social class.
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Numerous recent reports show that 
students are struggling over rising levels 
of debt from student loans. A record one 
in five households in the United States 
now has outstanding student debt. Not 
only is the number of those with student 
debt increasing, but so is the size of the 
indebtedness (see ▲ Figures 8.2 and 
8.3 below; Lee 2013; Fry 2012). Leaving 
college or graduate school with large 
amounts of debt impedes one’s ability to 
get financially established.

All students are at risk of accruing 
debt, given the rising cost of educa-
tion and the higher interest rates now 

The Student Debt Crisis
associated with student loans. Some 
groups though are more vulnerable 
than others, adding to the inequalities 
that accrue across different groups. 
Among those in the bottom fifth of 
income earners, student debt, on  
average, takes up 24 percent of all 
income; for the top fifth of earners,  
only 9 percent of income. For those in 
the middle, student debt consumes  
12 percent of income (Fry 2012).

The highest amount of student 
debt is also among those under 35, 
those who are just beginning careers 
and, possibly, families. Race also 

matters. Black students are more likely 
to borrow money for college than 
other groups—and to borrow more; 
80 percent of Black students have 
outstanding student loans, compared 
to 65 percent of Whites, 67 percent 
of Hispanics, and 54 percent of Asian 
students. Moreover, levels of debt are 
highest among Blacks—an average of 
$28,692, compared to $24,772 for 
Whites, $22,886 for Hispanics, and 
$21,090 for Asians (Demos 2014). 

How does this reality of student debt 
influence the experience of those you 
see in your own environment? What are 
the sociological causes of this significant 
social problem?

understanding diversity
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▲ figure 8.2 Households with outstanding  
Student Debt 
Source: Pew Research Center, Social and Demographic Trends Project. 
www.pewsocialtrends.org/2012/09/26/. Released September 26, 
2012. A Record One-in-Five Households Now Owe Student Loan Debt 
Burden Greatest on Young, Poor by Richard Fry.
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▲ figure 8.3 Average Amount of Household  
Student Debt
Source: Pew Research Center, Social and Demographic Trends Project. 
www.pewsocialtrends.org/2012/09/26/. Released September 26, 
2012. A Record One-in-Five Households Now Owe Student Loan Debt 
Burden Greatest on Young, Poor by Richard Fry.

is inherited. In recent years, more of those who are very 
rich are “self-made”—that is, starting from modest ori-
gins: Bill Gates, a Harvard dropout; Mark Zuckerberg, 
founder of Facebook; and Oprah Winfrey come to mind. 
Such examples exist, although for many, if you scratch 
the surface of the rags-to-riches theme, you will find that 
they had a significant leg up. Among the now very rich, it 
has become more common for some to become amaz-
ingly rich, even though coming from modest origins. The 
technology boom has certainly helped, showing again 
how the historical context of one’s life course can matter. 

For most people, however, dramatically moving up 
in the class system remains highly likely. Children from 
low-income families have less than a 1 percent chance 
of reaching the top 5 percent of earners (T. Hertz 2006). 
Recently, even the modest wealth of those in the middle 
class has been significantly eroded by the impact of the 
recent economic recession; young and minority house-
holds have been especially hard hit by these changes, in 
large part because of being highly “leveraged”—that is,  
holding too much debt on their homes (Wolff 2014; 
Kochhar et al. 2011). 
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The hallmark of the middle class in the 
United States is its presumed stability. 
Home ownership, a college education 
for children, and other accoutrements 
of middle-class status (nice cars, annual 
vacations, an array of consumer goods) 
are the symbols of middle-class prosper-
ity. The American middle class is not as 
secure as it has been presumed to be.

Personal bankruptcy has risen 
dramatically with more than a million 
nonbusiness filings for bankruptcy per 
year recently. How can this be happening 
in such a prosperous society? Sociolo-
gists Teresa Sullivan, Elizabeth Warren, 
and Jay Lawrence Westbrook have 
studied bankruptcy, and their research 
shows the fragility of the middle class in 
recent times.

Research Question: What is causing the 
rise of bankruptcy?

Research Method: This study is  
based on an analysis of official records 
of bankruptcy in five states, as well as 
on detailed questionnaires given to 
individuals who filed for bankruptcy.

Research Results: The research find-
ings of Sullivan and her colleagues 
debunk the idea that bankruptcy is most 
common among poor people. Instead, 
they found bankruptcy is mostly a 

The Fragile Middle Class
middle-class phenomenon represent-
ing a cross-section of those in this class 
(meaning that those who are bankrupt 
are matched on the demographic 
characteristics of race, age, and gender 
with others in the middle class). They 
also debunk the notion that bankruptcy 
is rising because it is so easy to file. 
Rather, they found many people in the 
middle class so overwhelmed with debt 
that they cannot possibly pay it off. 
Most people often file for bankruptcy 
as a result of job loss and lost wages. 
But divorce, medical problems, housing 
expenses, and credit card debt also drive 
many to bankruptcy court.

Conclusions and Implications: Sullivan 
and her colleagues explain the rise of 
bankruptcy as stemming from structural 
factors in society that fracture the stabil-
ity of the middle class. The volatility of 
jobs under modern capitalism is one of 
the biggest factors, but add to this the 
“thin safety net”—no health insurance 
for many, but rising medical costs. Also, 
the American dream of owning one’s 
own home means many are “mortgage 
poor”—extended beyond their ability to 
keep up.

The United States is also a credit-
driven society. Credit cards are rou-
tinely mailed to people in the middle 

class, encouraging them to buy beyond 
their means. You can now buy virtually 
anything on credit: cars, clothes, doc-
tor’s bills, entertainment, groceries. 
You can even use one credit card to 
pay off other credit cards. Indeed, it is 
difficult to live in this society without 
credit cards. Increased debt is the 
result. Many are simply unable to keep 
up with compounding interest and 
penalty payments, and debt takes on 
a life of its own as consumers cannot 
keep up with even the interest pay-
ments on debt.

Sullivan, Warren, and Westbrook 
conclude that increases in debt and 
uncertainty of income combine to 
produce the fragility of the middle class. 
Their research shows that “even the 
most secure family may be only a job 
loss, a medical problem, or an out-of-
control credit card away from financial 
catastrophe” (2000: 6).

Questions to Consider
1. Have you ever had a credit card? If 

so, how easy was it to get? Is it pos-
sible to get by without a credit card?

2. What evidence do you see in your 
community of the fragility or stability 
of different social class groups?

Source: T. A. Sullivan, E. Warren, and 
J. L. Westbrook, The Fragile Middle Class: 
Americans in Debt. Copyright © 2000 by  
Yale University Press.

doing sociological research

Race also influences the pattern of wealth distri-
bution in the United States. For every dollar of wealth 
White Americans hold, Black Americans have only 
26 cents. At all levels of income, occupation, and edu-
cation, Black families have lower levels of wealth than 
similarly situated White families (see ▲ Figure 8.4). 

Being able to draw on assets during times of eco-
nomic stress means that families with some resources 
can better withstand difficult times than those with-
out assets. Even small assets, such as home ownership 
or a savings account, provide protection from crises 
such as increased rent, a health emergency, or unem-
ployment. Because the effects of wealth are intergen-
erational—that is, they accumulate over time—just 
providing equality of opportunity in the present 

does not address the differences in class status that 
Black and White Americans experience (Oliver and  
Shapiro 2006). 

What explains the disparities in wealth by race? 
Wealth accumulates over time. Thus government poli-
cies in the past have prevented Black Americans from 
being able to accumulate wealth. Discriminatory 
housing policies, bank lending policies, tax codes, and 
so forth have disadvantaged Black Americans, result-
ing in the differing assets Whites and Blacks in general 
hold now. Even though some of these discriminatory 
policies have ended, many continue. Either way, their 
effects persist, resulting in what sociologists Melvin 
Oliver and Thomas Shapiro call the sedimentation of 
racial inequality. 
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Understanding the significance of wealth in shap-
ing life chances for different groups also shows how 
important it is to understand diversity within the differ-
ent labels used to define groups. Among Hispanics, for 
example, Cuban Americans and Spaniards are similar 
to Whites in their wealth holdings, whereas Mexicans, 
Puerto Ricans, Dominicans, and other Hispanic groups 
more closely resemble African Americans in measures 
of wealth and class standing. Without significant wealth 
holdings, families of any race are less able to transmit 
assets from previous generations to the next generation, 
one main support of social mobility (discussed later in 
the chapter). 

Analyzing Social Class 
The class structure of the United States is elaborate, aris-
ing from the interactions of race and gender inequality 
with class, the presence of old mixed with new wealth, 
the income and wealth gap between the haves and 
have-nots, a culture of entrepreneurship and individu-
alism, and in recent times, accelerated globalization 
and high rates of immigration. Given this complexity, 
how do sociologists conceptualize social class? 

Class as a Ladder 
One way to think about the class system is as a ladder, 
with different class groups arrayed up and down the 
rungs, each rung corresponding to a different level in 
the class system. Conceptualized this way, social class 
is the common position groups hold in a status hier-
archy (Lucal 1994; Wright 1979); class is indicated by 
factors such as levels of income, occupational stand-
ing, and educational attainment. People are relatively 
high or low on the ladder depending on the resources 
they have and whether those resources are education,  
income, occupation, or any of the other factors known 

to influence people’s placement (or ranking) in the 
stratification system. Indeed, an abundance of socio-
logical research has stemmed from the concept of status 
attainment, the process by which people end up in a 
given position in the stratification system. Status attain-
ment research describes how factors such as class ori-
gins, educational level, and occupation produce class  
location.

The laddered model of class suggests that stratifica-
tion in the United States is hierarchical but somewhat 
fluid. That is, the assumption is that people can move up 
and down different “rungs” of the ladder—or class sys-
tem. In a relatively open class system such as the United 
States, people’s achievements do matter, although the 
extent to which people rise rapidly and dramatically 
through the stratification system is less than the popu-
lar imagination envisions. Some people move down in 
the class system, but as we will see, most people remain 
relatively close to their class of origin. When people rise 
or fall in the class system, the distance they travel is usu-
ally relatively short, as we will see in a later section on 
social mobility.

The image of stratification as a laddered system, 
with different gradients of social standing, emphasizes 
that one’s socioeconomic status (SES) is derived from 
certain factors. Income, occupational prestige, and 
education are the three measures of socioeconomic sta-
tus that have been found to be most significant in deter-
mining people’s placement in the stratification system.

The median income for a society is the midpoint 
of all household incomes. Half of all households earn 
more than the median income; half earn less. In 2013, 
median household income in the United States was 
$51,939 (DeNavas-Walt and Proctor 2014). To many, 
this may seem like a lot of money, but consider these 
facts: American consumers spend about one-third of 
their household budgets on housing; almost another 
18 percent on transportation; 13 percent on food; and 
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▲ figure 8.4 Median Income  
and net Worth by Race
Note: Income data for 2013; net worth from  
2011.
Source: U.S. Census Bureau. 2011. Net Worth  
and Asset Ownership of Households: 2011,  
Table 1. Washington, DC: U.S. Census Bureau; 
DeNavas-Walt, Carmen, and Bernadette Proctor. 
2014. Income and Poverty in the United States: 
2013. Washington, DC: U.S. Census Bureau.  
www.census.gov 
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11 percent on insurance and pensions (Bureau of Labor 
Statistics 2014a). If you do the calculations based on the 
median income level, you will see there is very little left 
for other living expenses (clothing, education, taxes, 
communication, entertainment, and so forth)—less 
than $1000 per month for all other expenses—hardly a 
lavish income, especially when you consider that half 
of Americans have less than this, given the definition of 
a median. (See also the “See for Yourself” exercise on 
household budgets later in this chapter.) Those bunched 
around the median income level are considered middle 
class, although sociologists debate which income 
brackets constitute middle-class standing because the 
range of what people think of as “middle class” is quite 
large. Nonetheless, income is a significant indicator of 
social class standing, although not the only one.

→		 See for YourSelf  ←
Income Distribution: Should Grades  
Be the Same?
▲ figure 8.5 shows the income distribution within the 
United States. Imagine that grades in your class were 
distributed based on the same curve. let’s suppose that 
after students arrived in class and sat down, different 
groups received their grades based on where they were 
sitting in the room and in the same proportion as the U.S. 
income distribution. only students in the front receive A’s; 
the back, D’s and f’s. The middle of the room gets the B’s 
and C’s. Write a short essay answering the following ques-
tions based on this hypothetical scenario:

1. How many students would receive A’s, B’s, C’s, D’s,  
and f’s?

2. Would it be fair to distribute grades this way? Why or 
why not?

3. Which groups in the class might be more likely to sup-
port such a distribution? Who would think the system 
of grade distribution should be changed?

4. What might different groups do to preserve or 
change the system of grade distribution? What if 
you really needed an A, but got one of the f’s? What 
might you do? 

5. Are there circumstances in actual life that are beyond 
the control of people and that shape the distribution 
of income?

6. How is social stratification maintained by the beliefs 
that people have about merit and fairness?

Adapted from: Brislen, William, and Clayton D. Peoples. 2005. “Using  
a Hypothetical Distribution of Grades to Introduce Social Stratification.” 
Teaching Sociology 33 (January): 74–80.

Occupational prestige is a second important indica-
tor of socioeconomic status. Prestige is the value others 
assign to people and groups. Occupational prestige is 
the subjective evaluation people give to jobs. To deter-
mine occupational prestige, sociological researchers typi-
cally ask nationwide samples of adults to rank the general 
standing of a series of jobs. These subjective ratings pro-
vide information about how people perceive the worth of 
different occupations. People tend to rank professionals, 
such as physicians, professors, judges, and lawyers highly, 
with occupations such as electrician, insurance agent, 
and police officer falling in the middle. Occupations with 
low occupational prestige are maids, garbage collectors, 
and shoe shiners. These rankings do not reflect the worth 
of people within these positions but are indicative of the 
judgments people make about the worth of these jobs.

The final major indicator of socioeconomic sta-
tus is educational attainment, typically measured as 
the total years of formal education. The more years of 
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▲ figure 8.5 Income Distribution in the 
United States This graph shows the per-
centage of the total population that falls into 
each of five income groups. Would it be fair if 
course grades were distributed by the same 
percentages?
Source: DeNavas-Walt, Carmen and Bernadette Proctor. 
2014. Income and Poverty in the United States: 2013. 
Washington, DC: U.S. Census Bureau. www.census.gov
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education attained, the more likely a person’s class sta-
tus. The prestige attached to occupations is strongly tied 
to the amount of education the job requires (Ollivier 
2000; Blau and Duncan 1967).

Taken together, income, occupation, and education 
are good indicators of people’s class standing. Using the 
laddered model of class, you can describe the class sys-
tem in the United States as being divided into several 
classes: upper, upper middle, middle, lower middle, 
and lower class. The different classes are arrayed up and 
down, like a ladder, with those with the most money, 
education, and prestige on the top rungs and those with 
the least at the bottom.

In the United States, the upper class owns the major 
share of corporate and personal wealth (see ▲ Figure 8.6). 
The upper class includes those who have held wealth for 
generations as well as those who have recently become 
rich. Only a very small proportion of people actually 
constitute the upper class, but they control vast amounts 
of wealth and power in the United States. Those in this 
class are elites who exercise enormous control through-
out society. Some wealthy individuals can wield as much 
power as entire nations (Friedman 1999).

Even the term upper class, however, can mask the 
degree of inequality in the United States. You might con-
sider those in the top 10 percent as upper class, but within 
this class are the superrich, or those popularly known 
as the “one percent,” so labeled by the Occupy America 
movement, in contrast to the remaining 99 percent. Since 
about 1980, the share of income (not to mention wealth) 
going to the top one percent has increased to levels not 
seen in the United States since 1920, a time labeled as the 
“Gilded Age” because of the concentration of wealth and 
income in the hands of a few. Income distribution now 
matches that of the Gilded Age and, given the trends, may 
well come to exceed it. Sociological research finds that 
this new concentration of income among the superrich is 
the result of several trends, including the lowest tax rates 
for high incomes, a more conservative shift in Congress, 
diminishing union membership, and asset bubbles in 

the stock and housing markets (Saez and Zucman 2014; 
Volscho and Kelly 2012). 

How rich is rich? Each year, the business magazine 
Forbes publishes a list of the 400 wealthiest families and 
individuals in the country. By 2014, you had to have at 
least $1.5  billion to be on the list! Bill Gates and War-
ren Buffet are the two wealthiest people on the list—
Gates with an estimated worth of $79.4 billion; Buffet, 
$67  billion. Even in the face of the massive economic 
downturn for so many in the United States, only two 
people in the top twenty of the group had less money 
than the year before. A substantial portion of those on 
the list describe themselves as “self-made,” that is, living 
the American dream, but most of these were still able 
to borrow from parents, in-laws, or spouses. Although 
they may have built their fortunes, they did so with a 
head start on accumulation (Kroll and Dolan 2012). The 
best predictor of future wealth still remains the family 
into which you are born (McNamee and Miller 2009).

The upper class is overwhelmingly White, con-
servative, and Protestant. Members of this class exer-
cise tremendous political power by funding lobbyists, 
exerting their social and personal influence on other 
elites, and contributing heavily to political campaigns 
(Domhoff 2013). They travel in exclusive social net-
works that tend to be open only to those in the upper 
class. They tend to intermarry, their children are likely 
to go to expensive schools, and they spend their leisure 
time in exclusive resorts. 

Those in the upper class with newly acquired wealth 
are known as the nouveau riche. Luxury vehicles, high-
priced real estate, and exclusive vacations may mark the 
lifestyle of the newly rich. Larry Ellison, who made his 
fortune as the founder of the software company Oracle, 
is the third wealthiest person in the United States. Ellis 
has a megayacht that is 482 feet long, five stories high, 
with 82 rooms inside. The megayacht also includes an 
indoor swimming pool, a cinema, a space for a private 
submarine, and a basketball court that doubles as a 
helicopter launch pad. 
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▲ figure 8.6 Median net Worth by 
Income Quintile Recall that one’s net 
worth is the value of everything owned 
minus one’s debt. A quintile is one-fifth of 
a population, shown here for five different 
income brackets. You can see here the 
vast differences in wealth holdings by 
those in these different income brackets. 
How would one’s wealth holdings affect 
your ability to withstand some sort of 
emergency—an illness, unemployment,  
a recession, and so forth?
Source: U.S. Census Bureau. 2012. Wealth and 
Asset Ownership, 2011: Table A1. Washington,  
DC: U.S. Census Bureau. www.census.gov
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The upper-middle class includes those with high 
incomes and high social prestige. They tend to be well-
educated professionals or business executives. Their 
earnings can be quite high indeed, even millions of 
dollars a year. It is difficult to estimate exactly how many 
people fall into this group because of the difficulty of 
drawing lines between the upper, upper-middle, and 
middle classes. Indeed, the upper-middle class is often 
thought of as “middle class” because their lifestyle sets 
the standard to which many aspire, but this lifestyle is 
actually unattainable by most. A large home full of top-
quality furniture and modern appliances, two or three 
relatively new cars, vacations every year (perhaps a 
vacation home), high-quality college education for one’s 
children, and a fashionable wardrobe are simply beyond 
the means of a majority of people in the United States. 

The middle class is hard to define in part because 
being “middle class” is more than just economic posi-
tion. Half of all Americans identify themselves as mid-
dle class (Morin and Motel 2012), even though they vary 
widely in lifestyle and in resources at their disposal. The 
idea that the United States is an open class system leads 
many to think that the most have a middle-class life-
style. The “middle class” is the ubiquitous norm, even 
though many who consider themselves middle class 
have a tenuous hold on this class position. 

The lower-middle class includes workers in the 
skilled trades and low-income bureaucratic workers, 
some who may actually think of themselves as mid-
dle class. Also known as the working class, this class 
includes blue-collar workers (those in skilled trades 
who do manual labor) and many service workers, such 
as secretaries, hairstylists, food servers, police, and fire-
fighters. A medium to low income, education, and occu-
pational prestige define the lower-middle class relative 
to the class groups above it. The term lower in this class 
designation refers to the relative position of the group in 
the stratification system, but it has a pejorative sound to 

many people, especially to people who are members of 
this class, many who think of themselves as middle class. 

The lower class is composed primarily of displaced 
and poor. People in this class tend to have little formal 
education and are often unemployed or working in min-
imum-wage jobs. People of color and women make up a 
disproportionate part of this class. The poor include the 
working poor—those who work at least twenty-seven 
hours a week but whose wages fall below the federal pov-
erty level. Four percent of all people working full-time 
and 16 percent of those working part-time live below the 
poverty line, a proportion that has increased over time. 
Although this may seem a small number, it includes 
9.1 million adults. Black and Hispanic workers are twice 
as likely to be among the working poor as White or Asian 
workers, and women are more likely than men to be so 
(U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 2014 d). 

The concept of the urban underclass has been 
added to the lower class (W. Wilson 1987). The under-
class includes those who are likely to be permanently 
unemployed and without much means of economic 
support. The underclass has little or no opportunity for 
movement out of the worst poverty. Rejected from the 
economic system, those in the underclass may become 
dependent on public assistance or illegal activities. 
Structural transformations in the economy have left 
large groups of people, especially urban minorities, in 
these highly vulnerable positions. The growth of the 
urban underclass has exacerbated the problems of 
urban poverty and related social problems (Wilson 2009, 
1996, 1987).

Class Conflict 
A second way of conceptualizing the class system is 
conflict theory. Conflict theory defines classes in terms 
of their structural relationship to other classes and their 
relationship to the economic system. The analysis of 

M
2 

Ph
ot

og
ra

ph
y/

Al
am

y

Social class influences many things, including the leisure time people experience. few can even imagine having something like the 
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class from this sociological perspective interprets ine-
quality as resulting from the unequal distribution of 
power and resources in society (see Chapter 1). Sociolo-
gists who work from a conflict perspective see classes as 
facing off against each other, with elites exploiting and 
dominating others. Related to the work of Karl  Marx  
(discussed in Chapter 1), the key idea in the conflict 
model of class is that class is not simply a matter of 
what individuals possess in terms of income and pres-
tige. Class is, instead, defined by the relationship of the 
classes to the larger system of economic production 
(Vanneman and Cannon 1987; Wright 1985). 

From a conflict perspective, the middle class, or 
the professional–managerial class, includes managers, 
supervisors, and professionals. Members of this group 
have substantial control over other people, primar-
ily through their authority to direct the work of others,  
impose and enforce regulations in the workplace, 
and determine dominant social values. Marx argued 
that the middle class is controlled by the ruling class, 
but tends to identify with the interests of the elite. The 
professional–managerial class, however, is caught in a 
contradictory position between elites and the working 
class. Those in this class have some control over others, 
but like the working class, they have minimal control 
over the economic system (Wright 1979). Marx argued 
that as capitalism progresses, more and more of those in 
the middle class drop into the working class as they are 
pushed out of managerial jobs into working-class jobs 

or as professional jobs become organized more along 
the lines of traditional working-class employment. 

Has this happened? Not to the extent Marx pre-
dicted. He thought that ultimately there would be only 
two classes—the capitalist and the proletariat. To some 
extent, however, this is occurring. Classes have become 
more polarized, with the well-off accumulating even 
more resources and the middle class seeing their income 
as either flat or falling, measured in constant dollars. 
Rising levels of debt among the middle class have con-
tributed to this growing inequality. Many now have a 
fragile hold on being middle class: The loss of a job, a 
family emergency, such as the death of a working par-
ent, divorce, disability, or a prolonged illness can quickly 
leave middle- and working-class families in a precarious 
financial state. At the same time, high salaries for CEOs, 
tax loopholes that favor the rich, and sheer greed are 
concentrating more wealth in the hands of a few. 

Members of the working class have little control 
over their own work lives; instead, they generally have 
to take orders from others. This concept of the work-
ing class departs from traditional blue-collar defini-
tions of working-class jobs because it includes many 
so-called white-collar workers (secretaries, salespeo-
ple, and nurses), any group working under the rules 
imposed by managers. The middle class may exercise 
some autonomy at work, but the working class has lit-
tle power to challenge decisions of those who supervise 
them, except insofar as they can organize collectively, 
as in unions, strikes, or other collective work actions. 

Whether you see the class system as a ladder or as 
a system of conflict, you can see that the class structure 
in the United States is hierarchical. Class position gives 
different people access to jobs, income, education, 
power, and social status, all of which bestow further 
opportunities on some and deprive others of success. 
The class structure is a system with boundaries built 
into it, generating class conflict. The middle and work-
ing classes shoulder much of the tax burden for social 
programs, producing resentment by these groups 
toward the poor. At the same time, corporate taxes have 
declined and tax loopholes for the rich have increased, 
an indication of the privilege that is perpetuated by the 
class system. Whatever features of the class system dif-
ferent sociologists study, they see class stratification 
as a dynamic process—one involving the interplay of 
access to resources, judgments about different groups, 
and the exercise of power by a few. 

Diverse Sources of Stratification 
Class is only one basis for stratification in the United 
States. Factors such as age, ethnicity, and national ori-
gin have a tremendous influence on stratification. Race 
and gender are two primary influences in the stratifica-
tion system in the United States. Analyzing class without  
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labor unions, traditionally dominated by White men in the 
skilled trades, are not only more diverse but also represent 
workers in occupations typically thought of as “white-
collar” work.
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184  CHAPTER 8

including race and gender can actually be misleading. 
Race, class, and gender, as we are seeing throughout this 
book, are overlapping systems of stratification that people 
experience simultaneously. A working-class Latina, for 
example, does not experience herself as working class at 
one moment, Hispanic at another moment, and a woman 
the next. At any given point in time, her position in society 
is the result of her race, class, and gender status. In other 
words, class position is manifested differently depending 
on one’s race and gender, just as gender is experienced 
differently depending on one’s race and class, and race is 
experienced differently depending on one’s gender and 
class. Depending on one’s circumstances, race, class, or 
gender may seem particularly salient at a given moment 
in a person’s life. A Black middle-class man stopped and 
interrogated by police when driving through a predomi-
nantly White middle-class neighborhood may at that 
moment feel his racial status as his single most outstand-
ing characteristic, but at all times his race, class, and gen-
der influence his life chances. As social categories, race, 
class, and gender shape all people’s experience in this 
society, not just those who are disadvantaged (Andersen 
and Collins 2013). 

Class also significantly differentiates group experi-
ence within given racial and gender groups. Latinos, for 
example, are broadly defined as those who trace their ori-
gins to regions originally colonized by Spain. The ancestors 
of this group include both White Spanish colonists and 
the natives who were enslaved on Spanish plantations. 
Today, some Latinos identify as White, others as Black, 
and others by their specific national and cultural origins. 

The very different histories of those categorized as Latino 
are matched by significant differences in class. Some may 
have been schooled in the most affluent settings; others 
may be virtually unschooled. Those of upper-class stand-
ing may have had little experience with prejudice or dis-
crimination. Others may have been highly segregated into 
barrios and treated with extraordinary prejudice. Latinos 
who live near each other geographically in the United 
States and who are the same age and share similar ances-
try may have substantially different experiences based on 
their class standing. Neither class, race, nor gender alone 
can be considered an adequate indicator of different 
group experiences. As you can see in ▲ Figure 8.7, even 
one’s household status affects class standing.

The Race–Class Debate. The relationship between 
race and class is much debated among sociologists. The 
Black middle class goes all the way back to the small 
numbers of free Blacks in the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries (Frazier 1957), expanding in the twentieth 
century to include those who were able to obtain an 
education and become established in industry, busi-
ness, or a profession. Although wages for Black middle-
class and professional workers never matched those 
of Whites in the same jobs, the Black middle class has 
had relatively high prestige within the Black commu-
nity. Many sociologists conclude that the class structure 
among African Americans has existed alongside the  
White class structure—separate and different. 

In recent years, both the African American and 
Latino middle classes have expanded, primarily as the 
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▲ figure 8.7 Median Annual Income by Race and Household Status, 2013 As illustrated in this 
graph, married-couple households have the highest median income in all racial–ethnic groups; female-
headed households, the least , except among Asians. Which groups reach median income status ($51,939 
for households in 2013), and what does this tell you about the combined influence of family type, gender, 
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Source: U.S. Census Bureau. 2012. Current Population Survey, Table HINC-01. Selected Characteristics of Households by 
Total Money Income in 2013, Washington, DC: U.S. Census Bureau. www.census.gov
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result of increased access to education and middle-class 
occupations for people of color (Pattillo 2013; Lacy 2007). 
Although middle-class Blacks and Latinos may have 
economic privileges that others in these groups do not 
have, their class standing does not make them immune 
to the negative effects of race. Asian Americans also have 
a significant middle class, but they have also been ste-
reotyped as the most successful minority group because 
of their presumed educational achievement, hard work, 
and thrift. This stereotype is referred to as the myth of 
the model minority and includes the idea that a minor-
ity group must adopt alleged dominant group values to 
succeed. This myth about Asian Americans obscures the 
significant obstacles to success that Asian Americans 
encounter, and it ignores the hard work and educational 
achievements of other racial and ethnic groups. The 
idea that Asian Americans are the “model minority” also 
obscures the high rates of poverty among many Asian 
American groups (Lee 2009; Chou and Feagin 2008). 

Despite recent successes, many in the Black mid-
dle class have a tenuous hold on this class status. 
The Black middle class remains as segregated from 
Whites as the Black poor, and continuing racial seg-
regation in neighborhoods means that Black middle-
class neighborhoods are typically closer to Black poor 
neighborhoods than the White middle-class neighbor-
hoods are to White poor ones. This exposes many in the 
Black middle class to some of the same risks as those 
in poverty. This is not to say that the Black middle class 
has the same experience as the poor, but it challenges 
the view that the Black middle class “has it all” (Pattillo 
2013; Lacy 2007). Black Americans are still much more 
likely to be working class than middle class; they are 
also more likely to be working class than are Whites  
(Horton et al. 2000). 

The Influence of Gender and Age. Despite decades 
of legislation in place to protect women from discrimi-
nation and to provide equal pay for equal work, women’s 
median income still lags behind that of men. The median 
income for women, even among those employed full-
time, is far below the national median income level. In 
2013, when median income for men working year-round 
and full-time was $50,033, the median income of women 
working year-round, full-time was $39,157—78 percent 
of men’s income (DeNavas-Walt and Proctor 2014). 
This is largely because most women work in gender-
segregated jobs, a phenomenon we will explore further 
in Chapter 11 on gender inequality. 

Age, too, is a significant source of stratification. 
Children are the most likely age group to be poor. A 
whopping 20 percent of children live in poverty in the 
United States—almost 15 million children! Although 
many elderly people are now poor (9.5 percent of those 
age 65 and over), far fewer in this age category are poor 
than was the case not many years ago (see ▲ Figure 8.8; 
DeNavas-Walt and Proctor 2014). This shift reflects the 
greater prosperity of the older segments of the popu-
lation—a trend that is likely to continue as the current 
large cohort of middle-class baby boomers grows older. 
This cohort of older Americans is also largely White—
unlike the more diverse racial–ethnic composition of 
young people.

Social Mobility: Myths  
and Realities 
Popular legends extol the possibility of anyone becom-
ing rich in the United States. The well-to-do are admired 
not just for their style of life but also for their supposed 
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▲ figure 8.8 Poverty among the old 
and the Young, 1965–2013 
Source: DeNavas-Walt, Carmen, and Bernadette 
D. Proctor. 2014. Income and Poverty in the United 
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drive and diligence. The admiration for those who rise 
to the top makes it seem like anyone who is clever 
enough and works hard can become fabulously rich. 
The assumption is that the United States class system is 
a meritocracy—that is, a system in which one’s status 
is based on merit or accomplishments, not other social 
characteristics. As the word suggests, people in a meri-
tocracy move up and down through the class system 
based on merit, not based on other characteristics. Is 
this the case in the United States? 

Defining Social Mobility 
Social mobility is a person’s movement over time from 
one class to another. Social mobility can be up or down, 
although the American dream emphasizes upward 
movement. Mobility can be either intergenerational, 
occurring between generations, as when a daughter 
rises above the class of her mother or father, or intra-
generational, occurring within a generation, as when a 
person’s class status changes as the result of business 
success (or disaster). 

Societies differ in the extent to which social mobil-
ity is permitted. Some societies are based on closed class 
systems, in which movement from one class to another 
is virtually impossible. In a caste system, for exam-
ple, mobility is strictly limited by the circumstances of 
one’s birth. At the other extreme are open class systems, 
in which placement in the class system is based on 
individual achievement, not ascription. In open class 

systems, there are relatively loose class boundaries, 
high rates of class mobility, and weak perceptions of 
class difference. 

The Extent of Social Mobility 
Does social mobility occur in the United States? Social 
mobility is much more limited than people believe. 
Success stories of social mobility do occur, but research 
finds that experiences of mobility over great distances 
are rare, certainly far less than believed. Most people 
remain in the same class as their parents. What mobil-
ity exists is typically short in distance, and some people 
actually drop to a lower status, referred to as downward 
social mobility. 

The fact is that those born at both the top and bot-
tom end of the income ladder are very likely to remain 
there (Economic Mobility Report 2012). Moreover, con-
trary to popular opinion, social mobility in the United 
States is actually lower than in either Canada or western 
Europe (Jäntti et al. 2006). Research finds that rates of 
upward social mobility are highest among White men, 
followed by White women, then Black men, and finally, 
Black women (Mazumder 2008). 

Social mobility is influenced most by factors that 
affect the whole society, not just by individual charac-
teristics. Just being born in a particular generation can 
have a significant influence on one’s life chances. The 
fears of today’s young, middle-class people that they 
will be unable to achieve the lifestyles of their parents 

The media have a substantial impact on 
how people view the social class system 
and different groups within it. Especially 
because people tend to live and associ-
ate with people in their own class, how 
they see others can be largely framed by 
the portrayal of different class groups in 
the media. Research has found this to 
be true and, in addition, has found that 
mass media have the power to shape 
public support for policies on public 
assistance.

To begin with, the media overrepre-
sent the lifestyle of the most comfort-
able classes. Rare are the families that 
can afford the home decor and fashion 
depicted in soap operas, ironically most 
likely watched by those in the working 

Reproducing Class Stereotypes
class. Media portrayals, such as those 
found on television talk shows as well 
as sports, tend to emphasize stories of 
upward mobility. When the working class 
is depicted, it tends to be shown as devi-
ant, reinforcing class antagonism and giv-
ing viewers a sense of moral superiority 
(Grindstaff 2002).

Content analyses of the media also 
find that the poor are largely invisible in 
the media (Mantsios 2010). Those poor 
people who are depicted in television 
and magazines are more often portrayed 
as Black than is actually the case, lead-
ing people to overestimate the actual 
number of Black poor. The elderly and 
working poor are rarely seen. Repre-
sentations of welfare overemphasize 

themes of dependency, especially when 
portraying African Americans. Women 
are also more likely than men to be 
represented as dependent (Misra et al. 
2003). How might people understand 
class inequality if the media routinely 
presented the social structural context 
of class differences?

Sources: Mantsios, Gregory. 2010. “Media 
Magic: Making Class Invisible.” Pp. 386–394 
in Race, Class, and Gender: An Anthology, 
edited by Margaret L. Andersen and Patricia 
Hill Collins. Belmont, CA: Wadsworth; Grindstaf, 
Laura. 2002. The Money Shot, Trask, Class, 
and the Making of TV Talk Shows. Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 269–296; Misra, 
Joy, Stephanie Moller, and Marina Karides. 
2003. “Envisioning Dependency: Changing  
Media Depictions of Welfare in the 20th 
Century.” Social Problems 50 (November): 
482–504. See also the film, Class Dismissed: 
How TV Frames the Working Class, Media 
Education Foundation. www.mediaed.org

a sociological eye on the media
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show the effect that being in a particular generation 
can have on one’s life chances. When mobility occurs, 
it is usually because of societal changes that create or 
restrict opportunities, including such changes as eco-
nomic cycles, changes in the occupational structure, 
and demographic factors, such as the number of college 
graduates in the labor force (Beller and Hout 2006). Yet, 
mobility in the United States is not impossible. Indeed, 
many have immigrated to this nation with the knowl-
edge that their life chances are better here than in their 
countries of origin. The social mobility that does exist 
is greatly influenced by education. In sum, however, 
social mobility is much more limited than the American 
dream of mobility suggests.

Class Consciousness 
Because of the widespread belief that mobility is pos-
sible, people in the United States, compared to many 
other societies, tend not to be very conscious of class. 
Class consciousness is the perception that a class 
structure exists along with a feeling of shared identi-
fication with others in one’s class—that is, those with 
whom you share life chances (Centers 1949). Notice 
that there are two dimensions to class consciousness: 
(1) the idea that a class structure exists; and (2) one’s 
class identification. 

There has been a long-standing argument that 
Americans are not very class conscious because of the 
belief that upward mobility is possible and because of 
the belief in individualism that is part of the culture. 
Images of opulence also saturate popular culture, mak-
ing it seem that such material comforts are available to 
anyone. The faith that upward mobility is possible ironi-
cally perpetuates inequality because, if people believe 
that everyone has the same chances of success, they are 
likely to think that whatever inequality exists must be 
fair or the result of individual success and failure. 

Class inequality in any society is usually buttressed 
by ideas that support (or actively promote) inequal-
ity. Beliefs that people are biologically, culturally, or 
socially different can be used to justify the higher posi-
tion of some groups. If people believe these ideas, the 
ideas provide legitimacy for the system. Karl Marx used 
the term false consciousness to describe the class con-
sciousness of subordinate classes who had internalized 
the view of the dominant class. Marx argued that the 
ruling class controls subordinate classes by infiltrating 
their consciousness with belief systems that are consist-
ent with the interests of the ruling class. If people accept 
these ideas, which seem to justify inequality, they need 
not be overtly coerced into accepting the roles desig-
nated for them by the ruling class. 

There have been times when class consciousness 
was higher, such as during the labor movement of the 
1920s and 1930s. Then working-class people had a very 

high degree of class consciousness and mobilized on 
behalf of workers’ rights. We see this happening again 
with the downturn in the U.S. economy and the stag-
nation in income for many. Half of all Americans say 
that they are now not moving forward, and one-third 
say they have fallen further back (Acs and Zimmerman 
2008). Indeed, one-third of the public now say they are 
lower class, compared to 25 percent only a few years 
ago (Morin and Motel 2012). 

The formation of a relatively large middle class and 
a relatively high standard of living mitigates class dis-
content. Racial and ethnic divisions also make strong 
alliances within various classes less stable. Growing 
inequality could result in a higher degree of class con-
sciousness, but this has not yet developed into a signifi-
cant class-based movement for change. 

Why Is There Inequality? 
Stratification occurs in all societies. Why? This ques-
tion originates in classical sociology in the works of Karl 
Marx and Max Weber, theorists whose work continues 
to inform the analysis of class inequality today. 

Karl Marx: Class and Capitalism 
Karl Marx (1818–1883) provided a complex and pro-
found analysis of the class system under capitalism—an 
analysis that, although more than 100  years old, con-
tinues to inform sociological analyses. Marx defined 
classes in relationship to the means of production, 
defined as the system by which goods are produced 
and distributed. In Marx’s analysis, two primary classes 
exist under capitalism: the capitalist class, those who 
own the means of production, and the working class 
(or proletariat), those who sell their labor for wages. 
There are further divisions within these two classes: the 
petty bourgeoisie, small business owners and managers 
(those whom you might think of as middle class) who 
identify with the interests of the capitalist class but do 
not own the means of production, and the lumpenpro-
letariat, those who have become unnecessary as work-
ers and are then discarded. (Today, these would be the 
underclass, the homeless, and the permanently poor.) 

Marx thought that with the development of capi-
talism, the capitalists and working class would become 
increasingly antagonistic (something he referred to as 
class struggle). As class conflicts became more intense, 
Marx predicted that the two classes would become 
more polarized, with the petty bourgeoisie becoming 
deprived of their property and dropping into the work-
ing class. Marx would see now that his analysis was cor-
rect as classes are becoming more polarized with an 
increasing gap between the very rich and everyone else.

In addition to the class struggle that Marx thought 
would characterize the advancement of capitalism,  
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he also thought that capitalism was the basis for other 
social institutions. To Marx, capitalism is the infrastruc-
ture of society, with other institutions (such as law, 
education, the family, and so forth) reflecting capitalist 
interests. According to Marx, the law supports the inter-
ests of capitalists; the family promotes values that social-
ize people into appropriate work roles; and education 
reflects the interests of the capitalist class. Over time, 
Marx argued, capitalism would increasingly penetrate 
society. This can be clearly seen in the way that the profit 
motive permeates contemporary institutions, such as in 
how profits of the pharmaceutical industry permeate 
the delivery of health care (see also Chapter  14). You 
might ask yourself where you see the values of capital-
ism permeating other social institutions.

Why do people support such a system? Here is 
where ideology plays a role. Ideology refers to belief 
systems that support the status quo. According to 
Marx, the ruling class produces the dominant ideas of 
a society. Through their control of the communications 
industries in modern society, the ruling class is able to 
produce ideas that buttress their interests. 

Much of Marx’s analysis boils down to the conse-
quences of a system based on the pursuit of profit. If 
goods were exchanged at the cost of producing them, 
no profit would be produced. Capitalist owners want 
to sell commodities for more than their actual value—
more than the cost of producing them, including mate-
rials and labor. Because workers contribute value to the 
system and capitalists extract value, Marx saw capitalist 
profit as the exploitation of labor. Marx believed that as 
profits became increasingly concentrated in the hands 
of a few capitalists, the working class would become 
increasingly dissatisfied. The basically exploitative 
character of capitalism, according to Marx, would ulti-
mately lead to its destruction as workers organized to 
overthrow the rule of the capitalist class. Class conflict 
between workers and capitalists, he argued, was ines-
capable, with revolution being the inevitable result. 
Perhaps the class revolution that Marx predicted has 
not occurred, but the dynamics of capitalism that he 
analyzed are unfolding before us. 

At the time Marx was writing, the middle class was 
small and consisted mostly of small business owners 
and managers. Marx saw the middle class as depen-
dent on the capitalist class, but exploited by it, because 
the middle class did not own the means of production. 
He saw middle-class people as identifying with the 
interests of the capitalist class because of the similar-
ity in their economic interests and their dependence 
on the capitalist system. Marx believed that the middle 
class failed to work in its own best interests because it 
falsely believed that it benefited from capitalist arrange-
ments. Marx thought that in the long run, the middle 
class would pay for their misplaced faith when profits 
became increasingly concentrated in the hands of a 

few and more and more of the middle class dropped 
into the working class. Because he did not foresee the 
emergence of the large and highly differentiated middle 
class we have today, not every part of Marx’s theory has 
proved true. Still, his analysis provides a powerful por-
trayal of the forces of capitalism and the tendency for 
wealth to belong to a few, whereas the majority work 
only to make ends meet. Marx has also influenced the 
lives of billions of people under self-proclaimed Marxist 
systems that were created in an attempt, however unre-
alized, to overcome the pitfalls of capitalist society. 

Max Weber: Class, Status,  
and Party 
Max Weber (1864–1920) agreed with Marx that classes 
were formed around economic interests and that eco-
nomic forces have a powerful effect on people’s lives. 
He disagreed with Marx, however, that economic forces 
are the primary dimension of stratification. Weber saw 
three dimensions to stratification: 

●● class (the economic dimension);
●●● ● ●status (or prestige, the cultural and social dimen-

sion); and,
●● party (or power, the political dimension).

Weber is thus responsible for a multidimensional view 
of social stratification because he analyzed the connec-
tions between economic, cultural, and political sys-
tems. Weber pointed out that, although the economic, 
social, and political dimensions of stratification are 
usually related, they are not always consistent. Some-
one could be high on one or two dimensions, but low on 
another. A major drug dealer is an example: high wealth 
(economic dimension) and power over others (politi-
cal dimension) but low prestige (social dimension), at 
least in the eyes of the mainstream society, even if not 
in other circles. 

Weber defined class as the economic dimension of 
stratification—how much access to the material goods 
of society a group or individual has, as measured by 
income, property, and other financial assets. A family 
with an income of $200,000  per  year clearly has more 
access to the resources of a society than a family living 
on an income of $50,000  per  year. Weber understood 
that a class has common economic interests and that 
economic status is the basis for one’s life chances. But, 
in addition, he thought that people were also stratified 
based on their status and power differences. 

Status, to Weber, is the prestige dimension of 
stratification—the social judgment or recognition given 
to a person or group. Weber understood that class dis-
tinctions are linked to status distinctions. That is, those 
with the most economic resources tend to have the 
highest status in society, but not always. In a local com-
munity, for example, those with the most status may be 
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those who have lived there the longest, even if newcom-
ers arrive with more money. Although having power is 
typically related to also having high economic standing 
and high social status, this is not always the case, as you 
saw with the example of the drug dealer. 

Finally, party (or what we would now call power) 
is the political dimension of stratification. Power is the 
capacity to influence groups and individuals even in the 
face of opposition. Power is also reflected in the abil-
ity of a person or group to negotiate their way through 
social institutions. An unemployed Latino man wrongly 
accused of a crime, for instance, does not have much 
power to negotiate his way through the criminal justice 
system. By comparison, business executives accused of 
corporate crime can afford expensive lawyers and thus 
frequently go unpunished or, if they are found guilty, 
serve relatively light sentences in comparatively pleasant 
facilities. Again, Weber saw power as linked to economic 
standing, but he did not think that economic standing 
was always the determining cause of people’s power. 

Marx and Weber explain different features of 
stratification. Both understood the importance of the 
economic basis of stratification, and they knew the sig-
nificance of class for determining the course of one’s 
life. Marx saw people as acting primarily out of eco-
nomic interests. Weber refined the sociological analy-
ses of stratification to account for the subtleties that 
can be observed when you look beyond the sheer eco-
nomic dimension to stratification, stratification being 
the result of economic, social, and political forces. 

Together, Marx and Weber provide compelling theoreti-
cal grounds for understanding the contemporary class 
structure. 

Functionalism and Conflict Theory: 
The Continuing Debate 
Marx and Weber were trying to understand why dif-
ferences existed in the resources that various groups 
in society hold. The question persists of why there 
is inequality. Two major frameworks in sociological 
theory—functionalist and conflict theory—take quite 
different approaches to understanding inequality (see 
◆ Table 8.2). 

The Functionalist Perspective on Inequality.  
Functionalist theory views society as a system of institu-
tions organized to meet society’s needs (see Chapter 1). 
The functionalist perspective emphasizes that the parts 
of society are in basic harmony with each other; soci-
ety is held together by cohesion, consensus, coopera-
tion, stability, and persistence (Eitzen and Baca Zinn 
2012; Merton 1957; Parsons 1951a). Different parts of 
the social system complement one another. To explain 
stratification, functionalists see the roles filled by the 
upper classes—such as governance, economic innova-
tion, investment, and management—are essential for 
a cohesive and smoothly running society. The upper 
classes are then rewarded in proportion to their contri-
bution to the social order (Davis and Moore 1945).

 ◆ Table 8.2 Functionalist and Conflict Theories of Stratification 

Interprets Functionalism Conflict Theory 

Inequality The purpose of inequality is to motivate people  
to fill needed positions in society. 

Inequality results from a system where those with 
the most resources exploit and control others. 

Reward system Greater rewards are attached to higher posi-
tions to ensure that people will be motivated to 
train for functionally important roles in society. 

Inequality prevents the talents of those at the 
bottom from being discovered and used. 

Classes Some groups are rewarded because their work 
requires the greatest degree of talent and  
training. 

Classes conflict with each other as they vie 
for power and economic, social, and political 
resources. 

Elites The most talented are rewarded in proportion to 
their contribution to the social order. 

The most powerful reproduce their advantage  
by distributing resources and controlling the 
dominant value system. 

Class consciousness/ 
ideology 

Beliefs about success and failure confirm the  
status of those who succeed. 

Elites shape societal beliefs to make their unequal 
privilege appear to be legitimate and fair. 

Poverty Poverty serves economic and social functions 
in society. 

Poverty is inevitable because of the exploitation 
built into the system. 

Social policy Because the system is basically fair, social  
policies should only reward merit. 

Because the system is basically unfair, social  
policies should support disadvantaged groups. 
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According to the functionalist perspective, social 
inequality serves an important purpose in society: It 
motivates people to fill the different positions in soci-
ety that are needed for the survival of the whole. Func-
tionalists think that some positions in society are more 
important than others and require the most talent and 
training. The rewards attached to those positions (such 
as higher income and prestige) ensure that people will 
make the sacrifices needed to acquire the training for 
functionally important positions (Davis and Moore 
1945). Higher class status thus comes to those who 
acquire what is needed for success (such as education 
and job training). In other words, functionalist theorists 
see inequality as based on a reward system that moti-
vates people to succeed. 

The Conflict Perspective on Inequality. Conflict 
theory also sees society as a social system, but unlike 
functionalism, conflict theory interprets society as 
being held together through conflict and coercion. 
From a conflict-based perspective, society comprises 
competing interest groups, some with more power than 
others. Groups struggle over societal resources and 
compete for social advantage. Conflict theorists argue 
that those who control society’s resources also hold 
power over others. The powerful are also likely to act 
to reproduce their advantage and try to shape societal 
beliefs to make their privileges appear to be legitimate 
and fair. In sum, conflict theory emphasizes the friction 
in society rather than the coherence, and sees society as 
dominated by elites. 

From the perspective of conflict theory, social strat-
ification is based on class conflict and blocked oppor-
tunity. Conflict theorists see stratification as a system 
of domination and subordination in which those with 
the most resources exploit and control others. They also 
see the different classes as in conflict with each other, 
with the unequal distribution of rewards reflecting the 
class interests of the powerful, not the survival needs of 
the whole society (Eitzen and Baca Zinn 2012). Accord-
ing to the conflict perspective, inequality provides 
elites with the power to distribute resources, make and 
enforce laws, and control value systems. Elites then use 
these powers to reproduce their own advantage. Others 
in the class structure, especially the working class and 
the poor, experience blocked mobility. 

From a conflict point of view, the more stratified a 
society, the less likely that society will benefit from the 
talents of its citizens. Inequality limits the life chances 
of those at the bottom, preventing their talents from 
being discovered and used.

The Debate between Functionalist and Conflict 
Theories. Implicit in the argument of each perspec-
tive is criticism of the other perspective. Functionalism 

assumes that the most highly rewarded jobs are the 
most important for society, whereas conflict theorists 
argue that some of the most vital jobs in society—those 
that sustain life and the quality of life, such as farmers, 
mothers, trash collectors, and a wide range of other 
laborers—are usually the least rewarded. Conflict theo-
rists also criticize functionalist theory for assuming that 
the most talented get the greatest rewards. They point 
out that systems of stratification tend to devalue the 
contributions of those left at the bottom and to under-
utilize the diverse talents of all people (Tumin 1953). In 
contrast, functionalist theorists contend that the con-
flict view of how economic interests shape social orga-
nization is too simplistic. Conflict theorists respond by 
arguing that functionalists hold too conservative a view 
of society and overstate the degree of consensus and 
stability that exists. 

The debate between functionalist and conflict the-
orists raises fundamental questions about how people 
view inequality. Is inequality inevitable? How is ine-
quality maintained? Do people basically accept it? This 
debate is not just academic. The assumptions made 
from each perspective frame public policy debates. 
Whether the topic is taxation, poverty, or homelessness, 
if people believe that anyone can get ahead by ability 
alone, they will tend to see the system of inequality as 
fair and accept the idea that there should be a differ-
ential reward system. Those who tend toward the con-
flict view of the stratification system are more likely to 
advocate programs that emphasize public responsibil-
ity for the well-being of all groups and to support pro-
grams and policies that result in more of the income 
and wealth of society going toward the needy. 

Poverty 
Despite the relatively high average standard of living 
in the United States, poverty afflicts millions of people. 
There are now more than 45 million poor people in the 
United States—a whopping 14.5 percent of the popula-
tion. Even more startling is the large number of people 
living in very deep poverty, or what experts define as 
extreme poverty (the U.S. measure being living on two 
dollars or less per day; the world measure of extreme pov-
erty is $1.25 per day or less; see also Chapter 9). Extreme 
poverty in the United States includes 3.5 million children 
who are living with virtually no income—a shocking fact 
for such a rich nation (Shaefer and Edin 2014).

Poverty deprives people of basic human needs—
food, shelter, and safety from harm. It is also the basis 
for many of our nation’s most intractable social prob-
lems. Failures in the education system; crime and vio-
lence; inadequate housing and homelessness; poor 
health care—all are related to poverty. Who is poor, and 
why is there so much poverty in an otherwise affluent 
society? 
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Defining Poverty
The federal government has established an official 
definition of poverty used to determine eligibility for 
government assistance and to measure the extent of 
poverty in the United States. The poverty line is the 
amount of money needed to support the basic needs of 
a household, as determined by government; below this 
line, one is considered officially poor. To determine the 
poverty line, the Social Security administration takes 
a low-cost food budget (based on dietary information 
provided by the U.S. Department of Agriculture) and 
multiplies it by a factor of three, assuming that a family 
spends approximately one-third of its budget on food. 
The resulting figure is the official poverty line, adjusted 
slightly each year for increases in the cost of living. 
In 2013, the official poverty line for a family of four 
(including two children) was $23,624. Although a cutoff 
point is necessary to administer antipoverty programs, 
this definition of poverty can be misleading. A person or 
family earning $1 above the cutoff point would not be 
officially categorized as poor. 

There are numerous problems with the official def-
inition of poverty. To name a few, it does not account 
for regional differences in the cost of living; it does not 
reflect changes in the cost of housing nor changes in the 
cost of modern standards of living that were not imag-
ined in the 1930s, when the definition was established 
(Meyer and Sullivan 2012). Experts have argued that the 
government should develop alternative poverty meas-
ures, such as shelter poverty—a measure that would 
account for the cost of housing in different regions 
(Stone 1993). To date, Congress has resisted changing 
the official definition of poverty—a change that would 
likely increase the reported rate of poverty and poten-
tially increase the cost of federal antipoverty programs. 

→		 See for YourSelf  ←
Using the current federal poverty line ($23,264 for a 
family of four, including two children), develop a monthly 
budget that does not exceed this income level and that 
accounts for all of your family’s needs. Base your budget 
on the actual costs of such things in your locale (rent, food, 
transportation, utilities, clothing, and so forth). Don’t for-
get to account for taxes (state, federal, and local), health 
care expenses, your children’s education, and so on. What 
does this exercise teach you about those who live below 
the poverty line?

Who Are the Poor? 
After the 1950s, poverty declined in the United States. 
The poverty rate has generally been increasing since 
2000, from about 11 to nearly 15 percent of the popula-
tion. The majority of the poor are White, although there 

are disproportionately high rates of poverty among 
Asian Americans, Native Americans, Black Americans, 
and Hispanics. Of those considered poor, 27 percent 
are Native Americans, 27.2 percent are African Ameri-
cans, 23.5 percent are Hispanics, 10.5 percent are Asian 
Americans, and 9.6 percent are non-Hispanic Whites 
(DeNavas-Walt and Proctor 2014; McCartney et al. 
2013). Among Hispanics, there are further differences 
among groups. Puerto Ricans—the Hispanic group 
with the lowest median income—have been most likely 
to suffer increased poverty, probably because of their 
concentration in the poorest segments of the labor 
market and their high unemployment rates (Hauan  
et al. 2000; Tienda and Stier 1996). Asian American pov-
erty has also increased substantially in recent years, 
particularly among the most recent immigrant groups, 
including Laotians, Cambodians, Vietnamese, Chinese,  
and Korean immigrants; Filipino, Japanese, and Asian 
Indian families have lower rates of poverty (White 
House 2012). 

The vast majority of the poor have always been 
women and children, but the percentage of women 
and children considered to be poor has increased in 
recent years. The term feminization of poverty refers 
to the large proportion of the poor who are women and 
children. This trend results from several factors, includ-
ing the dramatic growth of female-headed households,  
a decline in the proportion of the poor who are elderly 
(not matched by a decline in the poverty of women and 
children), and continuing wage inequality between 
women and men. The large number of poor women 
is associated with a commensurate large number  
of poor children. By 2013, 20 percent of all children 
in the United States (those under age 18) were poor, 

Child poverty in the United States is higher than one would 
expect for such an otherwise materially well-off nation.
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including 9.9 percent of non-Hispanic White children, 
36.7 percent of Black children, 30 percent of Hispanic 
children, and 9.4 percent of Asian American children 
(DeNavas-Walt and Proctor 2014). 

One-third of all families headed by women are 
poor (see ▲ Figure 8.9). In recent years, wages for 
young workers have declined; because most unmarried 
mothers are quite young, there is a strong likelihood 
that their children will be poor. Because of the divorce 
rate and generally little child support provided by men, 
women are also increasingly likely to be without the 
contributing income of a spouse and for longer peri-
ods of their lives. Women are more likely than men to 
live with children and to be financially responsible for 
them. However, women without children also suffer a 
high poverty rate, compounded in recent times by the 
fact that women now live longer than before and are 
less likely to be married than in previous periods. 

Debunking Society’s Myths←
Myth: Marriage is a good way to reduce women’s depend-
ence on welfare.
Reality: Although it is true that married-couple house-
holds are less likely to be poor than single-headed 
households, forcing women to marry encourages women’s 
dependence on men and punishes women for being 
independent. Research indicates that poor women place 
a high value on marriage and want to be married, but 
also understand that men’s unemployment and instability 
makes their ideal of marriage unattainable. In addition, 
large numbers of women receiving welfare have been vic-
tims of domestic violence (Edin and Kefalas 2005; Scott 
et al. 2002).
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▲ figure 8.9 Poverty Status by family 
Type and Race
Note: Families with children under 18 present. 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau. 2014. Historical Income 
Tables, Table POV-02, People in Families, by Family 
Structure, Age, and Sex, Iterated by Income-to-Poverty 
Ratio and Race: 2013. Washington, DC: U.S. Census 
Bureau. www.census.gov

The poor are not a one-dimensional group. They 
are racially diverse, including Whites, Blacks, Hispanics, 
Asian Americans, and Native Americans. They are 
diverse in age, including not just children and young 
mothers, but also men and women of all ages, and 
especially a substantial number of the elderly, many 
of whom live alone. The poor are also geographically 
diverse, to be found in areas east and west, south and 
north, urban and rural. 

As ■ Map 8.1 shows, poverty rates are gener-
ally higher in the South and Southwest. What the 
map cannot show, however, is concentrated poverty. 
Concentrated poverty means that there are areas of 
counties, cities, or states where larger percentages 
of people are poor. Such areas then have higher 

Although most people associate poverty with urban areas,  
poverty rates outside of metropolitan areas are actually  
higher than you might expect.
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Population in Poverty
(Percent) 

Poverty in the United States by County, 2010
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Mapping America’s Diversity: Poverty in the United States
This map shows regional differences 
in poverty rates (that is, the percent-
age of poor in different counties). As 
you can see, poverty is highest in the 
South, Southwest, and some parts 
of the upper Midwest. This reflects 

the higher rates of poverty among 
Native Americans, Latinos, and African 
Americans, especially in rural areas. 
What the map does not show is the 
concentration of poverty in particular 
urban areas. According to this map, 

how much poverty is there in your 
region? Is there poverty that the map 
does not show? 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau. 2010. “Poverty in 
the United States.” www.census.gov

map 8.1

rates of crime, poor schools, few job opportunities, 
poor health and housing, and less access to ser-
vices. Concentrated poverty is highest among African 
Americans and American Indians (including Alaska 
natives). Among these groups, 10 percent of people 
live in areas where 40 percent or more of the popu-
lation is poor, compared to 3 percent of poor White 
Americans and 7 percent of Hispanics (Bishaw 2011). 

One marked change in poverty is the growth of 
poverty in suburban areas. One-third of the nation’s 
poor are now found in suburbs where poverty is grow-
ing twice as fast as in center cities (Kneebone and 
Holmes 2014). Rural poverty also persists in the United 
States, even though people tend to think of poverty as 
an urban phenomenon. The truth is that the poverty 
rate is actually higher outside of metropolitan areas 
than inside (DeNavas-Walt and Proctor 2014).

Despite the idea that the poor “milk” the sys-
tem, government supports for the poor are limited.  
So-called welfare is now largely in the form of food 
stamps, not cash assistance. Half of households receiv-
ing food stamps are those with children present; one-
fifth of recipients are disabled, and 17 percent are 
elderly people. Considering that the average monthly 
coupon value is $134, it is hard to understand why fed-
eral support is reviled as overly generous (U.S. Census 
Bureau 2012a). 

Among the poor are thousands of homeless. 
Depending on how one defines and measures home-
lessness, estimates of the number of homeless people 
vary widely. If you count the number of homeless on any 
given night, there may be anywhere between 444,000 to 
842,000; over an entire year, estimates are that between 
2.3 and 3.5 million people experience homelessness, 

Although most people associate poverty with urban areas,  
poverty rates outside of metropolitan areas are actually  
higher than you might expect.
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194  CHAPTER 8

though not necessarily for an entire year (National Coa-
lition for the Homeless 2014). The transient nature of 
this population makes accurate estimates of the extent 
of homelessness impossible.

Whatever the actual numbers of homeless peo-
ple, there has been an increase in homelessness over 
the past two decades. Families are the fastest-growing 
segment of the homeless—40 percent—and, children 
are also 40 percent of the homeless. Moreover, half of 
the women with children who are homeless have fled 
from domestic violence (National Coalition against 
Domestic Violence 2001; Zorza 1991). A shocking num-
ber of the homeless are veterans (about 11 percent), 
including those returning from Iraq and Afghanistan 
(National Coalition for the Homeless 2014; see also  
▲ Figure 8.10).

There are many reasons for homelessness. The 
great majority of the homeless are on the streets 
because of a lack of affordable housing and an increase 
in poverty, leaving many people with no choice but to 
live on the street. Add to that problems of inadequate 
health care, domestic violence, and addiction, and you 
begin to understand the factors that create homeless-
ness. Some of the homeless have mental illness (about 
16 percent of single, homeless adults); the movement 
to relocate patients requiring mental health care out 
of institutional settings has left many without mental 
health resources that might help them (National Coali-
tion for the Homeless 2014). 

Causes of Poverty 
Most agree that poverty is a serious social problem. 
There is far less agreement on what to do about it. Pub-
lic debate about poverty hinges on disagreements about 
its underlying causes. Two points of view prevail: Some 
blame the poor for their own condition, and some look 
to social structural causes to explain poverty. The first 
view, popular with the public and many policymakers, 
is that poverty is caused by the cultural habits of the 
poor. According to this point of view, behaviors such as 
crime, family breakdown, lack of ambition, and educa-
tional failure generate and sustain poverty, a syndrome 
to be treated by forcing the poor to fend for themselves. 
The second view is more sociological, one that under-
stands poverty as rooted in the structure of society, not 
in the morals and behaviors of individuals. 

Debunking Society’s Myths←
Myth: The influx of unskilled immigrants raises the 
poverty level by taking jobs away from U.S. citizens who 
would otherwise be able to find work and lift themselves 
from poverty.
Sociological Perspective: A state-by-state analysis of 
poverty and immigration in recent years finds that immi-
grants actually improve local economies by increasing 
the supply of workers, generating labor market expan-
sion, and promoting entrepreneurship—in other words, 
stimulating the economy. In some regions, immigration 
has actually lessened poverty (Peri 2014).

Blaming the Victim: The Culture of Poverty.  
Blaming the poor for being poor stems from the myth 
that success requires only individual motivation and 
ability. Many in the United States adhere to this view 
and hence have a harsh opinion of the poor. This atti-
tude is also reflected in U.S. public policy concerning 
poverty, which is rather ungenerous compared with 
other industrialized nations. Those who blame the poor 
for their own plight typically argue that poverty is the 
result of early childbearing, drug and alcohol abuse, 
refusal to enter the labor market, and crime. Such think-
ing puts the blame for poverty on individual choices, 
not on societal problems. In other words, it blames the 
victim, not the society, for social problems (Ryan 1971). 

The culture of poverty argument attributes the 
major causes of poverty to the absence of work values 
and the irresponsibility of the poor (Lewis 1969, 1966). 
In this light, poverty is seen as a dependent way of life 
that is transferred, like other cultural values, from gener-
ation to generation. Policymakers have adapted the cul-
ture of poverty argument to argue that the actual causes 
of poverty are found in the breakdown of major institu-
tions, including the family, schools, and churches. 

NOTE: The percentages add to more than
100 percent because some groups may fall into
more than one race.

Asian

White
African American

Native American
Hispanic

4%

20%

38%

42%

2%

▲ figure 8.10 Who Are the Homeless?
Source of data: National Coalition for the Homeless. 2014.  
www.nationalhomeless.org
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Is the culture of poverty argument true? To answer 
this question, we might ask: Is poverty transmitted 
across generations? Researchers have found only mixed 
support for this assumption. Many of those who are 
poor remain poor for only one or two years; only a small 
percentage of the poor are chronically poor. More often, 
poverty results from a household crisis, such as divorce, 
illness, unemployment, or parental death. People tend 
to cycle in and out of poverty. The public stereotype that 
poverty is passed through generations is thus not well 
supported by the facts. 

A second question is: Do the poor want to work? 
The persistent public stereotype that they do not is cen-
tral to the culture of poverty thesis. This attitude pre-
sumes that poverty is the fault of the poor, that poverty 
would go away if they would only change their values 
and adopt the American work ethic. What is the evi-
dence for these claims? 

Detailed studies of the poor simply find no basis for 
the assumption that the poor hold different values about 
work compared to every one else (Lakso 2013; Lee and 
Anat 2008). They simply find that work is difficult to find. 
Several other facts also refute this popular claim.

Most of the able-bodied poor do work, even if only 
part-time. As we saw previously, the number of workers 
who constitute the working poor has actually increased. 
You can see why this is true when you calculate the 
income of someone working full-time for minimum 
wage. Someone working forty hours per week, fifty-two 
weeks per year, at minimum wage will have an income 
far below the poverty line. This is the major reason that 
many have organized a living wage campaign, intended 
to raise the federal minimum wage to provide workers 
with a decent standard of living. 

Current policies that force those on welfare to work 
also tend to overlook how difficult it is for poor people 
to retain the jobs they get. Prior to welfare reform in 
the mid-1990s, poor women who went off welfare to 
take jobs often found they soon had to return to welfare 
because the wages they earned were not enough to sup-
port their families. Leaving welfare often means losing 
health benefits, yet incurring increased living expenses. 
The jobs that poor people find often do not lift them out 
of poverty. In sum, attributing poverty to the values of the 
poor is both unproven and a poor basis for public policy. 

Structural Causes of Poverty. From a sociological 
point of view, the underlying causes of poverty lie in the 
economic and social transformations taking place in 
the United States. Careful scholars do not attribute pov-
erty to a single cause. There are many causes. Two of the 
most important are: (1) the restructuring of the econ-
omy, which has resulted in diminished earning power 
and increased unemployment; and, (2) the status of 
women in the family and the labor market, which has 
contributed to women being overrepresented among 

the poor. Add to these underlying conditions the fed-
eral policies in recent years that have diminished social 
support for the poor in the form of welfare, public hous-
ing, and job training. Given these reductions in federal 
support, it is little wonder that poverty is so widespread. 

The restructuring of the economy has caused the 
disappearance of manufacturing jobs, traditionally an 
avenue of job security and social mobility for many 
workers, especially African American and Latino work-
ers (Wilson 1996). The working class has been especially 
vulnerable to these changes. Economic decline in those 
sectors of the economy where men have historically 
received good pay and good benefits means that fewer 
men are the sole support for their families. Most fami-
lies now need two incomes to achieve a middle-class 
way of life. The new jobs that are being created fall pri-
marily in occupations that offer low wages and few ben-
efits; they also tend to be filled by women, especially 
women of color, leaving women poor and men out of 
work. Such jobs offer little chance to get out of poverty. 
New jobs are also typically located in neighborhoods far 
away from the poor, creating a mismatch between the 
employment opportunities and the residential base of 
the poor. 

Declining wage rates caused by transformations 
taking place within the economy fall particularly hard 
on young people, women, and African Americans and 
Latinos, the groups most likely to be among the work-
ing poor. The high rate of poverty among women is also 
strongly related to women’s status in the family and the 
labor market. Divorce is one cause of poverty, because 
without a male wage in the household, women are 
more likely to be poor. Women’s child-care responsi-
bilities make working outside the home on marginal 
incomes difficult. Many women with children cannot 
manage to work outside the home, because it leaves 
them with no one to watch their children. More women 
now depend on their own earnings to support them-
selves, their children, and other dependents. Whereas 
unemployment has always been considered a major 
cause of poverty among men, low wages play a major 
role for women. 

The persistence of poverty also increases tensions 
between different classes and racial groups. William 
Julius Wilson, one of the most noted analysts of poverty 
and racial inequality, has written, “The ultimate basis for 
current racial tension is the deleterious effect of basic 
structural changes in the modern American economy 
on Black and White lower-income groups, changes that 
include uneven economic growth, increasing technol-
ogy and automation, industry relocation, and labor 
market segmentation” (1978: 154). Wilson’s comments 
demonstrate the power of sociological thinking by con-
vincingly placing the causes of both poverty and racism 
in their societal context, instead of the individualistic 
thinking that tends to blame the poor for their plight. 
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Welfare and Social Policy 
The 1996 Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity 
Reconciliation (PRWOR) Act governs current welfare 
policy. This federal policy eliminated the long-standing 
welfare program titled Aid to Families with Dependent 
Children (AFDC), which was created in 1935 as part of 
the Social Security Act. Implemented during the Great 
Depression, AFDC was meant to assist poor mothers 
and their children. This program acknowledged that 
some people are victimized by economic circumstances 
beyond their control and deserve assistance. For much 
of its lifetime, this law supported mostly White mothers 
and their children. Not until the 1960s did welfare come 
to be identified with Black families. 

The new welfare policy gives block grants to states 
to administer their own welfare programs through 
the program called Temporary Assistance for Needy 
Families (TANF). TANF stipulates a lifetime limit of 
five years for people to receive aid and requires all wel-
fare recipients to find work within two years—a policy 
known as workfare. Those who have not found work 
within two years of receiving welfare can be required to 
perform community service jobs for free. 

In addition, welfare policy denies payments to 
unmarried teen parents under age 18 unless they stay in 
school and live with an adult. It also requires unmarried 
mothers to identify the fathers of their children or risk 
losing their benefits (Edin and Kefalas 2005; Hays 2003). 
These broad guidelines are established at the federal 
level, but individual states can be more restrictive, as 
many have been. At the heart of public beliefs about 
support for the poor is the idea that public assistance 
creates dependence, discouraging people from seeking 
jobs. The very title of current welfare policy emphasizes 
“personal responsibility and work,” suggesting that 
poverty is the fault of the poor. Low-income women, for 
example, are stereotyped as just wanting to have babies 
to increase the size of their welfare checks. Low-income 
men are also stereotyped as shiftless and irresponsible, 
even though research finds no support for either idea 
(Edin and Nelson 2013; Edin and Kefalas 2005). 

Is welfare reform working? Many claim that welfare 
reform is working because, since passage of the new 
law, the welfare rolls have shrunk. Since 1996, the year 
that welfare reform was passed, the number receiving 
welfare support has declined from twelve million to 
four million (U.S. Census Bureau 2012a). Having fewer 
people on welfare does not, however, mean that pov-
erty is reduced. In fact, as we have seen, extreme pov-
erty has actually increased since passage of welfare 
reform. Having fewer people on the rolls can simply 
mean that people are without a safety net. Holes in the 
safety net makes those already vulnerable to economic 
distress even more so. Although not limited to them, 
single women with children and people of color have 
been those most negatively affected by the 1996 welfare 
reforms (Shaefer and Edin 2014).

Research done to assess the impact of a changed 
welfare policy is relatively recent. Politicians brag that 
welfare rolls have shrunk, but reduction in the welfare 
rolls is a poor measure of the true impact of welfare 
reform because this would be true simply if people are 
denied benefits. Because welfare has been decentral-
ized to the state level, studies of the impact of current 
law must be done on a state-by-state basis. Such stud-
ies are showing that those who have gone into workfare 
programs most often earn wages that keep them below 
the poverty line. Although some states report that fam-
ily income has increased following welfare reform, the 
increases are slight. More people have been evicted 
because of falling behind on rent. Families also report 
an increase in other material hardships, such as phones 
and utilities being cut off. Marriage rates among former 
recipients have not changed, although more now live 
with nonmarital partners, most likely as a way of shar-
ing expenses. The number of children living in fami-
lies without either parent has also increased, probably 
because parents had to relocate to find work. In some 
states, the numbers of people neither working nor 
receiving aid also increased (Acker et al. 2002; Bernstein 
2002). Many studies also find that low-wage work does 
not lift former welfare recipients out of poverty (Shaefer 
and Edin 2014; Hays 2003). Forcing welfare recipients 

Is It True?*

True False

1. Income growth has been greatest for those in the middle class in recent years.

2. The average American household has most of its wealth in the stock market.

3. Social mobility is greater in the United States than in any other Western nation.

4. Poor teen mothers do not have the same values about marriage as middle-class people.

5. old people are the most likely to be poor.

6. Poverty in U.S. suburbs is increasing.

*The answers can be found at the end of this chapter.
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to work provides a cheap labor force for employers and 
potentially takes jobs from those already employed. 

The public debate about welfare rages on, often in the 
absence of informed knowledge from sociological research 
and almost always without input from the subjects of the 
debate, welfare recipients themselves. Although stigma-
tized as lazy and not wanting to work, those who have 
received welfare actually believe that it has negative con-
sequences for them, but they say they have no other viable 
means of support. They typically have needed welfare 
when they could not find work or had small children and 
needed child care. Most were forced to leave their last job 
because of layoffs or firings or because the work was only 
temporary. Few left their jobs voluntarily. 

Welfare recipients also say that the welfare system 
makes it hard to become self-supporting because the 
wages one earns while on welfare are deducted from 
an already minimal subsistence. Furthermore, there 
is not enough affordable day care for mothers to leave 
home and get jobs. The biggest problem they face in 
their minds is lack of money. Contrary to the popular 
image of the conniving “welfare queen,” welfare recipi-
ents want to be self-sufficient and provide for their fam-
ilies, but they face circumstances that make this very 
difficult to do. Indeed, studies of young, poor mothers 
find that they place a high value on marriage, but they 

do not think they or their boyfriends have the means 
to achieve the marriage ideals they cherish (Edin and 
Kefalas 2005; Hays 2003). 

Another popular myth about welfare is that people 
use their welfare checks to buy things they do not need. 
Research finds that when former welfare recipients find 
work, their expenses actually go up. Although they may 
have increased income, their expenses (in the form 
of child care, clothing, transportation, lunch money, 
and so forth) increase, leaving them even less dispos-
able income. Moreover, studies find that low-income 
mothers who buy “treats” for their children (brand-
name shoes, a movie, candy, and so forth) do so because 
they want to be good mothers (Edin and Lein 1997).

Other beneficiaries of government programs have 
not experienced the same kind of stigma. Social Secu-
rity supports virtually all retired people, yet they are 
not stereotyped as dependent on federal aid, unable to 
maintain stable family relationships, or insufficiently 
self-motivated. Spending on welfare programs is also a 
pittance compared with the spending on other federal 
programs. Sociologists conclude that the so-called wel-
fare trap is not a matter of learned dependency, but a 
pattern of behavior forced on the poor by the require-
ments of sheer economic survival (Edin and Kefalas 
2005; Hays 2003). 

What different kinds of stratification systems exist? 
Social stratification is a relatively fixed hierarchical 
arrangement in society by which groups have different 
access to resources, power, and perceived social worth. 
All societies have systems of stratification, although 
they vary in composition and complexity. Estate systems 
are those in which a single elite class holds the power 
and property; in caste systems, placement in the strati-
fication is by birth; in class systems, placement is deter-
mined by achievement. 

How do sociologists define class? 
Class is the social structural position that groups hold 
relative to the economic, social, political, and cultural 
resources of society. Class is highly significant in deter-
mining one’s life chances. 

How is the class system structured  
in the United States? 
Social class can be seen as a hierarchy, like a ladder, 
where income, occupation, and education are indica-
tors of class. Status attainment is the process by which 
people end up in a given position in this hierarchy. 
Prestige is the value others assign to people and groups 
within this hierarchy. Classes are also organized 

around common interests and exist in conflict with 
one another. 

Is there social mobility in the United States? 
Social mobility is the movement between class posi-
tions. Education gives some boost to social mobility, but 
social mobility is more limited than people believe; most 
people end up in a class position very close to their class 
of origin. Class consciousness is both the perception that 
a class structure exists and the feeling of shared identi-
fication with others in one’s class. The United States has 
not been a particularly class-conscious society because 
of the belief in upward mobility. 

What analyses of social stratification do 
sociological theorists provide? 
Karl Marx saw class as primarily stemming from eco-
nomic forces; Max Weber had a multidimensional view 
of stratification, involving economic, social, and politi-
cal dimensions. Functionalists argue that social ine-
quality motivates people to fill the different positions 
in society that are needed for the survival of the whole, 
claiming that the positions most important for society 
require the greatest degree of talent or training and 
are thus most rewarded. Conflict theorists see social 

Chapter Summary
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198  CHAPTER 8

stratification as based on class conflict and blocked 
opportunity, pointing out that those at the bottom of 
the stratification system are least rewarded because 
they are subordinated by dominant groups. 

How do sociologists explain why there is poverty 
in the United States? 
Culture of poverty is the idea that poverty is the result of 
the cultural habits of the poor that are transmitted from 
generation to generation, but sociologists see poverty as 

caused by social structural conditions, including unem-
ployment, gender inequality in the workplace, and the 
absence of support for child care for working parents. 

What current policies address the problem 
of poverty? 
Current welfare policy, adopted in 1996, provides 
support through individual states, but recipients are 
required to work after two years of support and have a 
lifetime limit of five years of support.
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Key Terms

Is It True? (Answers)

1. fAlSE. Income growth has been highest in the top 5 percent of income groups (Denavas-Walt and Proctor 2014).

2. fAlSE. Eighty percent of all stock is owned by a small percentage of people. for most people, home ownership is the most 
common financial asset (oliver and Shapiro 2006).

3. fAlSE. The United States has lower rates of social mobility than Canada, Sweden, and norway, and ranks near the middle in 
comparison to other Western nations (Jäntti 2006).

4. fAlSE. Research finds that poor teen mothers value marriage and want to be married, but associate marriage with eco-
nomic security, which they do not think they can achieve (Edin and Kefalas 2005).

5. fAlSE. Although those over age 65 used to be the most likely to be poor, poverty among the elderly has declined; the most 
likely to be poor are children (Denavas-Walt and Proctor 2014). 

6. TRUE. Although most of the poor live inside metropolitan areas, poverty in the suburbs has been increasing (Denavas-Walt 
and Proctor 2014).
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  It takes a village to raise a child,” the saying goes, but it 
also seems to take a world to make a shirt—or so it seems 
from looking at the global dimensions of the production 

and distribution of goods. Try this simple experiment: Look at 
the labels on your clothing. (If you do this in class, try to do so 
without embarrassing yourself and others!) What do you see? 
“Made in Indonesia,” “Made in Vietnam,” “Made in Malawi”—all 
indicating the linkage of the United States to clothing manu-
facturers around the world. The popular brand Nike, as just one 
example, contracts with factories all over the world. Most of 
Nike’s products are made in hundreds of factories throughout 
Asia. 

Taking your experiment further, ask yourself: Who made 
your clothing? A young person trying to lift his or her family 
out of poverty? Might it have been a child? The International 
Labour Organization (ILO) distinguishes child labor (those 
under age 17) from employed children (such as a teenager 
holding a part-time job or babysitting). Child labor specifically 
refers to “work that deprives children of their childhood, their 
potential, and their dignity and that is also harmful to mental 
and physical development” (International Labour Organiza-
tion 2014). The ILO estimates that about 168 million children 
around the world are trapped in child labor, almost half of 
whom are involved in dangerous work and many of whom 
are separated from their families and possibly held in slavery 
(International Labour Organization 2014). This does not mean 
that a child necessarily made your clothing. In fact, most child 
labor occurs in agricultural work, although a significant com-
ponent (25 percent) is in service and manufacturing work. 

Data on child labor indicate that our global systems of work 
are deeply connected to inequality. Especially in the poorest 
countries, trying to survive forces people into forms of work—
or lack of work—that produce some of the world’s greatest 
injustices—both for children and for adult women and men. As 
we will see in this chapter, nations are interlocked in a system 
of global inequality, in which the status of the people in one 
country is intricately linked to the status of the people in others. 

Recall from Chapter 1 that C. Wright Mills identified the 
task of sociology as seeing the social forces that exist beyond 
individuals. This is particularly important when studying global 
inequality. A person in the United States (or western Europe 
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202  CHaPTEr 9

or Japan) who thinks he or she is expressing individualism by wearing the latest style is actually part of 
a global system of inequality. The adornments available to that person result from a whole network of 
forces that produce affluence in some nations and poverty in others. 

The United States and other wealthy nations are dominant in the system of global stratification. 
Those at the top of the global stratification system have enormous power over the fate of other nations. 
Although world conflict stems from many sources, including religious differences, cultural conflicts, and 
struggles over political philosophy, the inequality between rich and poor nations causes much hatred 
and resentment. One cannot help but wonder what would happen if the differences between the wealth 
of some nations and the poverty of others were smaller. In this chapter, we examine the dynamics and 
effects of global stratification.

Global Stratification
In the world today, there are not only rich and poor peo-
ple but also rich and poor countries. Some countries are 
well off, some countries are doing so-so, and a growing 
number of countries are poor and getting poorer. There 
is, in other words, a system of global stratification in 
which the units are countries, much like a system of 
stratification within countries in which the units are 
individuals or families.

Just as we can talk about the upper-class or lower-
class individuals within a country, we can also talk of the 
equivalent upper-class or lower-class countries in this 
world system. One manifestation of global stratification 
is the great inequality in life chances that differentiates 
nations around the world. Simple measures of well-
being (such as life expectancy, infant mortality, access 
to education and health, and measures of environmen-
tal quality) reveal the consequences of global inequality. 
The gap between rich and poor people is also sometimes 
greatest in nations where poverty rates are highest. No 
longer can nations be understood without considering 
the global system of stratification of which they are a part. 

The effects of the global economy on inequal-
ity have become increasingly evident, as witnessed 
by public concerns about jobs being sent overseas. 
Unions, environmentalists, and other groups have coa-
lesced to protest global trade policies that they think 
threaten U.S. jobs, erode workers’ rights, and contrib-
ute to environmental degradation. The global economy 
has also further spread McDonaldization, bringing this 
form of production and consumption throughout the 
world (see Chapter 6). Popular stores such as Gap and 
Niketown often have been targets of political protests 
because they symbolize the expansion of global capital-
ism. Protestors see the growth of such stores as eroding 
local cultural values and spreading the values of unfet-
tered consumerism around the globe. A student-based 
movement has also emerged to protest the sweatshop 
labor that is often used by companies that manufacture 
college logo apparel.

The relative affluence of the United States means 
that U.S. consumers have access to goods produced 
around the world. A simple thing, such as a child’s toy, 
can represent this global system. For many young girls 
in the United States, Barbie is the ideal of fashion and 
romance. Young girls may have not just one Barbie, but 
several, each with a specific role and costume. Cheaply 
bought in the United States, but produced overseas, 
Barbie is manufactured by those probably not much 
older than the young girls who play with her and who 
would need all of their monthly pay to buy just one 
of the dolls that many U.S. girls collect by the dozens 
(Press 1996: 12). 

The manufacturing of toys and clothing is an 
example of the global stratification that links the 
United States and other parts of the world. Global 
outsourcing locates jobs overseas even while support-
ing U.S.-based businesses. Many of the jobs that have 
been outsourced in this way are semiskilled jobs, such 
as data entry, medical transcription, and so forth. 
Increasingly, outsourced jobs are also found in high-
tech industries, software design, market research, 
and product research activities. Although it is difficult 
to measure the extent of global outsourcing, it has 
become a common phenomenon—something you 
experience when, for example, you engage in a tel-
ephone or Internet transaction, such as getting help 
for your computer or arranging a trip. India, China, 
and Russia have been major players in the economy of 
global outsourcing, but other nations, such as Ireland, 
South Africa, Poland, and Hungary, among others, are 
increasingly playing an important role. The conse-
quences can be very positive for the economies of the 
host nations. The practice of outsourcing also lowers 
personnel costs for U.S.-based companies, given the 
lower wages in nations where jobs flow. Outsourc-
ing can be at the expense of jobs for workers in the 
United States, however (Rajan and Srivastava 2007). 
The practice of global outsourcing increasingly links 
the economies and social systems of nations around 
the world. 
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Rich and Poor 
One dimension of stratification between countries is 
wealth. Enormous differences exist between the wealth 
of the countries at the top of the global stratification sys-
tem and the wealth of the countries at the bottom. As 
you can see in ▲ Figures 9.1 and 9.2, a very small pro-
portion of the world’s population receives a vast share 
of all income—a visual reminder of the inequality that 
characterizes our world. 

You will recall that we looked at the “champagne 
glass” of inequality within the United States in Chapter 8. 
A similar image can show you the inequality of income 
worldwide (see Figure  9.2). As you can see, a small 

Distribution of income
World population
arranged by income

Richest

Poorest

The poorest fifth receives
1.0% of total world income

Each horizontal band
represents an equal fifth
of the world’s people

The richest fifth receives
82.8% of total world

income 

9.9% of income

4.2% of income

2.1% of income

1.0% of income

▲ Figure 9.1 World income 
Distribution 
Data from: Ortiz, Isabel, and Matthew 
Cummins. 2011. “Global Inequality: Beyond 
the Bottom Billion.” Social and Economic 
Policy Working Paper. UNICEF, April.  
www.worldbank.org

percentage of the world’s population 
has a very disproportionate share of 
world income.

There are different ways to meas-
ure the wealth of nations, but the 
most common is to use the per capita 
gross national income (GNI). The 
GNI measures the total output of 
goods and services produced by resi-
dents of a country each year plus the 
income from nonresident sources, 
divided by the size of the popula-
tion. The GNI does not truly reflect 
what individuals or families receive 
in wages or pay; it is simply each 
person’s annual share of their coun-
try’s income if income were shared 
equally. You can use this measure to 
get a picture of global stratification 
(see ■ Map 9.1). 

Per capita GNI is reliable only in countries that are 
based on a cash economy. It does not measure infor-
mal exchanges or bartering in which resources are 
exchanged without money changing hands. These non-
cash transactions are not included in the GNI calcula-
tion, but they are common in developing countries. As 
a result, measures of wealth based on the GNI, or other 
statistics that count cash transactions, are less reliable 
among the poorer countries and may underestimate 
the wealth of the countries at the lower end of the 
economic scale. 

The per capita GNI of the United States, one 
of the wealthier nations in the world (though not 
the wealthiest on a per capita basis), was $53,860 

Some nations have so much wealth that they actually serve gold as food, such 
as these real gold leaves on a dessert in Dubai!
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204  CHaPTEr 9

in 2013. The per capita GNI in Burundi, one of the 
poorest countries in the world, was $280. Even com-
pared to other well-to-do, industrialized nations, the 
United States’ per capita GNI shows us to be one of 
the most affluent nations in the world; GNI per capita 
is $46,140 in Japan, $46,100 in Germany, $39,140 in 
the United Kingdom, and only $6520 in China (World 
Bank 2014b). 

Which are the wealthiest nations? ▲ Figure 9.3 
shows the ten richest and the ten poorest countries in 
the world (measured by the annual per capita GNI). 
Monaco is the richest nation in the world on a per 
capita basis. Of course, Monaco has a tiny population 
compared with the United States. The poorest coun-
try in the world is Malawi, closely tied with Burundi, 
but note how many of the poorest nations are in 
sub-Saharan Africa, one of the poorest regions of the 
world. We will return to this fact in the discussion of 
world poverty later in this chapter.

The poorest nations are largely rural, have high fer-
tility rates, large populations, and still depend heavily 
on subsistence agriculture. In very poor countries, the 
life of an average citizen is meager. Often poor nations 
are rich with natural resources but are exploited for 
such resources by more powerful nations. Still, they 
rank at the bottom of the global stratification system. 

GNI per capita,
Atlas method (current US$)

no data

$12,476 or more

$1,025 or less

$1,026–$4,035

$4,036–$12,475

Viewing Society in Global Perspective: Rich and Poor
Most nations are linked in a world  
system that produces wealth for  
some and poverty for others.  
The GNI (gross national income), 

depicted here on a per capita basis  
for most nations in the world, is an  
indicator of the wealth and poverty  
of nations.

Source: The World Bank. 2011. Reprinted by 
permission. www.worldbank.org

map 9.1

32.6%

18.3%5.7%
4.5%

5.9%

4.1%

19.4%1.2%
1.1%
2.6%
1.4%
1.0%
1.3%
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France
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Canada
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Brazil

Taiwan
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▲ Figure 9.2 Who owns the World’s Wealth? 
Data from: Davies, James B., Susanna Sandstrom, Anthony Shorrocks, 
and Edward N. Wolff. 2008. “The World Distribution of Household 
Wealth.” UNU-WIDER, World Institute for Development Economics 
Research. Helsinki, Finland.
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Because the poorest nations suffer from extreme 
poverty, there is terrible human suffering in these 
places. This also produces instability and the potential 
for violence, as well as risks to human health. We wit-
nessed this in the Ebola virus outbreak that devastated 
some of the countries of western Africa. The nations 
most affected are among some of the poorest in the 
world—the Central African Republic with a GNI of only 
$320; Burundi, $280; and Malawi, $270. Each of these 
nations suffers from very high poverty rates, short life 
expectancy, and poor water facilities. We will look more 
closely at the nature and causes of such world poverty 
later in this chapter. 

The wealthiest countries, you will see, are largely 
industrialized nations or those that are oil-rich. These 
countries represent the equivalent of the upper class. 
Simply being one of the wealthiest nations in the world 
does not mean that all of the nation’s population is well 
off. Some, especially the Scandinavian countries, have 
low degrees of inequality within. Others, including 
the United States, have great inequality within, as we 
have seen in the previous chapter on class inequality. 

Moreover, inequality between nations has to be seen in 
relative terms. For example, a very wealthy person in 
India may have the income of someone in the bottom 
5  percent of income earners in the United States, but 
within India, this can afford the person an expensive 
mansion and a highly lavish lifestyle relative to other 
Indian people (Milanovic 2010). 

Inequality within nations is measured by some-
thing called the Gini coefficient. The Gini coefficient 
is a measure of income distribution within a given 
population or nation. The figure ranges from zero to 
one, with zero representing a population where there is 
perfect equality and one indicating a population where 
just one person has all the money—in other words, the 
greatest inequality. South Africa has the highest Gini 
coefficient in the world; the Scandinavian countries, 
among the lowest. But the United States ranks very 
high in the degree of internal inequality among other 
industrialized nations, as you can see from ▲ Figure 9.4. 
■ Map 9.2 also gives you a visual image, based on the 
Gini coefficient, of inequality within nations through-
out the world. 
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▲ Figure 9.3 The rich and the Poor:  
a World View* 
Data from: The World Bank. 2014b. 
*Measured by GNI per capita, in U.S. dollars, for 2011. 
www.worldbank.org
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Global Networks of Power 
and Influence 
Global stratification involves nations in a large and 
integrated network of economic and political relation-
ships. Power—that is, the ability of a country to exercise 

control over other countries or groups of countries—is a 
significant dimension of global stratification. Countries 
can exercise several kinds of power over other coun-
tries, including military, economic, and political power. 
The core countries have the most power in the world 
economic system. These countries control and profit 
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Viewing Society in Global Perspective: The Gini Coefficient
Source: Central Intelligence Agency. 2009. 
World Factbook. www.cia.org

map 9.2

NOTE: The larger the Gini coefficient, the greater inequality in family incomes.
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▲ Figure 9.4 Gini Coefficient in 
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Data from: Central Intelligence Agency. 2014. 
The World Fact Book. www.cia.gov
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Research Question: International migra-
tion is becoming an increasingly common 
phenomenon. Women are one of the 
largest groups to experience migration, 
often leaving poor nations to become 
domestic workers in wealthier nations. 
What are these women’s experiences in 
the context of global stratification? This 
is what Rhacel Salazar Parreñas wanted 
to know. 

Research Method: Parreñas studied 
two communities of Filipina women, 
one in Los Angeles and one in Rome, 
Italy, conducting her research through 
extensive interviewing with Filipina 
domestic workers in these two locations. 
She supplemented the interviews with 
participant observation in church set-
tings, after-work social gatherings, and in 

Servants of Globalization: Who Does  
the Domestic Work?

employers’ homes. The interviews were 
conducted in a mixture of both cities. 

Research Results: Parreñas found that 
Filipina domestics experienced many sta-
tus inconsistencies. They were upwardly 
mobile in terms of their home country 
but were excluded from the middle-class 
Filipino communities in the host nation. 
Thus they experienced feelings of social 
exclusion in addition to being separated 
from their own families. 

Conclusions and Implications: The 
women Parreñas studied are part of 
a new social pattern for transnational 
families—that is, families whose mem-
bers live across the borders of nations. 
These Filipinas provide the labor for 
more affluent households while their own 
lives are disrupted by these new global 

forces. As global economic restructuring 
evolves, it may be that more families will 
experience this form of family living.

Questions to Consider
1. Are there domestic workers in 

your community who provide child 
care and other household work for 
middle- and upper-class house-
holds? What are the race, ethnicity, 
nationality, and gender of these 
workers? What does this tell you 
about the division of labor in domes-
tic work and its relationship to global 
stratification? 

2. Why do you think domestic labor 
is so underpaid and undervalued? 
Are there social changes that might 
result in a reevaluation of the value 
of this work? 

Sources: Parreñas, Rhacel Salazar. 2001. 
Servants of Globalization: Women, Migration 
and Domestic Work. Stanford, CA: Stanford 
University Press.

doing sociological research
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The gap between the rich and poor worldwide can be staggering. at the same time that many struggle for mere survival,  
others enjoy the pleasantries of a gentrified lifestyle.

the most from the world system, and thus they are the 
“core” of the world system. These include the power-
ful nations of Europe, the United States, Australia, and, 
increasingly, East Asia. 

Surrounding the core countries, both structurally and 
geographically, are the semiperipheral countries that 
are semi-industrialized and, to some degree, represent a 

kind of middle class (such as Spain, Turkey, and Mexico). 
They play a middleman role, extracting profits from 
the poor countries and passing those profits on to the  
core countries. 

At the bottom of the world stratification system are 
the peripheral countries. These are the poor, largely 
agricultural countries of the world. Even though they 
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are poor, they often have important natural resources 
that are exploited by the core countries. Exploitation, 
in turn, keeps them from developing and perpetuates 
their poverty. Often these nations are politically unsta-
ble. Political instability within poor nations can create 
a crisis for core nations that depend on their resources. 
Military intervention by the United States or European 
nations is often the result. 

→	 See for YourSelF ←
The Global Economy of Clothing 
look at the labels in your clothes and note where your 
clothing was made. Where are the products bearing 
your college logos manufactured and sold? Who profits 
from the distribution of these goods? What does this 
tell you about the relationship of core, semiperipheral, 
and peripheral countries within world systems theory? 
What further information would reveal the connections 
between the country where you live and the countries 
where your clothing is made and distributed? 

To explore this further, you can read the account by 
Kelsey Timmerman who wanted to know where his clothes 
came from. Timmerman traveled to Honduras, bangladesh, 
Cambodia, and China, talking to factory workers and their 
families about the experiences in making the clothes that 
others wear. His journey can teach you a lot about global 
production and consumption (Timmerman 2012). 

Further resources: www.whereamiwearing.com

Race and Global Inequality 
Along with class inequality, there is a racial component 
to world inequality. In the richest nations, the popu-
lation is largely White; in the poorest countries of the 
world, mostly in Africa, the populations are people of 
color. Exploitation of the human and natural resources 
of regions populated by people of color has character-
ized the history of Western capitalism, with people of 
color being dominated by Western imperialism and 
colonialism. The inequities that have resulted are enor-
mous, including malnutrition and hunger. 

How did this racial inequality come about? On 
the surface, global capitalism is not explicitly racist, 
as were earlier forms of industrial capitalism. Yet, the 
rapid expansion of the global capital system has led to 
an increase in racial inequality between nations. A new 
international division of labor has emerged that is not 
tied to particular places but seeks cheap labor, usually in 
non-Western countries. The exploitation of cheap labor 
has created a poor and dependent workforce comprised 
mostly of people of color. Profits accrue to wealthy 
owners, who are mostly White, resulting in a racially 
divided world. Some argue that the exploitation of the 
poor peripheral nations by multinational capitalists 

has forced an exodus of unskilled workers from the 
impoverished nations to the rich nations. The flood of 
third-world refugees into the industrialized nations is 
thereby increasing racial tensions, fostering violence, 
and destroying worker solidarity (Sirvananadan 1995). 

The meaning of race, however, varies in different 
national settings. South Africa, the United States, and 
Brazil each developed different sets of racial catego-
ries. Although all three countries have many people of 
mixed descent, race is defined differently in each place. 
In South Africa, the particular history of Dutch and 
English colonialism led to strongly drawn racial cat-
egories that defined people in four separate categories: 
“White,” “Coloured” (including indigenous Khoi and 
San people, as well as people of mixed descent), “Black,” 
and “Indian.” Black South Africans had no political 
representation under apartheid. There were three sepa-
rate parliaments—one for each of the other groups. 

Brazil is yet a different case. The Brazilian elite 
declared Brazil a racial democracy at the early stages of 
national development. Racial differences were thought 
not to matter. Yet, instead of creating an egalitarian soci-
ety free of racism, Afro-Brazilians were still of lower social 
status and Euro-Brazilians remain at the highest social 
status, suggesting that color itself stratifies people—a 
sociological phenomenon sometimes referred to as “col-
orism” (Telles 2004; Fredrickson 2003; Marx 1997). 

Theories of Global 
Stratification 
How did world inequality occur? Sociological expla-
nations of world stratification generally fall into three 
camps: modernization theory, dependency theory, and 
world systems theory (see ◆ Table 9.1). 

Modernization Theory 
Modernization theory views the economic de  velop-
ment of countries as stemming from technological 
change. According to this theory, a country becomes more 
“modernized” by increased technological development. 

Modernization theory sees economic development 
as a process by which traditional societies become more 
complex. For economic development to occur, mod-
ernization theory predicts, countries must change their 
traditional attitudes, values, and institutions. Economic 
achievement is thought to derive from attitudes and 
values that emphasize hard work, saving, efficiency, 
and enterprise. Modernization theory suggests that 
nations remain underdeveloped when traditional cus-
toms and culture discourage individual achievement 
and kin relations dominate. 

As an outgrowth of functionalist theory, moderni-
zation theory derives some of its thinking from the work 
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 ◆ Table 9.1 Theories of Global Stratification

Modernization Theory Dependency Theory World Systems Theory 

Economic Development arises from relinquishing  
traditional cultural values and  
embracing new technologies  
and market-driven attitudes  
and values 

Exploits the least powerful 
nations to the benefit of 
wealthier nations that then 
control the political and  
economic systems of the 
exploited countries 

Has resulted in a single  
economic system stemming  
from the development of a  
world market that links core, 
semiperipheral, and peripheral 
nations

Poverty  results from adherence to  
traditional values and customs 
that prevent societies from 
competing in a modern global 
economy 

results from the dependence 
of low-income countries on 
wealthy nations 

is the result of core nations 
extracting labor and natural 
resources from peripheral  
nations 

Social Change involves increasing complexity, 
differentiation, and efficiency 

is the result of  
neocolonialism and the  
expansion of international 
capitalism

leads to an international division 
of labor that increasingly puts 
profit in the hands of a few while 
exploiting those in the poorest 
and least powerful nations 

of Max Weber. In The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit 
of Capitalism (1958/1904), Weber saw the economic 
development that occurred in Europe during the Indus-
trial Revolution as a result of the values and attitudes of 
Protestantism. The Industrial Revolution took place in 
England and northern Europe, Weber argued, because 
the people of this area were hardworking Protestants 
who valued achievement and believed that God helped 
those who helped themselves. 

Modernization theory can partially explain why 
some countries have become successful. Japan and 
China are examples of countries that have made huge 
strides in economic development, in part because of 
a national work ethic. Work ethic alone, however, 
does not explain Japan’s success. Modernization 
theory may partially explain the cultural context in 
which some countries become successful and others 
do not, but it is not a substitute for explanations 
that also look at the economic and political context 
of national development. Cultural attitudes may 
impede economic development in some cases, but 
you have to be careful not to assume that developed 
nations have superior values compared to others. 
Blaming the cultural values of a poor nation over-
looks the fact that a nation’s status in the world may 
be outside their control. Whether a country develops 
or remains poor is often the result of other countries 
exploiting the less powerful. Modernization theory 
does not sufficiently take into account the interplay 
and relationships between countries that can affect a 
country’s economic or social condition. 

Developing countries, modernization theory says, 
are better off if they let the natural forces of competition  

guide world development. Free markets, according to 
this perspective, will result in the best economic order. 
As critics argue, markets do not develop independently 
of government’s influence. Governments can spur or 
hinder economic development, especially as they work 
with private companies to enact export strategies, restrict 
imports, or place embargoes on the products of nonfa-
vored nations. 

Dependency Theory 
Although market-oriented theories may explain why 
some countries are successful, they do not explain why 
some countries remain in poverty or why some coun-
tries have not developed. It is necessary to look at issues 
outside the individual countries and to examine the 
connections between them. Keep in mind that many 
of the poorest nations are former colonies of European 
powers. This focuses your attention on colonization and 
imperialism as causes of global stratification.

Dependency theory holds that the poverty of the 
low-income countries is a direct result of their political 
and economic dependence on the wealthy countries. 
Specifically, dependency theory argues that the poverty 
of many countries is a result of exploitation by power-
ful countries. This theory is derived from the work of 
Karl Marx, who foresaw that a capitalist world economy 
would create an exploited class of dependent coun-
tries, just as capitalism within countries had created an 
exploited class of workers. 

Dependency theory begins with understanding 
the historical development of this system of inequality.  
As the European countries began to industrialize in 
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the 1600s, they needed raw materials for their factories  
and places to sell their products. To accomplish this, the 
European nations colonized much of the world, includ-
ing most of Africa, Asia, and the Americas. Colonialism 
is a system by which Western nations became wealthy by 
taking raw materials from colonized societies and reaping 
profits from products finished in the homeland. Colonial-
ism worked best for the industrial countries when the col-
onies were kept undeveloped to avoid competition with 
the home country. For example, India was a British col-
ony from 1757 to 1947. During that time, Britain bought 
cheap cotton from India, made it into cloth in British 
mills, and then sold the cloth back to India, making large 
profits. Although India was able to make cotton into cloth 
at a much cheaper cost than Britain, and very fine cloth at 
that, Britain nonetheless did not allow India to develop its 
cotton industry. As long as India was dependent on Brit-
ain, Britain became wealthy and India remained poor. 

Under colonialism, dependency was created by the 
direct political and military control of the poor countries 
by powerful developed countries. Most colonial powers 
were European countries, but other countries, particu-
larly Japan and China, had colonies as well. Colonization 
came to an end soon after the Second World War, largely 
because of protests by colonized people and the result-
ing movement for independence. As a result, according 
to dependency theory, the powerful countries turned to 
other ways to control the poor countries and keep them 
dependent. The powerful countries still intervene directly 
in the affairs of the dependent nations by sending troops 
or, more often, by imposing economic or political restric-
tions and sanctions. But other methods, largely economic, 
have been developed to control the dependent poor 
countries, such as price controls, tariffs, and, especially, 
the control of credit. Indeed, the level of debt that some 
nations accrue is a major source of global inequality. 

The rich industrialized nations, according to 
dependency theory, are able to set prices for raw 
materials produced by the poor countries at very low 
levels so that the poor countries are unable to accu-
mulate enough profit to industrialize. As a result, the 
poor, dependent countries must borrow from the rich 
countries. However, debt creates only more depend-
ence. Many poor countries are so deeply indebted to 
the major industrial countries that they must follow 
the economic edicts of the rich countries that loaned 
them the money, thus increasing their dependency. 
This form of international control has sometimes been 
called neocolonialism, a form of control of the poor 
countries by the rich countries but without direct politi-
cal or military involvement. 

Multinational corporations are companies that 
draw a large share of their profits from overseas invest-
ments and that conduct business across national borders. 
They play a role in keeping the dependent nations poor, 
dependency theory suggests. Although their executives 

and stockholders are from the industrialized countries, 
multinational corporations recognize no national bound-
aries and pursue business where they can best make a 
profit. Multinationals buy resources where they can get 
them cheapest, manufacture their products where pro-
duction and labor costs are lowest, and sell their products 
where they can make the largest profits. 

Many critics fault companies for perpetuating 
global inequality by taking advantage of cheap overseas 
labor to make large profits for U.S. stockholders. Com-
panies are, in fact, doing what they should be doing in 
a market system: trying to make a profit. Nonetheless, 
dependency theory views the practices of multination-
als as responsible for maintaining poverty in the poor 
parts of the world. 

One criticism of dependency theory is that many 
poor countries (for example, Ethiopia) were never colo-
nies. Some former colonies have also done well. Two of 
the greatest postwar success stories of economic devel-
opment are Singapore and Hong Kong. Both of these 
places were British colonies—Hong Kong until 1997—
and were clearly dependent on Britain, yet they have had 
successful economic development precisely because of 
their dependence on Britain. Other former colonies are 
also improving economically, such as India. 

World Systems Theory 
Modernization theory examines the factors internal to 
an individual country, and dependency theory looks to 
the relationship between countries or groups of coun-
tries. Another approach to global stratification is called 
world systems theory. Like dependency theory, this 
theory begins with the premise that no nation in the 
world can be considered in isolation. Each country, no 
matter how remote, is tied in many ways to the other 
countries in the world. However, unlike dependency 
theory, world systems theory argues that there is a world 
economic system that must be understood as a single 
unit, not in terms of individual countries or groups of 
countries. This theoretical approach derives to some 
degree from the work of dependency theorists and is 
most closely associated with the work of Immanuel 
Wallerstein in The Modern World System (1974) and 
The Modern World System II (1980). According to this 
theory, the level of economic development is explained 
by understanding each country’s place and role in the 
world economic system. 

This world system has been developing since the 
sixteenth century. The countries of the world are tied 
together in many ways, but of primary importance are 
the economic connections in the world markets of goods, 
capital, and labor. All countries sell their products and 
services on the world market and buy products and ser-
vices from other countries. However, this is not a mar-
ket of equal partners. Because of historical and strategic 
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imbalances in this economic system, some countries are 
able to use their advantage to create and maintain wealth, 
whereas other countries that are at a disadvantage remain 
poor. This process has led to a global system of stratifica-
tion in which the units are not people but countries. 

World systems theory sees the world divided into 
three groups of interrelated nations: core or first-world 
countries, semiperipheral or second-world countries, 
and peripheral or third-world countries. This world 
economic system has resulted in a modern world in 
which some countries have obtained great wealth and 
other countries have remained poor. The core countries 
control and limit the economic development in the 
peripheral countries so as to keep the peripheral coun-
tries from developing and competing with them on the 
world market; thus the core countries can continue to 
purchase raw materials at a low price. 

Although world systems theory was originally devel-
oped to explain the historical evolution of the world sys-
tem, modern scholars now focus on the international 
division of labor and its consequences. This approach 
is an attempt to overcome some of the shortcomings in 
world systems theory by focusing on the specific mecha-
nism by which differential profits are attached to the 
production of goods and services in the world market. 
A tennis shoe made by Nike is designed in the United 
States; uses synthetic rubber made from petroleum from 
Saudi Arabia; is sewn in Indonesia; is transported on a 
ship registered in Singapore, which is run by a Korean 
management firm using Filipino sailors; and is finally 
marketed in Japan and the United States. At each of 
these stages, profits are taken, but at very different rates. 

→Thinking Sociologically 

What are the major industries in your community? in what 
parts of the world do they do business, including where 
their product is produced? How does the international 
division of labor affect jobs in your region?

World systems theorists call this global production 
process a commodity chain, the network of production 
and labor processes by which a product becomes a fin-
ished commodity. By following a commodity through 
its production cycle and seeing where the profits go at 
each link of the chain, one can identify which country 
is getting rich and which country is being exploited. As 
an example, the Gap hoodie that you buy in the United 
States for about $30 was likely produced from cotton 
grown in Uzbekistan where workers are paid 2 cents a 
pound, cut and sewn by workers in Russia who are paid 
between 39 and 69 dollars a month, and then distributed 
and sold in the United States (Gordon and Designs 2001). 

World systems theory also helps explain the 
growing phenomenon of international migration. An 

international division of labor means that the need for 
cheap labor in some of the industrial and developing 
nations draws workers from poorer parts of the globe. 
International migration is also the result of refugees 
seeking asylum from war-torn parts of the world or from 
countries where political oppression, often against par-
ticular ethnic groups, forces some to leave. 

The development of a world economy is also result-
ing in large changes in the composition of popula-
tions around the globe. World cities, that is, cities that 
are closely linked through the system of international 
commerce, have emerged. Within these cities, families 
and their surrounding communities often form trans-
national communities, communities that may be geo-
graphically distant but socially and politically close. 
Linked through various communication and trans-
portation networks, transnational communities share 
information, resources, and strategies for coping with 
the problems of international migration. 

International migration, sometimes legal, some-
times not, has radically changed the racial and ethnic 
composition of populations not only in the United 
States but also in many European and Asian nations. 
Over 200  million people now live outside the country 
of their birth, some of whom moved because of war and 
persecution, but many of whom move as work moves 
around the globe (Eitzen 2009). Many such migrants 
work in the lowest segments of the labor force. The 
work of these low-wage laborers is critical to the world 
economy, but they are often treated with hostility and 
suspicion, discriminated against, and stereotyped 
as undeserving and threatening. The United States 
receives the most international migrants of any nation, 
but they are common in western Europe, Saudi Arabia, 
Iran, and other parts of the world (Koser 2007). In many 
nations, the presence of migrants can lead to political 
tensions over immigration, even though international 
faces in world cities are now a major feature of the 
urban landscape.

It is useful to see the world as an interconnected 
set of economic ties between countries, and to under-
stand that these ties often result in the exploita-
tion of poor countries. This process of globalization 
means that countries that were once at the center of 
this world system—England, for example—no longer 
occupy such a lofty position. Peripheral countries can 
also improve their standard of living with investment 
by core countries, although the benefits do not accrue 
equally to groups within such nations and investment 
by outsiders can also put receiving nations in debt, 
thus harming them in the long run. Low-wage factories 
may benefit managers, but not the working class. Even 
core countries can be hurt by the world system, such 
as when jobs move overseas. Who benefits from this 
world system is differentiated—in all countries—by 
one’s placement, not just in the global class system but 
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also in the class system internal to each country within 
this global system. World systems theory has provided 
a powerful tool for understanding global inequality.

Consequences of Global 
Stratification 
It is clear that some nations are wealthy and powerful 
and some are poor and powerless. What are the con-
sequences of this world stratification system? Basic 
indicators of national well-being include such things as 
infant mortality, literacy levels, access to safe water, and 
the status of women. There are, as we will see, consid-
erable differences in the quality of life based on these 
indicators in different places in the world. 

Population 
One of the biggest differences in rich and poor nations 
is population. The poorest countries have the highest 
birthrates and the highest death rates. The total fertility 
rate—how many live births a woman will have over her 
lifetime at current fertility rates—shows that women in 
the poorest countries have on average almost five chil-
dren. Because of this high fertility rate, the populations 
of poor countries are growing faster than the popula-
tions of wealthy countries. Poor countries therefore also 
have a high proportion of young children. 

In contrast, the richest countries have a total popu-
lation of approximately one billion people—only 15 per-
cent of the world’s population. The populations of the 
richest countries are not growing nearly as fast as the 

populations of the poorest countries. In the richest coun-
tries, women have about two children over their lifetime, 
and the populations of these countries are growing by 
only 1.2 percent. Many of the richest countries, includ-
ing most of the countries of Europe, are actually experi-
encing population declines. With a low fertility rate, the 
rich countries have proportionately fewer children, but 
they also have proportionately more elderly, which can 
also be a burden on societal resources. Different from 
the poorest nations, the richest ones are largely urban. 

Rapid population growth as a result of high fertility 
rates can make a large difference in the quality of life of the 
country. Countries with high birthrates are faced with the 
challenge of having too many children and not enough 
adults to provide for the younger generation. Public ser-
vices, such as schools and hospitals, are strained in high-
birthrate countries, especially because these countries 
are poor to begin with. Very low birthrates, as many rich 
countries are now experiencing, can also lead to other 
problems. In countries with low birthrates, there often 
are not enough young people to meet labor force needs, 
and workers must be imported from other countries. 

Scholars disagree about the relationship between 
the rate of population growth and economic develop-
ment. Some theorize that rapid population growth and 
high birthrates lead to economic stagnation and that 
too many people keep a country from developing, thus 
miring the country in poverty (Ehrlich 1968). Yet, some 
countries with very large populations have become 
developed: China and India come to mind; both are 
showing significant economic development. The United 
States has the third largest population in the world at 
318 million people, yet it is one of the richest and most 
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Global stratification often means that consumption in the more affluent nations is dependent on cheap labor in other less 
affluent nations.
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developed nations in the world. Scholars now believe 
that even though large population and high birthrates 
can impede economic development in some situations, 
in general, fertility levels are affected by levels of industri-
alization, not the other way around. That is, as countries 
develop, their fertility levels decrease and their popula-
tion growth levels off (Hirschman 1994; Watkins 1987). 

Health and the Environment 
Significant differences are also evident in the basic 
health standards of countries, depending on where they 
are in the global stratification system. The high-income 
countries have lower childhood death rates, higher life 
expectancies, and fewer children born underweight. 
People born today in wealthy countries can expect to 
live about seventy-seven years, and women outlive men 
by several years. Except for some isolated or poor areas 
of the rich countries, almost all people have access to 
clean water and acceptable sewer systems. 

In the poorest countries, the situation is completely 
different. Many children die within the first five years 
of life, people live considerably shorter lives, and fewer people have access to clean water and adequate sani-

tation. In the low-income countries, the problems of 
sanitation, clean water, childhood death rates, and life 
expectancies are all closely related. In many of the poor 
countries, drinking water is contaminated from poor 
or nonexistent sewage treatment. This contaminated 
water is then used to drink, to clean eating utensils, and 
to make baby formula. For adults, waterborne illnesses 
such as cholera and dysentery sometimes cause severe 
sickness but seldom result in death. Children under age 
5 and, especially, those under the age of 1 are highly 
susceptible to the illnesses carried in contaminated 
water. A common cause of childhood death in coun-
tries with low incomes is dehydration brought on by the 
diarrhea contracted from drinking contaminated water. 

Degradation of the environment is a problem that 
affects all nations, which are linked in one vast environ-
mental system, but global stratification also means that 
some nations suffer at the hands of others. Overdevel-
opment is resulting in deforestation, and high popula-
tion and the dependency on agriculture in the poorest 
nations contribute to the depletion of natural resources. 
In the most industrial nations where the most energy 
is used, the overproduction of “greenhouse gas”—
emission of carbon dioxide from burning fossil fuels—
is resulting in numerous threats to our environment, 
including climate change (see also Chapter 16). 

Although high-income countries have only 
15  percent of the world population, together they 
use more than half of the world’s energy. The United 
States alone uses 20  percent of the world’s energy, 
although it holds only 4 percent of the world’s popula-
tion (see ▲ Figure 9.5). Safe water is also crucial; more 
than 700  million people in 43 different countries are  
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▲ Figure 9.5 Who Uses the World’s Energy? 
Data source: U.S. Energy Information Administration. 2012. www.eia.gov

There can be innovative solutions to reduce world poverty, 
such as this solar panel delivering energy in southern 
Mozambique.
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experiencing what the World Bank calls “water stress”—
that is, inadequate access to water. The dwindling of 
water supplies will only be exacerbated by population 
growth and economic development. The World Bank 
has, in fact, warned that we are facing a “global water 
crisis” (World Bank 2010). Clearly, global stratification 
has some irreversible environmental effects that are felt 
around the globe. 

Education and Illiteracy 
In the high-income nations of the world, education is 
almost universal, and the vast majority of people have 
attended school, at least at some level. Literacy and 
school enrollment are now taken for granted in the 
high-income nations, although people in these wealthy 
nations who do not have a good education stand little 
chance of success. In the middle- and lower-income 
nations, the picture is quite different. Elementary school 
enrollment, virtually universal in wealthy nations, is 
less common in the middle-income nations and even 
less common in the poorest nations. 

How do people survive who are not literate or edu-
cated? In much of the world, education takes place 
outside formal schooling. Just because many people in 
the poorer countries never go to school does not mean 
that they are ignorant or that they are uneducated. Most 
of the education in the world takes place in family set-
tings, in religious congregations, or in other settings 
where elders teach the next generation the skills and 
knowledge they need to survive. This type of informal 
education often includes basic literacy and math skills 
that people in these poorer countries need for their 
daily lives. 

The disadvantage of this informal and traditional 
education is that, although it prepares people for their 
traditional lives, it often does not give them the skills 
and knowledge needed to operate in the modern world. 
In an increasingly technological world, this can perpet-
uate the underdeveloped status of some nations. 

Gender Inequality 
The position of a country in the world stratification sys-
tem also affects gender relations within different coun-
tries. Poverty is usually felt more by women than by 
men. Although gender equality has not been achieved 
in the industrialized countries, compared with women 
in other parts of the world, women in the wealthier 
countries are much better off. 

The United Nations (UN) is one of the organiza-
tions that carefully monitors the status of women 
globally. The UN has developed an index to assess 
the progress of women in nations around the world. 
Called the gender inequality index, the measure is 
a composite of three key components of women’s 
lives: reproductive health, empowerment, and labor 
market status. Each of these three major components 
is then measured by particular facts about women’s 
status, such as maternal mortality, educational attain-
ment, and labor force participation (see ▲ Figure 9.6). 
Given how this index is computed, nations with the 
lowest gender inequality index have the greatest 
equality between women and men (see ◆ Table 9.2). 
Based on this index, the United Nations has con-
cluded that, around the world, reproductive health—
or lack thereof—is the greatest contributor to gender 
inequality (United Nations 2010). 
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▲ Figure 9.6 The Gender inequality index 
Source: United Nations Development Programme. 2010. “Components of the Gender Inequality Index.” http://hdr.undp.org. Reprinted with permission.
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Reports indicate mixed news with regard to wom-
en’s status around the world. On the one hand, women’s 
poverty has declined in some of the nations where it  
has been extreme, particularly in India, China, and 
some parts of Latin America. In sub-Saharan Africa, 
women’s poverty has increased. Around the world, 
women have achieved near equality in levels of primary 
education, but large gaps remain in the secondary and 
higher education of women and men. This fact has huge 

implications for women’s work, especially because the 
global economy increasingly demands educational 
skills (Inter-parliamentary Union 2012). 

Perhaps most distressing is the global extent of 
violence against women. Violence takes many forms, 
including violence within the family, rape, sexual har-
assment, sex trafficking and prostitution, and state-
based violence. The United Nations has concluded that 
“violence against women persists in every country in 
the world as a pervasive violation of human rights and 
a major impediment to achieving gender equality” 
(United Nations 2006: 9). 

Several factors put women at risk of violence, rang-
ing from individual-level risk factors (such as a history 
of abuse as a child and substance abuse) to societal-
level factors, such as gender roles that entrench male 
dominance and societal norms that tolerate violence as 
a means of conflict resolution (see ◆ Table 9.3). Clearly, 
the inequalities that mark global stratification have par-
ticularly harmful effects for the world’s women. 

War and Terrorism 
The consequences of global stratification are also found 
in the international conflicts that bring war and an 
increased risk of terrorism. Although global inequality is 
certainly not the only cause of such problems, it contrib-
utes to the instability of world peace and the threat of ter-
rorism. Global stratification generates inequities in the 
distribution of power between nations. Moreover, glo-
balization has created a world-based capitalist class with 
unprecedented wealth and power. This is a class that 
now crosses national borders; some have defined it as 
a “transnational capitalist class” (Langman and Morris 
2002). Coupled with the enormous poverty that exists, the  

 ◆ Table 9.2 Gender Inequality Index in Selected  
Countries (2011)

Gender  
Inequality  
Index

Rank (most equal 
being first out of 
187 countries)

Sweden 0.049 1

netherlands 0.052 2

Denmark 0.060 3

Switzerland 0.067 4

Korea 0.099 18

israel 0.145 22

China 0.209 38

United States 0.299 47

libya 0.314 51

Haiti 0.599 123

india 0.617 129

Saudi arabia 0.646 135

United Nations Development Programme. 2010. “Components of the 
Gender Inequality Index.” http://hdr.undp.org. Reprinted with permission.

 ◆ Table 9.3 Risk Factors for Violence against Women: A Global Analysis

The United nations has studied the frequent use of violence against women in the world and identified the factors that put 
women at risk. These factors are found at various levels.

Individual Level: Community Level:

●● frequent use of alcohol and drugs ●● Women’s isolation and lack of social support

●● Membership in marginalized communities ●● Community attitudes that tolerate and legitimate male violence

●● History of abuse as a child ●● High levels of social and economic inequality, including poverty

●● Witnessing marital violence in the home

Family/Relationship Level: Societal Level:

●● Male control of wealth ●● Gender roles that entrench male dominance and women’s subordination

●● Male control of decision making ●● Tolerance of violence as a means of conflict resolution

●● History of marital violence ●● inadequate laws and policies to prevent and punish violence

●●  Significant disparities in economic, educational, 
or employment status

●●  limited awareness and sensitivity on the part of officials and social 
service providers
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visibility of this class and its association with Western 
values leads to resentment and conflict. Furthermore, 
attempts by wealthier nations to control access to the 
world’s natural resources, such as oil, generate much 
political conflict. The same power and affluence that 
makes the United States a leader throughout the world 
makes it a target by those who resent its dominance.

In the Middle East, for example, oil production has 
created prosperity for some and exposed people in these 
nations to the values of Western culture. When people 
from different nations, such as those in the Middle East, 
study at U.S. universities and travel on business or vaca-
tions, they are exposed to Western values and patterns 
of consumption. As one commentator has noted, “Even 
those who have remained at home have not escaped 
exposure to Western culture. In most of the countries of 
the modern Middle East, Western cultural influences are 
pervasive. They see Western television programs, they 
watch Western movies, they listen to Western music, fre-
quently wear Western clothes, and visit Western websites. 
Even Western foods are locally available. McDonald’s are 
now found in many of the major cities” (Bailey 2003: 341). 
The sexual liberalism of Western nations and the relative 
equality of women also add to the volatile mix of nations 
clashing (Norris and Inglehart 2002). 

As a result, some traditional leaders, including 
religious clerics, define Western culture as a source of 
degeneracy. Countries such as the United States, where 
consumerism is rampant, then become the target of 
those who see this as a threat to their traditional way of 
life (Ehrlich and Liu 2002). In this sense, global stratifica-
tion and the dominance of Western culture are insepa-
rable (Bailey 2003). Clashing religious values and the 
growth of extremist views certainly are a major cause 
of terrorism, but the global dominance of some nations 
over others is also a factor. 

Terrorism can be defined as premeditated, politi-
cally motivated violence perpetrated against noncomba-
tant targets by people or groups who use their action to try 
to achieve their political ends (White 2002). Terrorism can 
be executed through violence or threats of violence and 
can be executed through various means—suicide bombs, 
biochemical terror, cyberterror, or other means. Because 
terrorists operate outside the bounds of normative behav-
ior, it is very difficult to prevent. Although rigid safeguards 
can be put in place, such safeguards also threaten the 
freedoms that are characteristic of open, democratic soci-
eties. The fact that terrorism is so difficult to stop contrib-
utes to the fear that it is intended to generate. 

Inequality is also connected to the context in which 
terrorism emerges. For example, research on al Qaeda 
terrorists finds that the leaders tend to come from mid-
dle-class backgrounds, although they often recruit those 
who are young, poorly educated, and economically 

disadvantaged to carry out suicide missions. Families 
of suicide bombers often receive large cash payments; 
at the same time, they can feel they have served a sacred 
cause (Stern 2003). Improving the lives of those who 
feel collectively humiliated could provide some protec-
tion against terrorism. 

World Poverty 
One fact of global inequality is the growing presence and 
persistence of poverty in many parts of the world (see 
■ Map 9.3). There is poverty in the United States, but very 
few people in the United States live in the extreme levels 
of deprivation found in some of the poor countries of the 
world, as seen in ■ Map 9.4. We have seen in Chapter 8 
how the poverty line in the United States is calculated. The 
definition of poverty in the United States identifies relative 
poverty, that is, a measure of poverty relative to the rest of 
society. Households living in poverty in the United States 
are poor compared with other Americans, but this would 
be an inaccurate measure in a worldwide context because 
of such huge differences in the standard of living. 

The World Bank and United Nations measure world 
poverty in two ways: Absolute poverty is defined by the 
amount of money needed in a particular country to 
meet basic needs of food, shelter, and clothing. Extreme 
poverty is defined as living on less than the equivalent 
of $1.25 per day. Any way you measure it, it is difficult 
for most Americans to imagine this standard of living. 
Extreme poverty has been declining in the world, but 18 
percent of the world’s population—1.2 billion people—
still live at this level of destitution (World Bank 2014 b). 

However, money does not tell the whole story 
because many people in poor countries do not always 
deal in cash. In many countries, people survive by rais-
ing crops for personal consumption and by bartering or 
trading services for food or shelter. These activities do 
not show up in calculations of poverty levels that use 
amounts of money as the measure. Accordingly, the 
United Nations also defines what it calls the multidi-
mensional poverty index (see ▲ Figure 9.7). 

The multidimensional poverty index measures 
the degree of deprivation in three basic dimensions of 
human life: health, education, and standard of living. 
These different components are then used to create a 
measure of poverty, including such indicators as nutri-
tion, child mortality, educational attainment, and the 
availability of water, electricity, plumbing, cooking fuel—
and even whether one has a floor in one’s living quarters.

Measured by the multidimensional poverty index, 
the United Nations concludes that poverty is higher than 
when measured by income alone, as is the case with 
measuring absolute and extreme poverty. The multi-
dimensional poverty index also points more directly to 
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▲ Figure 9.7 The Multidimensional Poverty index*
Source: United Nations Development Programme. 2010. “Components of the Multidimensional Poverty Index.” http://hdr.undp.org. Reprinted with 
permission. 
*Based on 1995 data.
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interventions to reduce poverty, such as making health 
clinics and running water available—projects that can 
significantly improve the lives of millions. 

Who Are the World’s Poor? 
As we have seen, about one-fifth of the world’s popula-
tion lives in poverty, forming what the United Nations 
calls a global underclass. Although world poverty has 
been decreasing, it still afflicts a huge proportion of 
the world’s people. In a world with a population over 
seven billion, about one billion live in extreme pov-
erty. The decline in world poverty is largely accounted 
for by the economic growth in East Asia, which histori-
cally has been one of the poorest areas of the world. 
Now East Asia leads the world in poverty reduction. 
China alone has seen a decline of 400 million people 
moving out of poverty since the 1980s. As you can see 
in ▲ Figure 9.8, two-thirds of the world’s poor live in 
one of five countries.

The causes of poverty differ around the globe. In 
Asia, the pressures of large population growth leave many 
without sustainable employment. As manufacturing 
has become less labor intensive with more mechanized 

NOTE: Two-thirds of the world’s poor live in one
of five countries.

China
India

The Democratic
Republic of Congo

Rest of the world

Bangladesh

Nigeria

36%
33%

13%
7%

6%
5%

▲ Figure 9.8 Where Do the World’s poor Live? As 
you are learning, poverty is unevenly distributed throughout 
the world. Why do you think so many of the world’s poor live 
in these five countries?
Source: World Bank. 2014 b. Prosperity for All/Ending Extreme Poverty. 
New York: World Bank. www.worldbank.org

Viewing Society in Global Perspective: The World As Seen through  
the Distribution of Wealth
This map shows what the world 
would look like were geographical 
boundaries formed by the wealth 
held by different nations. What 

perspective does this give you on 
global stratification?
Source: © Copyright 2006 SASI Group 
(University of Sheffield) and Mark Newman 

(University of Michigan), www.worldmapper 
.org/posters/worldmapper_map169_ver5 
.pdf

map 9.4
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production, the need for labor in certain industries has 
declined. Even though new technologies provide new 
job opportunities, they also create new forms of illit-
eracy because many people have neither the access nor 
the skills to use information technology. In sub-Saharan 
Africa, the poor live in marginal areas where poor soil, 
erosion, and continuous warfare have created extremely 
harsh conditions. Political instability and low levels of 
economic productivity also contribute to the high rates 
of poverty in some nations. Solutions to world poverty 
in these different regions require sustainable economic 
development, as well as an understanding of the diverse 
regional factors that contribute to high levels of poverty. 

Women and Children in Poverty 
There is no country in the world in which women are 
treated as well as men. As with poverty in the United 
States, women bear a larger share of the burden of world 

poverty. Some have called this double deprivation—in 
many of the poor countries, women suffer because of their 
gender and because they disproportionately carry the 
burden of poverty. For instance, in situations of extreme 
poverty, women have the burden of taking on much of 
the manual labor because the men in many cases have 
left to find work or food. The United Nations concludes 
that strengthening women’s economic security through 
better work is essential for reducing world poverty. 

Because of their poverty, women tend to suffer 
greater health risks than men. Although women outlive 
men in most countries, the life expectancy gap between 
women and men is less in the poorest countries. This 
is explained by several factors that put women at 
special risks. For one, fertility rates are higher in poor 
countries. Giving birth is a time of high risk for women, 
and women in poor countries with poor nutrition, poor 
maternal care, and the lack of trained birth attendants 
are at higher risk of dying during and after the birth. 

The U.S. State Department estimates that 12.3 million people 
worldwide are enslaved in human trafficking. This includes 
sexual servitude, forced labor, forced child labor, and other 
forms of coercive treatment. Human trafficking is a modern 
form of slavery in which people are used for commercial  
gain through the use of force, coercion, or fraud (U.S. State  
Department 2012). 

There are many ways to think about human trafficking—
including as a moral wrong, as a criminal act by corrupt 
individuals, and as a human rights issue. As a sociological issue, 
human trafficking is a complex social structure that is inte-
grally connected to international trade, the social structure of 
tourism, and the racial, class, and gender inequality that  
crosses national borders. 

Sexual trafficking is a particular form of human trafficking in 
which women and, often, young girls are bought and sold in an 
international system of prostitution. Sociologists argue that the 
male-dominated character of state institutions plays a part in 
the tolerance of sexual trafficking. Sexual trafficking and sexual 
tourism are part of a culture in which women’s bodies are 
treated as a commodity. Racial and ethnic inequality also play 
a part as women of color are sexually exploited based on the 
racial/gender stereotypes that define them as exotic but also 
available for the pleasure of men. 

An antitrafficking movement has developed that involves 
a coalition of feminists, various voluntary organizations, 
the United Nations, some politicians, and others who have 
organized to stop this practice (Limoncelli 2010).

Human Trafficking

what would a sociologist say?

Sex trafficking, particularly of young girls, is a common part 
of the system of global stratification.
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High fertility rates are also related to the degree of 
women’s empowerment in society—an often neglected 
aspect of the discussion between fertility and poverty. 
Societies where women’s voices do not count for much 
tend to have high fertility rates as well as other social 
and economic hardships for women, including lack of 
education, job opportunities, and information about 
birth control. Empowering women through providing 
them with employment, education, property, and vot-
ing rights can have a strong impact on reducing the fer-
tility rate (Sen 2000). 

Women also suffer in some poor countries because 
of traditions and cultural norms. Most (though not all) 
of the poor countries are patriarchal, meaning that men 
control the household. As a result, in some situations 
of poverty, the women eat after the men, and boys are 
fed before girls. In conditions of extreme poverty, baby 
boys may also be fed before baby girls because boys 
have higher status than girls. As a result, female infants 
have a lower rate of survival than male infants.

A distressing number of children in the world 
are also poor, including in the most industrialized 
and affluent nations. As you can see in ▲ Figure 9.9, 
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▲ Figure 9.9 Child Poverty in the Wealthier nations
Source: UNICEF. 2000. Child Poverty in Rich Countries 2005. Florence, Italy: United Nations Children’s Fund. www.unicef.org.

When children are poor, they may turn to child labor to 
help support their families. Such is the case with this child 
collecting trash for potential sale or use in a municipal 
dump in Phnom Penh.
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poverty among children in the United States exceeds 
that of other industrialized nations and is second only 
to Mexico. Children in poverty seldom have the lux-
ury of an education. Schools are usually few or non-
existent in poor areas of the world, and families are 
so poor that they cannot afford to send their children 
to school. Children from a very early age are required 
to help the family survive by working or performing 
domestic tasks such as fetching water. In extreme situ-
ations, even very young children may work as beggars 
(Boo 2012). Young boys and girls may end up working 
in sweatshops. Families may have to sell young girls 
into prostitution. This may seem unusually cruel and 
harsh by Western standards, but it is difficult to imag-
ine the horror of starvation and the desperation that 
many families in the world must feel that would force 
them to take such measures to survive. In poor coun-
tries, families feel they must have more children for 
their survival, yet having more children perpetuates 
the poverty. 

Estimates are that 168  million children under 
age 17 are in the labor force throughout the world. Most 
of the children are in Asia, though some are also in 
sub-Saharan Africa (International Labour Organization 
2014). Many of these children work long hours in dif-
ficult conditions and enjoy few freedoms, making prod-
ucts (soccer balls, clothing, and toys, for example) for 
those who are much better off. 

Another problem in the very poor areas of the 
world is homeless children (Mickelson 2000). In many 
situations, families are so poor that they can no longer 
care for their children, and the children must go with-
out education or be out on their own, even at young 
ages. Many of these homeless children end up in the 
streets of the major cities of Asia and Latin America. 
In Latin America, it is estimated that there are thirteen 
million street children, some as young as six years old. 
Alone, they survive through a combination of begging, 
prostitution, drugs, and stealing. They sleep in alleys 
or in makeshift shelters. Their lives are harsh, brutal, 
and short. 

Debunking Society’s Myths←
Myth: There are too many people in the world, and there 
is simply not enough food to go around. 
Sociological Perspective: Growing more food will not 
end hunger. if systems of distributing the world’s food 
were more just, hunger could be reduced. 

Poverty and Hunger
Poverty is also directly linked to malnutrition and hun-
ger because people in poverty cannot find or afford 
food. It is estimated that about 805  million people 

(12 percent of the world population) are malnourished. 
Experts attribute the increase to a number of factors, 
including poverty, lack of agricultural development, 
displacement and war, instability of economic markets, 
climate and weather, and wasting food (United Nations 
World Food Programme 2014). 

Hunger stifles the mental and physical devel-
opment of children and leads to disease and death. 
Although the food supply is plentiful in the world and is 
actually increasing faster than the population, the rate 
of malnutrition remains dangerously high. 

Is there not enough food to feed all the people in 
the world? In fact, plenty of food is grown in the world. 
The world’s production of wheat, rice, corn, and other 
grains is sufficient to adequately feed all the people in 
the world. Much grain grown in the United States is 
stored and not used. The problem is that the surplus 
food does not get to the truly needy. The people who 
are starving lack what they need for obtaining adequate 
food, such as arable land or a job that would pay a living 
wage. In the past, people in most cases grew food crops 
and were able to feed themselves, but much of the best 
land today has been taken over by agribusinesses that 
grow cash crops, such as tobacco or cotton, and sub-
sistence farmers have been forced onto marginal lands 
on the flanks of the desert where conditions are difficult 
and crops often do not grow. 

Clearly, poverty is a cause of malnutrition, but 
there are other causes as well. Violence and war within 
a nation can displace people, leading to large numbers 
of refugees crowding places where food may not be 
available to all. Disasters can leave people without food 
and water—a situation complicated when a nation 
is already poor. Even climate change can threaten to 
create hunger, especially if farming practices can-
not adjust to drought, floods, and extreme changes in 
weather patterns.

Causes of World Poverty 
What causes world poverty, and why are so many 
people so desperately poor and starving? More to the 
point, why is poverty decreasing in some areas but 
increasing in others? We do know what does not cause 
poverty. Poverty is not necessarily caused by rapid 
population growth, although high fertility rates and 
poverty are related. In fact, many of the world’s most 
populous countries—India and China, for instance—
have large segments of their population that are poor, 
but even with very large populations, these countries 
have begun to reduce poverty levels. Poverty is also not 
caused by people being lazy or disinterested in work-
ing. People in extreme poverty work tremendously hard 
just to survive, and they would work hard at a job if they 
had one. It is not that they are lazy; it is that there are  
no jobs for them. 
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Poverty is a result of a mix of causes. For one, the 
areas where poverty is increasing have a history of 
unstable governments or, in some cases, virtually no 
effective government to coordinate national develop-
ment or plans that might alleviate extreme poverty and 
starvation. World relief agencies are reluctant to work 
in or send food to countries where the national govern-
ments cannot guarantee the safety of relief workers or 
the delivery of food and aid to where it should go. Food 
convoys may be hijacked or roads blocked by bandits 
or warlords. 

In many countries with high proportions of poverty, 
the economies have collapsed and the governments 
have borrowed heavily to remain afloat. As a condi-
tion of these international loans, lenders, including the 
World Bank and the International Monetary Fund, have 
demanded harsh economic restructuring to increase 
capital markets and industrial efficiency. These eco-
nomic reforms may make good sense for some and can 
improve the standard of living in these countries, but 
imposed reforms have also harmed people, especially 
the poor, when reforms also call for drastically reduced 
government spending on human services. 

Poverty is also caused by changes in the world 
economic system. Although poverty has been a long-
term problem and has many causes, increases in 

poverty and starvation in Africa can be attributed in 
part to the changes in world markets that have favored 
Asia economically but put sub-Saharan Africa at a 
disadvantage. As the price of products declined with 
more industrialization in places such as India, China, 
Indonesia, South Korea, Malaysia, and Thailand, com-
modity-producing nations in Africa and Latin America 
suffered. In Latin America, the poor have flooded to 
the cities, hoping to find work, whereas they did the 
opposite in Africa, fleeing to the countryside hoping 
to be able to grow subsistence crops. Governments 
often had to borrow to provide help to their citizens. 
Some governments collapsed or find themselves in 
such great debt that they are unable to help their own 
people. This has created massive amounts of poverty 
and starvation. 

An often unrecognized cause of poverty is war. 
War disrupts the infrastructure of a society—its 
roads, utility systems, water, sanitation, even schools. 
For countries already struggling economically, this 
can be devastating. Food production may be dis-
rupted and commerce can be threatened as it may 
be difficult, even impossible, to move goods in and 
out of a country. The loss of life and major injury can 
mean that there are fewer productive citizens who 
can work, thus threatening family and community 

Population overcrowding strains various natural resources.

“In 2003, surgeons were forced to amputate both  
of Ali Ismaeel Abbas’s arms after an errant U.S. bomb 
slammed into his Baghdad home during the opening phase  
of the Iraq war. Pictures of the twelve-year-old, who lost 
his parents in the attack, soon appeared on TV screens and 
in newspapers around the world. Since then, Abbas, who 
was treated in Kuwait, has come to represent a grim real-
ity: All too often the victims of war are innocent children” 
(McClelland 2003: 20). 

UNICEF estimates that over two million children have died 
in war, with even more injured, disabled, orphaned, or forced 
into refugee camps (Machel 1996). One estimate is that of 
all the victims of war, 90 percent are civilian—half of those, 
children (McClelland 2003). 

Because children are seen as innocent, the trauma of war 
for children seems especially tragic to people. When children 
witness the violence of war or are forced to leave their homes, 
they experience a range of difficulties: loss, depression, injury, 
and other troubling results. In the aftermath of war, children 
are also highly vulnerable to outbreaks of disease (Cook and 
Wall 2011). 

War, Childhood, and Poverty The United Nations has passed resolutions prohibiting the 
use of children under age 18 in combat. It has linked the threats 
to children from violence with high rates of poverty around 
the world. Although reducing poverty would not eliminate the 
threat of war, it would go a long way toward improving chil-
dren’s lives in war-torn regions.

understanding diversity

War, though it may seem remote to some, affects millions in 
both the United States and in war-torn countries. Many of 
those most affected are children.
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well-being (Pathways to Peace 2009). Moreover, the 
billions of dollars spent each year on military strug-
gle rob societies of the resources that could be used 
to address humanitarian needs. Add to this the fact 
that wars are more likely to occur in nations that are 
already poor, and you see the impact that war has on 
world poverty. 

In sum, poverty has many causes. It is a major 
global problem that affects the billions who are liv-
ing in poverty, but also affects all people in one way or 
another. In some areas, poverty rates are declining as 
some countries begin to improve their economic situ-
ation. In other areas of the world, however, poverty is 
increasing, and countries are sinking into financial, 
political, and social chaos. 

Globalization and Social 
Change 
Globalization is, in some ways, not a new thing. 
Nations have long been engaged through a global sys-
tem of trade, travel, and tourism. What is new about 
globalization is the extent to which it permeates daily 
life for people all over the world and the pace with 
which globalization is developing. New technologies 
now allow for extraordinarily fast transactions across 
tremendous distances, both linking people together 
in new ways and transferring goods, cultural sym-
bols, and communication systems in ways that were 
unimaginable not that long ago (Eitzen and Baca 
Zinn 2012).

Globalization is thus ushering in social changes—
some good, some not—that will continue to evolve in 
the years ahead. As we have seen, globalization has 

meant that many countries in the world are becoming 
better off, but many countries remain persistently poor, 
some very poor. Is the world getting better or worse? 
What will happen in the future? 

There is some good news. In some areas of the 
world, particularly East Asia, but also in Latin America, 
many countries have shown rapid growth and are 
emerging as stronger nations. Examples include South 
Korea, Malaysia, Thailand, Taiwan, and Singapore. In 
these countries, the governments have invested in 
social and economic development, sometimes with 
help from other nations and corporations. Because 
some of these countries have large populations, their 
success demonstrates that economic development 
can occur in heavily populated countries. China, 
for example, has embarked on an aggressive policy 
of industrial growth, and India is also improving  
economically. 

Yet, for all the success stories that globalization 
has generated, many nations are suffering, including 
nations on all continents. In many cases, governments 
have collapsed or are corrupt, the economy is bankrupt, 
the standard of living is poor, and people are starving. In 
many areas of the world, ethnic hatred has led to mass 
genocide and forced millions from their homes, creat-
ing huge numbers of refugees. 

Globalization has also brought the expansion of 
the system of capitalism, including to nations once 
hostile to capitalist economics, such as China. This has 
opened new markets, increased global trade, but also 
expanded the reach of multinational corporations. 
The development of such world financial markets may 
bring prosperity and wealth to many nations and indi-
viduals, and it can allow some formerly poor countries 
to share in the world’s wealth. Economic prosperity 
does not usually filter down to the people at the lower 
levels of society, and it can force nations into huge 
amounts of debt, thus allowing poverty and hunger to 
continue—or even worsen. Although market econo-
mies create opportunities for some to become wealthy, 
many nations and individuals do not benefit from this 
global transformation. 

Globalization is a strong force that will continue 
to shape the future of most nations. Some see glo-
balization simply as the expansion of Western mar-
kets and culture into all parts of the world. Western 
civilization brings positive new values (including 
democracy and more equality for women), but it 
can also bring values that may not be seen as posi-
tive changes—such as increased consumerism or a 
change in the nation’s sexual mores. Globalization 
certainly brings new products to remote parts of the 
world (movies, clothing styles, and other commercial 
goods), but some see this as a form of imperialism—
that is, the domination of Western nations. Resistance 
to Western globalization and imperialism produces 

Population overcrowding strains various natural resources.
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some of the international problems now dominating 
U.S. and world history, as evidenced in the hostility 
felt by militant fundamentalist Islamic groups toward 
the United States. 

Globalization has created great progress in the 
world—including trade, migration, the spread of diverse 
cultures, the dissemination and sharing of new knowl-
edge, greater freedom for women, travel, and so forth. 
Globalization has not simply extended the values and 

knowledge of Western culture. Many of the things we 
now take for granted in our culture originated in non-
Western cultures. For example, the decimal system—
fundamental to modern math and science—originated 
in India between the second and sixth centuries and 
was soon further developed by Arab mathematicians. 
Western societies certainly get credit for the develop-
ment of science and technology, but the credit is not 
theirs alone (Sen 2002). 

What is global stratification? 
Global stratification is a system of unequal distribu-
tion of resources and opportunities between coun-
tries. A particular country’s position is determined by 
its relationship to other countries in the world. The 
countries in the global stratification system can be cat-
egorized according to their per capita gross national 
income or wealth. The global stratification system can 
also be described according to the economic power 
countries have. 

How do systems of power affect different 
countries in the world? 
The countries of the world can be divided into three 
levels based on their power in the world economic sys-
tem. The core countries are the countries that control 
and profit the most from the world system. Semiperiph-
eral countries are semi-industrialized and play a mid-
dleman role, extracting profits from the poor countries 
and passing those profits on to the core countries. At 
the bottom of the world stratification system are the 
peripheral countries, which are poor and largely agri-
cultural, but with important resources that the core 
countries exploit. Most of these nations are populated 
by people of color, perpetuating racism as part of the  
world system. 

What are the theories of global stratification? 
Modernization theory interprets the economic devel-
opment of a country as the result of cultural attitudes 
and values that promote economic development. 
Dependency theory draws on the fact that many of 
the poorest nations are former colonies of Euro-
pean colonial powers that keep colonies poor and 
do not allow their industries to develop, thus creat-
ing dependency. World systems theory argues that 
no nation can be seen in isolation and that there is a 
world economic system that must be understood as 
a single unit. 

What are some of the consequences of global 
stratification? 
The poorest countries have more than half the world’s 
population and have high birthrates, high mortality 
rates, poor health and sanitation, low rates of literacy 
and school attendance, and are largely rural. The rich-
est countries have low birthrates, low mortality rates, 
largely urban populations, better health and sanita-
tion, high literacy rates, and high school attendance. 
Although women in the wealthy countries are not com-
pletely equal to men, they suffer less inequality than do 
women in poor countries. 

How do we measure and understand world 
poverty? 
Relative poverty means being poor in comparison to 
others. Absolute poverty is the amount of money needed 
in a particular country to meet basic needs of food, shel-
ter, and clothing. Extreme poverty is defined as the situ-
ation in which people live on less than $1.25 a day. The 
United Nations has developed a multidimensional pov-
erty index—a measure that accounts for health, educa-
tion, and standard of living. Poverty particularly affects 
women and children. Children in the very poor coun-
tries are forced to work at very early ages and do not 
have the opportunity for schooling. Street children are a 
growing problem in many cities of the world. Starvation 
is also a consequence of the global stratification system. 

What is the future of global stratification? 
The future of global stratification is varied and depends 
on the country’s position within the world economic 
system. Some countries, particularly those in East 
Asia—commonly referred to as newly industrializing 
countries—have shown rapid growth and emerged as 
developed countries. Many nations, though, are not 
making it. Governments collapse, countries suffer eco-
nomic bankruptcy, the standard of living plummets, 
and people starve. 

Chapter Summary
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You might expect a society based on the values of 
freedom and equality, such as the United States, not  
to be deeply afflicted by racial–ethnic conflict, but  

think of the following situations:

●● In 2009, James von Brunn, an eighty-eight-year-old self-
proclaimed White supremacist, gunned down and killed 
a security guard at the U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum 
in Washington, DC. Federal authorities knew James von 
Brunn was affiliated with various hate groups. The shooter 
left an anti-Semitic letter in his car parked outside the 
museum, charging that “Obama was created by Jews.” The 
guard who was shot and killed, Stephen T. Johns, was a 
thirty-nine-year-old African American guard who worked  
at the museum. 

●● A sorority at a major East Coast university posted a photo 
of their group dressed in sombreros, ponchos, and fake 
mustaches, also carrying signs that said, “Will mow lawn 
for weed and beer.” Such denigrating and offensive “racial 
theme parties” are common on college campuses (Cabrera 
2014), including the March 2015 event in which a chapter 
of Sigma Alpha Epsilon at the University of Oklahoma was 
closed after a busload of fraternity brothers chanted a 
highly racist tune: “There will never be a ni**** at SAE. You 
can hang him from a tree, but he can never sign with me. 
There will never be a ni**** at SAE” (cnn.com).

●● A thirty-eight-year-old American man of East Indian 
descent and vice president of a major bank was attacked  
on a Lake Tahoe beach as his attackers called him a “ter-
rorist,” “relative of Osama bin Laden,” and “Indian garbage.” 
The attack broke his eye socket and he will have dizzy spells 
for the rest of his life.

These are all ugly incidents. They all have one thing in  
common—racial–ethnic prejudice and overt racism. Race and 
ethnicity have fundamental importance in human social inter-
action and are integral parts of the social institutions in the 
United States. Unfortunately, ethnic prejudice and racism are 
also integral to American society. 

Of course, racial and ethnic groups do not always interact 
as enemies, and interracial tension is not always obvious. It can 
be as subtle as a White person who simply does not initiate 
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228  CHAPTER 10

interactions with African Americans and Latinos, or an elderly White man who almost imperceptibly  
leans backward at a cocktail party as a Japanese American man approaches him.

In everyday human interaction, as African American philosopher Cornel West has cogently argued, 
race matters and still matters a lot (West 2004; 1994). What is race, and what is ethnicity? Why does 
society treat racial and ethnic groups differently, and why is there social inequality—stratification—
between these groups? Racial and ethnic inequality is so strong and persistent in American society 
that sociologists reject the notion that we are a “postracial” society. As this chapter will show, race and 
ethnicity remain two of the most important axes of social stratification in the United States.

Race and Ethnicity 
Within sociology, the terms ethnicity, race, minority, 
and dominant group have very specific meanings, dif-
ferent from their meanings in common usage. These 
concepts are important in developing a sociological 
perspective on race and ethnicity.

Ethnicity 
An ethnic group is a social category of people who share 
a common culture, for example, a common language  
or dialect, a common nationality, a common religion, 
and common norms, practices, customs, and history. 
Ethnic groups have a consciousness of their com-
mon cultural bond—a “consciousness of kind.” Italian  
Americans, Japanese Americans, Arab Americans, Polish  
Americans, Greek Americans, Mexican Americans, and 
Irish Americans are all examples of ethnic groups in 
the United States. Ethnic groups are also found in other 
societies, such as the Pashtuns in Afghanistan or the 
Shiites and Sunnis in Iraq, whose ethnicity is based on 
religious differences.

An ethnic group does not exist only because of 
the common national or cultural origins of a group, 
however. Ethnic groups develop also because of their 
unique historical and social experiences. These experi-
ences become the basis for the group’s ethnic identity, 
meaning the definition the group has of itself as sharing 
a common cultural bond. Prior to immigration to the 
United States, Italians, for example, did not necessarily 
think of themselves as a distinct group with common 
interests and experiences. Originating from different 
villages, cities, and regions of Italy, Italian immigrants 
identified themselves by their family background and 
community of origin. However, the process of immigra-
tion and the experiences Italian Americans faced as a 
group in the United States, including discrimination, 
created a new identity for the group, who subsequently 
began to define themselves as “Italians” (Waters and 
Levitt 2002; Alba 1990; Waters 1990).

The social and cultural basis of ethnicity allows 
ethnic groups to develop more or less intense ethnic 

identification at different points in time. Ethnic iden-
tification may grow stronger when groups face preju-
dice or hostility from other groups. Perceived or real 
threats and perceived competition from other groups 
may unite an ethnic group around common politi-
cal and economic interests, which as you may recall 
was an idea advanced by early sociological theo-
rist Emile Durkheim (see Chapter 1). Ethnic unity 
can develop voluntarily, or it may be involuntarily 
imposed when more powerful groups exclude ethnic 
groups from certain residential areas, occupations, or 
social clubs. Exclusionary practices strengthen ethnic  
identity. 

Defining Race 
Like ethnicity, race is primarily, though not exclu-
sively, a socially constructed category. A race is a group 
treated as distinct in society based on certain charac-
teristics, some of may be biological, that have been 
assigned or attributed social importance. Because of 
presumed biologically or culturally inferior character-
istics (as defined by powerful groups in society), a race 
is often singled out for differential and unfair treat-
ment. It is not the biological characteristics per se that 
define racial groups but how groups have been treated 
and labeled historically and socially (Higginbotham 
and Andersen 2012). 

Society assigns people to racial categories, such as 
Black, White, and so on, not because of science, logic, 
or fact, but because of opinion and social experience. 
In other words, how groups are defined racially is a 
social process. This is what is meant when one says that 
race is “socially constructed.” Although the meaning of 
race begins with alleged biological/genetic differences 
between groups (such as differences in physical char-
acteristics like skin color, lip form, and hair texture), on 
closer examination, the assumption that racial differ-
ences are purely biological breaks down. In fact, biolo-
gists have pointed out that there is little correspondence 
between races as defined biologically/genetically and 
the actual naming of the races (Taylor 2012; Morning 
2011; Ledger 2009; Lewontin 1996). 
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RACE AnD ETHniCiTy  229

Debunking Society’s Myths←
Myth: Racial differences are fixed, biological categories.
Sociological Perspective: Race is a social construct, 
one in which certain physical or cultural characteris-
tics take on social meanings that become the basis for 
racism and discrimination. The definition of race varies 
across cultures within a society, across different societ-
ies, and at different times in the history of a given society 
(Graves 2004).

The social categories used to divide groups into 
races are not fixed. They vary from society to society and 
at different times in the history of a given society (Morn-
ing 2011, 2008; Washington 2011). Within the United 
States, laws defining who is Black have historically var-
ied from state to state. North Carolina and Tennessee 
law historically defined people as Black if they have 
even one great-grandparent who was Black (thus being 
one-eighth Black—called “octoroon” in the 1890 Cen-
sus; see Table 10.1). In other southern states, having any 
Black ancestry at all defined one as a Black person—the 
so-called one-drop rule, that is, one drop of Black blood 
(Washington 2011; Broyard 2007; Malcomson 2000). 
This one-drop rule still applies to a great extent today in 
the United States, even though its use for defining one’s 
race has eroded somewhat.

This is even more complex when we consider the 
meaning of race in other countries. In Brazil, a light-
skinned Black person could well be considered White, 
especially if the person is of high socioeconomic sta-
tus. This demonstrates that one’s race in Brazil is in 
part actually defined by one’s social class. Thus, in 
parts of Brazil, it is often said that “money lightens” (o 
dinheiro embranquence). In this sense, a category such 
as social class can become racialized. In fact, people in 
Brazil are considered Black only if they are clearly of 
African descent and have little or no discernible White 
ancestry at all. A large percentage of U.S. Blacks would 
not be considered Black in Brazil (Telles et al. 2011; 
Telles 2004). Although Brazil is often touted as being 
a utopia of race “mixing” and racial social equality, 
nonetheless, as sociologist Edward Telles notes, light-
skinned Brazilians continue to be privileged and con-
tinue to hold a disproportionate share of the wealth 
and power. Brazilians of darker skin color have signifi-
cantly lower earnings, occupational status, and lower 
access to education (Telles et al. 2011; Villareal 2010; 
Telles 2004, 1994).

Racialization is a process whereby some social  
category, such as a social class or nationality, takes 
on what society perceives to be racial characteristics  
(Omi and Winant 2014; Harrison 2000; Malcomson 
2000). The experiences of Jewish people provide a good 

example of what it means to say that race is a socially 
constructed category. Jews are more accurately called 
an ethnic group because of common religious and cul-
tural heritage, but in Nazi Germany, Hitler defined Jews 
as a “race.” An ethnic group thus became racialized. Jews 
were presumed to be biologically inferior to the group 
Hitler labeled the Aryans—white-skinned, blonde, 
tall, blue-eyed people. On the basis of this definition—
which was supported through Nazi law, taught in Nazi 
schools, and enforced by the Nazi military—Jewish 
people were brutally mistreated. They were segregated, 
persecuted, and systematically murdered in what has 
come to be called the Holocaust during the Second 
World War.

Mixed-race people defy the biological categories 
that are typically used to define race. Is someone 
who is the child of an Asian mother and an African 
American father Asian or Black? Reflecting this issue, 
the U.S. Census’s current practice is for people to have 
the option of checking several racial categories rather 
than just one, thus defining one’s self as “biracial” 
or “multiracial” (Spencer 2011; Waters 1990). As 
◆ Table 10.1 shows, the decennial U.S. census (taken 
every ten years) has dramatically changed its racial and 
ethnic classifications since 1890, reflecting the fact that 
society’s thinking about racial and ethnic categoriza-
tion has not remained constant through time (Spencer 
2012; Saulny 2011; Washington 2011; Rodriguez 2000; 
Lee 1993).

Opposition to the multiple categorization of races 
has arisen upon both scholarly and political grounds. 
Some (Spencer 2012) have argued that advocating 
simultaneous multiple categorization of races tends 
to downplay the rich cultural traditions in the case of 
Blacks in the United States, including but not limited 
to language (“Ebonics”), music (jazz, blues, rock, hip-
hop, and so on), dance, a vast literature, and many, 
many others. Some people have argued that multira-
cial classification will ultimately lead to a “postracial” 
society and thus a solution of sorts to race problems in 
the United States. Wiping out single-race categorization 
will not, and has not, however, led to less discrimina-
tion against minorities of color.

The “postracial dream” conflicts with the hard 
realities of housing discrimination, higher foreclo-
sure rates during the recession, racial discrimination 
in education and in standardized testing, differential 
access to medical care, a lower life expectancy, and 
many other forms of discrimination (Bobo 2012; Rugh 
and Massey 2010). Some of these forms of racial dis-
crimination actually increased even within the last 
decade! At least one sociological analyst concluded 
that “Those who proclaim that multiracial identity will 
destroy racial distinctions are living a lie” (Spencer 
2012: 70). 
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230  CHAPTER 10

The Significance of Defining Race. The biologi-
cal characteristics that have been used to define dif-
ferent racial groups vary considerably both within and 
between groups. Many Asians, for example, are actu-
ally lighter skinned than many Europeans and White 
Americans but, regardless of their skin color, have been 
defined in racial terms as “yellow.” Some light-skinned 
African Americans are also lighter in skin color than 
some White Americans. Developing racial categories 
overlooks the fact that human groups defined as races 
are—biologically speaking—much more alike than they 
are different (Graves 2004).

The biological differences that are presumed to 
define different racial groups are somewhat arbitrary. 
Why, for example, do we differentiate people based 
on skin color and not some other characteristic such 
as height or hair color? You might ask yourself how 
a society based on the presumed racial inferiority 
of red-haired people would compare to other racial 
inequalities in the United States. The likelihood is that 
if a powerful group defined another group as infe-
rior because of some biological characteristics and 
they used their power to create social institutions that 
treated this group unfairly, a system of racial inequal-
ity would result. In fact, very few biological differences 
exist between racial groups. As we already noted, most 
of the variability in almost all biological characteristics, 
even blood type and various bodily chemicals, is within 
and not between racial groups. 

Different groups use different criteria to define 
racial groups. To American Indians, being classified 
as an American Indian depends upon proving one’s 

 ◆ Table 10.1 Comparison of U.S. Census Classifications, 1890–2010

Census Date White African American Native American Asian American Other Categories 

1890 White Black, Mulatto,  
Quadroon, Octoroon 

indian Chinese, Japanese 

1900 White Black indian Chinese, Japanese 

1910 White Black, Mulatto indian Chinese, Japanese Other

1990 White Black or negro indian (American) 
Eskimo  
Aleut 

Chinese, Japanese, 
Filipino, Korean, Asian, 
indian, Vietnamese 

Hawaiian, Guamanian, 
Samoan, Asian or Pacific 
islander, Other 

2000 and  
2010a, b 

White Black or African 
American 

American indian,  
Alaskan native 

Chinese, Japanese, 
Filipino, Korean, Asian, 
indian, Vietnamese 

native Hawaiian, Pacific 
islander, Other 

a in 2000, for the first time ever, and again in 2010, individuals could select more than one racial category. in 2010, only 5 percent actually did so.  
b Hispanics were included under “Other” in 1910 and 1920. in 1930 and subsequent years, the category “Mexican” was listed in addition to the 
category “Other.” 

Sources: Lee, Sharon. 1993. “Racial Classification in the U.S. Census: 1890–1990.” Ethnic and Racial Studies 16(1): 75–94; U.S. Census Bureau. 
2003. “Racial and Ethnic Classification Used in Census 2000 and Beyond.” Rodriguez, Clara E. 2000. Changing Race: Latinos, the Census,  
and the History of Ethnicity. new york: new york University Press; Silver, Alexandra. 2010. “Brief History of the U.S. Census.” Time (February 8): 
16; Washington, Scott. 2011. “Who isn’t Black? The History of the One-Drop Rule.” PhD dissertation, Department of Sociology, Princeton  
University, Princeton, nJ. 

This is Barack Obama, the first African American ever to 
be elected U.S. president, and for two terms. His father is 
Black African (Kenyan) and his mother is White American. 
Why is his race African American?
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RACE AnD ETHniCiTy  231

ancestry, but this proof varies considerably from nation 
to nation. Among some American Indians, one must  
be able to demonstrate at least 75  percent American 
Indian ancestry to be recognized as such; for other 
American Indians, demonstrating 50 percent American 
Indian ancestry is sufficient.

It also matters who defines racial group member-
ship. The government makes tribes prove themselves 
as tribes through a complex set of federal regulations 
(called the “federal acknowledgment process”); very few 
are actually given this official status, and the criteria for 
tribal membership as well as definition as “Indian” or 
“Native American” have varied considerably through-
out American history. Thus, as with African Americans, 
it has been the state or federal government, and not so 
much the racial or ethnic group itself, that has defined 
who is a member of the group and who is not!

Official recognition by the government matters. For 
example, only those groups officially defined as Indian 
tribes qualify for health, housing, and educational 
assistance from the Bureau of Indian Affairs (the BIA) or 
are allowed to manage the natural resources on Indian 
lands and maintain their own system of governance 
(Locklear 1999; Brown 1993; Snipp 1989).

This definition of race emphasizes that in addition 
to physical and cultural differences, race is created and 
maintained by the most powerful in society. Again, this 
is what is meant by the social construction of race. Who 
is defined as a race can be as much a political question 
as a biological or cultural one. For example, although 
they probably did not think of themselves as a race, 
Irish Americans in the early twentieth century were 
defined by more powerful White groups as a “race” that 
was inferior to White people. This was an example of the 
racialization of an ethnic or nationality group. At that 
time, Irish people were not considered by many even to 
be White (Ignatiev 1995)! In fact, a century ago, the Irish 
were called “negroes/coloreds/Blacks/niggers turned 
inside out,” and Negroes (Black people) were called 
“smoked Irish” (Malcomson 2000).

The social construction of race has been elabo-
rated in an insightful perspective in sociology known as 
racial formation theory (Omi and Winant 2014; Brodkin 
2006). Racial formation is the process by which a 
group comes to be defined as a race. This definition 
is supported through official social institutions such 
as the law and the government. This concept empha-
sizes the importance of social institutions in producing 
and maintaining the meaning of race; it also connects 
the process of racial formation to the exploitation of 
so-called racial groups. A good example comes from 
African American history. During slavery, an African 
American was defined as being three-fifths of a person 
(equivalently, as “divested two-fifths the man”) for the 
purposes of deciding how slaves would be counted for 
state representation in the new federal government 
and how they would be defined for purposes of taxa-
tion. Defining slaves in this way served the purposes of 
White Americans, not slaves themselves. It linked the 
definition of slaves as a race to the political and eco-
nomic needs of the most powerful group in society  
(A. L. Higginbotham 1978).

“Whiteness” is also a social construction. This only 
underscores the importance of social constructionism 
in the definition of race in addition to biological crite-
ria. A new field of “Whiteness studies” has developed, 
showing how racial formation works in defining who 
is “White” (Painter 2011). Early on, Anglo-Saxons were 
defined as the “true Whites” and thus superior to other 
White groups (Irish, Germans, Polish, and Italians, for 
example).

Racial formation theory also explains how groups 
such as Asian Americans, American Indians, and Lati-
nos have been defined as races, despite the different 
experiences and nationalities of the groups compos-
ing these three categories. Race, like ethnicity, lumps 
groups together that may have very different histori-
cal and cultural backgrounds, but once they are so 
labeled, the groups are perceived as a single entity. All 
members of any out-group are perceived to be similar 

Most people still think race is a strictly 
physical, biological category of humans. 
This is not correct. The notion of race 
is more social construction than biol-
ogy. Race is, in part, perceived physical 
attributes such as skin color, hair texture, 
lip form, eye form, and so on, but it in 
greater part is defined by social and 

What Exactly Is “Race” Anyway?
cultural attributes. In fact, any biologi-
cal category of “race” is not a socially 
identifiable category at all without the 
social and cultural attributes that society 
assigns to the various “race” labels. 
Hence, the notion of race is strongly 
rooted in society and has taken on its 
meaning only as people were treated 

differently throughout time. Up until the 
1950s in the United States, the races 
were defined as strict physical/biological 
categories, as follows: Negro (Black), 
Caucasian (White), Asian (Yellow), 
American Indian (Red), and finally 
“Australoid” (Brown). Virtually all the 
colors of the spectrum! There are still 
people to this day who define “race” in 
terms of this archaic color spectrum.

what would a sociologist say?

03083_ch10_ptg01.indd   231 18/08/15   10:27 AM

Copyright 2017 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).
Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



232  CHAPTER 10

or even identical to each other, and differences among 
them are perceived to be minor or nonexistent. This 
has recently been the case in the United States with 
Middle Easterners: Egyptians, Lebanese, Syrians, Saudi 
Arabians, Iranians, Iraqis, Jordanians, Afghans, and 
many others are classified as one group and called  
Middle Easterners, or simply “Arabs.”

Minority and Dominant Groups
Minorities are racial or ethnic groups, but not all racial 
or ethnic groups are always considered minorities. 
Irish Americans, for instance, are no longer thought of 
as minorities, although they certainly were in the early 
part of the twentieth century. A minority group is any 
distinct group in society that shares common group 
characteristics and is forced to occupy low status in 
society because of prejudice and discrimination. The 
group that assigns a racial or ethnic group to subordi-
nate status in society is called the dominant group.

A group may be classified as a minority on the 
basis of ethnicity, race, sexual preference, age, class 
status, and even gender. A minority group is not nec-
essarily a numerical minority but is a group that holds 
low social status in relation to other groups in society, 
regardless of the size of the group. In South Africa, 
Blacks outnumber Whites ten to one, but Blacks have 
been viciously oppressed and politically excluded 
first under the infamous apartheid (pronounced 
“aparthate” or “apart hite”) system of government. In 
general, a racial or ethnic minority group has the fol-
lowing characteristics:

1. The minority group possesses characteristics (such 
as race, ethnicity, sexual preference, age, religion, 
or gender) that are regarded as different from those 
of the dominant group.

2. The minority group suffers prejudice and discrimi-
nation by the dominant group.

3. Membership in the group is frequently ascribed 
rather than achieved, although either form of status 
can be the basis for being identified as a minority.

4. Members of a minority group feel a strong sense 
of group solidarity. There is a “consciousness of 
kind” or “we” feeling. This bond grows from com-
mon cultural heritage and the shared experience of 
being a recipient of prejudice and discrimination.

Debunking Society’s Myths←
Myth: Minority groups are those with the least numerical 
representation in society.
Sociological Perspective: A minority group is any group, 
regardless of size, that is singled out in society for unfair 
treatment and that generally occupies a lower status in 
the society.

Racial Stereotypes
Racial and ethnic inequality in society produces racial 
stereotypes, and these stereotypes become the lens 
through which members of different groups perceive 
one another. Over time, these stereotypes may become 
more rigid and unchangeable. A stereotype is an over-
simplified set of beliefs about members of a social 
group or social stratum. It is based on the tendency of 
humans to categorize a person based on a narrow range 
of perceived characteristics. Stereotypes are presumed 
to describe the “typical” member of some social group. 
They are usually, but not always, incorrect.

Stereotypes and Salience
In everyday social interaction, people tend to catego-
rize other people. Fortunately or unfortunately, we all 
do this. The most common bases for such categoriza-
tions are race, gender, and age. A person immediately 
identifies a stranger as Black, Asian, Hispanic, White, 
and so on; as a man or woman; and as a child, teen-
ager, adult, or elderly person. Quick and ready cat-
egorizations help people process the huge amounts of 
information they receive about people with whom they 
come into contact. People quickly assign others to a few 
categories, saving themselves the task of evaluating and 
remembering every little discernible detail about a per-
son. People may be taught from childhood to treat each 
person as a unique individual, but clearly they do not, 
as research shows. Instead, people routinely categorize 
others in some way or another. We process information 
about others quickly, assigning certain characteristics 
to them with little actual knowledge of them.

Stereotypes based on race or ethnicity are called 
racial–ethnic stereotypes. Here are some common 
examples of racial–ethnic stereotypes: Asian Americans 
have been stereotyped as overly ambitious to a fault, 
and academically successful; African Americans often 
bear the stereotype of being loud and lazy; Hispanics 
are stereotyped as lazy, oversexed, and for Hispanic 
men, macho; Jews have been perceived as overly mate-
rialistic. Such stereotypes, presumed to describe the 
“typical” members of a group, are factually inaccurate for  
the vast majority of members of a group. No group in 
U.S. history has escaped the process of categorization 
and stereotyping, not even White groups. For example, 
Italians have been stereotyped as overly emotional and 
prone to crime, the Irish as heavy drinkers and political, 
and so on for virtually any group in U.S. history.

The categorization of people into groups and the 
subsequent application of stereotypes is based on  
the salience principle, which states that we categorize 
people on the basis of what appears initially prominent 
and obvious—that is, salient—about them. Skin color is 
a salient characteristic; it is one of the first things that 
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we notice about someone. Because skin color is so obvi-
ous, it becomes a basis for stereotyping. Gender and 
age are also salient characteristics of an individual and 
thus serve as notable bases for group stereotyping.

→Thinking Sociologically

Observe several people on the street. What are the  
first things you notice about them (that is, what is  
salient)? Make a short list of these things. Do these  
lead you to stereotype these people? On what are your  
stereotypes based?

The choice of salient characteristics is culturally 
determined. In the United States, skin color, hair tex-
ture, nose form and size, and lip form and size have 
become salient characteristics, and these characteris-
tics determine whether we perceive someone as “intel-
ligent” or “stupid,” as “attractive” or “unattractive,” or 
even “trustworthy” or “untrustworthy.” This was shown 
in a clever experiment by R. Hunt, who had people rate 
photographs of other people for trustworthiness (Hunt 
2005). People with darker skin were rated as less trust-
worthy than lighter-skinned people; people with kinky 
hair (regardless of their skin color) were rated as less 
trustworthy; and people with thick lips (regardless of 
skin color and hair texture) were rated as less trustwor-
thy than people with thin lips. 

Clearly, we use salient features to categorize people 
in our minds, including on the basis of race. In other cul-
tures, religion may be far more salient than skin color. 
In the Middle East, whether one is Muslim or Christian 
is far more important than skin color. 

The Interplay among Race, Gender, 
and Class Stereotypes
Alongside racial and ethnic stereotypes, gender, social 
class, and age are among prominent features by which 
people are categorized. In our society, there is a com-
plex interplay among racial or ethnic, gender, and class 
stereotypes.

Among gender stereotypes, those based on a person’s 
gender, the stereotypes about women are more likely to 
be negative than those about men. The “typical” woman 
has been traditionally stereotyped as subservient, overly 
emotional and talkative, inept at math and science, and 
so on. These stereotypes are conveyed and supported 
by the cultural media—music, TV, magazines, art, and  
literature—and also by one’s family. Men, too, are 
painted in crude strokes, although usually not as nega-
tively as women. Men in the media are stereotyped as 
macho, insensitive, and pigheaded and are portrayed in 
situation comedies as inept and bumbling. Stereotypes 
of men vary, however, depending on their race and class.

Social class stereotypes are based on assumptions 
about social class status. First of all, people use a variety 
of visual (salient) clues to categorize a person by social 
class: Speech, mannerisms, dress, and so on serve as 
such salient (though not always accurate) clues. Then, 
upper-class people are stereotyped (by middle- and 
working-class people) as snooty, aloof, condescend-
ing, and phony. Some of the stereotypes held about the 
middle class (by both the upper class and the working 
class) are that they are overly ambitious, striving, and 
obsessed with “keeping up with the Joneses.” Finally, 
stereotypes about working-class people abound: They 
are perceived by the upper and middle classes as dirty, 
lazy, unmotivated, violent, and so on. These stereo-
types are then used (by the upper and middle classes) 
as presumed explanations of why those perceived are 
“lower” in their social class, bad citizens, unsuccessful, 
and so on.

The principle of stereotype interchangeability 
holds that stereotypes, especially negative ones, 
are often interchangeable from one social class to 
another, from one racial or ethnic group to another, 
from a racial or ethnic group to a social class, or from 
a social class to a gender. Stereotype interchangeabil-
ity is sometimes revealed through humor. Ethnic jokes 
often interchange different groups as the butt of the 
humor, stereotyping them as dumb and inept. Take 
the stereotype of African Americans as inherently lazy. 
This stereotype has also been applied in recent history 
to Hispanic, Polish, Irish, Italian, and other groups 
(illustrating interchangeability from one racial–ethnic 
group to another). It has even been applied to those 
people perceived as lower class (showing interchange-
ability from a racial–ethnic group to a social class). In 
fact, “laziness” is often used to explain why someone is 
working class or poor.

The same kinds of stereotypes have historically 
been applied to women. Many of the stereotypes 
applied to women in literature and the media—they are 
childlike, overly emotional, unreasonable, bad at math-
ematics, and so on—have also been applied to African 
Americans, working-class people, the poor, and Chi-
nese Americans earlier in the twentieth century. This 
shows stereotype interchangeability among gender, 
racial groups, and social classes. A common theme is 
apparent: Whatever group occupies lower social sta-
tus in society at a given time (whether racial or ethnic 
minorities, women, or the working class), that group 
is negatively stereotyped. Often the same negative ste-
reotypes are used between and among these groups. 
The stereotype is then used as an “explanation” for the 
observed behavior of a stereotyped group’s members to 
justify their lower status in society. This in turn subjects 
the stereotyped group to prejudice, discrimination, and 
racism—topics to which we now turn, after first dis-
cussing the notion of stereotype threat.
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Can stereotypes affect the actual behavior of the 
stereotyped individual? Can stereotypes about stereo-
typed individuals become internalized by those indi-
viduals and thus affect their actual behavior?

An answer of sorts has been provided in the lengthy 
ongoing research by the social psychologist Claude 
Steele and colleagues on the principle of stereotype 
threat (Steele 2010, 1997; Steele and Aaronson 1995). 
Recently, stereotype threat has become one of the most 
studied and researched topics in the field of social 
psychology. In experimental settings, if African Ameri-
cans are given instructions by a prestigious expert say-
ing that African Americans are less intelligent than 
Whites, African Americans then perform less well than 
equally matched Whites who were told the same thing. 
To date, a large number of studies have confirmed this 
kind of effect. Other studies have also shown that ste-
reotype threat can result in memory loss in African 
Americans as well as in women. 

Prejudice and 
Discrimination 
Many people use the terms prejudice, discrimination, 
and racism loosely, as if they were all the same thing. 
They are not. Typically, in common parlance, people 
also think of these terms as they apply to individuals, as 
if the major problems of race are the result of individual 
people’s bad will or biased ideas. This ignores the social 
structural and institutional levels of race in the United 
States. Sociologists use more refined concepts to under-
stand race and ethnic relations, distinguishing carefully 
between prejudice, discrimination, and racism.

Prejudice
Prejudice is the evaluation of a social group and the 
individuals within it, based on conceptions about the 
social group that are held despite facts that disprove 
them; the beliefs involve both prejudgment and mis-
judgment (Jones et al. 2013; Allport 1954). Prejudices 
are usually defined as negative predispositions or 
as evaluations that are rarely positive. Thinking ill of 
people only because they are members of group X is 
prejudice.

A negative prejudice against someone not in one’s 
own group is often accompanied by a positive prejudice 
in favor of someone who is in one’s own group. Thus the 
prejudiced person will have negative attitudes about a 
member of an out-group (any group other than one’s 
own) and positive attitudes about someone simply 
because he or she is in one’s in-group (any group a per-
son considers to be one’s own).

Most people disavow racial or ethnic prejudice, yet 
the vast majority of us carry around some prejudices, 
whether about racial–ethnic groups, women and men, 

old and young, upper class and lower class, or straight 
and gay. Virtually no one is free of prejudice—of both 
harboring it and being the recipient of it. Decades of 
research have shown definitively that people who are 
more prejudiced are also more likely to stereotype and 
categorize others by race or ethnicity or by gender than 
those who are less prejudiced (Taylor et al. 2013; 2014; 
Adorno et al. 1950).

Prejudice based on race or ethnicity is called racial 
or ethnic prejudice. If you are Latino and dislike Anglos 
only because they are White, then this constitutes preju-
dice: It is a negative judgment or prejudgment based on 
race and ethnicity and very little else. If a Latino individ-
ual attempts to justify these feelings by arguing that “all 
Whites have the same bad character,” then the Latino is 
using a stereotype as justification for the prejudice. Note 
that any group can hold prejudice against another group.

Prejudice is also revealed in the phenomenon of 
ethnocentrism, which was examined in Chapter 2 on 
culture. Ethnocentrism is the belief that one’s group is 
superior to all other groups. Ethnocentric people feel 
that their own group is moral, just, and right, and that an 
out-group—and thus any member of that out-group—is 
immoral, unjust, wrong, distrustful, or criminal. Ethno-
centric individuals use their own in-group as the stan-
dard against which all other groups are compared.

People are not born with stereotypes and preju-
dices. Research shows that prejudiced attitudes are 
learned and internalized through socialization, includ-
ing from family, peers, teachers, and the media, among 
some places. Children imitate the attitudes of their 
parents, peers, and teachers. If a parent complains 
about “Japs taking away jobs from Americans,” then the 
child grows up thinking negatively about the Japanese, 
including Japanese Americans. Attitudes about race are 
formed early in childhood, at about age 3 or 4 (Feagin 
2000; Van Ausdale and Feagin 1996; Allport 1954). The 
more ethnically or racially prejudiced the parent, the 
more ethnically or racially prejudiced the child will be. 
This is even true for individuals who insist that they can 
think for themselves, and who think they are not influ-
enced by their parents’ prejudice (Taylor et al. 2013).

As we saw in Chapter 2, the media outlets are major 
vehicles for communicating racial–ethnic attitudes. For 
many decades, African Americans, Hispanics, Native 
Americans, and Asians were rarely represented in the 
media and then only in negatively stereotyped roles. 
Now, although images in the media have improved, 
there are still rampant stereotypical images in the media 
(Dirks and Mueller 2010).

Discrimination
Different from prejudice, which is an attitude, dis-
crimination is behavior. Discrimination is overt nega-
tive and unequal treatment of members of some social 
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group or stratum solely because of their membership in 
that group or stratum. Prejudice is an attitude; discrimi-
nation is overt behavior. Racial–ethnic discrimination is 
unequal treatment of a person on the basis of race or 
ethnicity.

Discrimination occurs in many sites and it can be 
seen in studies. Audit studies take two people identi-
cal in nearly all respects (age, education, gender, social 
class, and other characteristics) who then present 
themselves as potential tenants or employees. If one is 
White and the other is a minority, the minority person 
will often be refused housing or employment by land-
lords and employers. Audit studies have found that 
discrimination occurs far more frequently than most 
people imagine (Feagin 2007).

The discrimination affecting the nation’s minori-
ties takes a number of forms—for example, income dis-
crimination, as you can see in ▲ Figure 10.1. Although 
the median income of Black and Hispanic families 
has increased since 1970, the size of the income gap 
between these two groups and Whites has remained 
much the same over time. 

Median income figures tell only part of the story 
though. In addition to annual income, the net worth of 
White families has consistently grown faster than that 
of Black families (Oliver and Shapiro 2008). Net worth 
may well be a better indicator of economic inequality 
than annual income. Poverty among Blacks has also 
decreased since the 1950s, but is now close to the same 
level as in 1970. As ▲ Figure 10.2 shows, the current pov-
erty rate is highest for African Americans and Hispanics 
compared with Whites or Asians. Note that it is greater 
for Asians than for Whites. In all these racial groups, 
children have the highest rate of poverty.

Discrimination is illegal under U.S. law. Nonethe-
less, for many years, various discriminatory processes 
have continued. Take housing as an example. Even very 

recently, banks and mortgage companies have withheld 
mortgage loans from minorities based on “redlining,” 
an illegal practice in which entire minority neighbor-
hoods are designated as “ineligible for loans.” Racial 
segregation may also be fostered by gerrymandering, 
the calculated redrawing of election districts, school 
districts, and similar political boundaries to maintain 
racial segregation. 

Segregation is the spatial and social separation of 
racial and ethnic groups. Although desegregation has 
been mandated by law (thus eliminating de jure seg-
regation, or legal segregation), de facto segregation—
segregation in fact—still exists, particularly in housing 
and education. Segregation has contributed to the cre-
ation of an urban underclass, a grouping of people, 
largely minorities and the poor, who live at the absolute 
bottom of the socioeconomic ladder in urban areas 
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▲ Figure 10.1 The income Gap  
by Race, 1970–2013 Be careful about  
interpreting this chart. The U.S. Census 
Bureau changed how it counted different 
racial–ethnic groups over this period of time. 
Asian Americans, for example, included Pacific 
Islanders prior to 2002, which inflates the 
overall median income. Nonetheless, you can 
observe persistent gaps in median income 
by looking at the income status of these 
different groups over time. Note, however, 
that with the changing way that the census 
counted race and ethnicity, data are not avail-
able for some groups at earlier points in time.
Source: DeNavas-Walt, Carmen, and Bernadette  
Proctor. 2014. Income and Poverty in the United 
States: 2013. Washington, DC: U.S. Census Bureau.  
www.census.gov
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▲ Figure 10.2 People in Poverty by Race, 2013 
This shows the overall percentage of people living below 
the official poverty line in 2013. Given what you learned in 
Chapter 8 about how poverty is measured, what might you 
conclude from this chart?
Source: DeNavas-Walt, Carmen, and Bernadette Proctor. 2014. Income 
and Poverty in the United States: 2013. Washington, DC: U.S. Census 
Bureau. www.census.gov
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formally nonsegregated places. As a consequence, in  
restaurants as an example, both White and Black 
patrons recognize—only semiconsciously—that certain 
seating sections are “for Blacks.” As a result, such areas 
tend to be avoided by White patrons and even actively 
sought out by Black patrons (Anderson 2011). 

Racism
Racism includes both attitudes and behaviors. A nega-
tive attitude taken toward someone simply because he 
or she belongs to a racial or ethnic group is a prejudice, 
as has already been discussed. Racism is the perception 
and treatment of a racial or ethnic group, or member 
of that group, as intellectually, socially, and culturally 
inferior to one’s own group. It is more than an attitude; 
it is institutionalized in society. 

There are different forms of racism. Researchers 
have often called obvious, overt racism, such as physical 
assaults, lynchings, and overt expressions of prejudice, 

The term apartheid was used to 
describe the society of South Africa 
prior to the election of Nelson Mandela 
in 1994. It refers to the rigid separation 
of the Black and White races. Socio-
logical researchers Massey and Denton 
argue that the United States is now 
under a system of apartheid and that it is 
based on a very rigid residential segrega-
tion in the country. 

Research Question: What is the current 
state of residential segregation? Massey 
and Denton note that the terms segre-
gation and residential segregation prac-
tically disappeared from the American 
vocabulary in the late 1970s and early 
1980s. These terms were spoken little 
by public officials, journalists, and even 
civil rights officials. This was because the 
ills of race relations in the United States 
were at the time attributed, though 
erroneously, to other causes such as a 
“culture of poverty” among minorities, 
or inadequate family structure among 
Blacks, or too much welfare for minority 
groups. The Fair Housing Act was passed 
in 1968, and the problem of segrega-
tion and discrimination in housing was 

American Apartheid
declared solved. Yet nothing could be 
farther from the truth. 

Research Methods and Results: 
Researchers Massey and Denton 
amassed a large amount of survey 
data demonstrating that residential 
segregation not only has persisted in 
American society but also that it has 
actually increased since the 1960s. Most 
Americans vaguely realize that urban 
America is still residentially segregated, 
but few appreciate the depth of Black 
and Hispanic segregation or the degree 
to which it is maintained by ongoing 
institutional arrangements and contem-
porary individual actions. Urban society is 
thus hypersegregated, or characterized 
by an extreme form of residential and 
educational segregation. 

Conclusions and Implications: Massey 
and Denton find that most people think 
of racial segregation as a faded notion 
from the past, one that is decreasing 
over time. Today, theoretical con-
cepts such as the culture of poverty, 
institutional racism, and welfare are 
widely debated, yet rarely is residential 

segregation considered to be a major 
contributing cause of urban poverty 
and the underclass. Massey and Denton 
argue that their purpose is to redirect 
the focus of public debate back to race 
and racial segregation. 

Questions to Consider 
1. Think about the degree of residen-

tial segregation in the neighborhood 
in which you grew up. How racially 
and/or ethnically segregated was 
it? If it was segregated at all, what 
racial–ethnic groups were living 
there? 

2. Do you think the problem of racial–
ethnic residential segregation in the 
United States is largely “solved”? 
How so or why not? 

3. What are the consequences of resi-
dential segregation—for example, 
for education? For employment? 

Sources: Massey, Douglas S., and Nancy 
A. Denton. 1993. American Apartheid:  
Segregation and the M.aking of the Under-
class. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press; Massey, Douglas S. 2005. Strangers 
in a Strange Land: Humans in an Urbanizing 
World. New York: Norton; Rugh, Jacob 
S., and Douglas S. Massey. 2010. “Racial 
Segregation and the American Foreclosure 
Crisis.” American Sociological Review 75 (5): 
629–651.

doing sociological research

(Wilson 2009, 1987; Massey and Denton 1993). Indeed, 
the level of housing segregation is so high for some 
groups, especially poor African Americans and Latinos, 
that it has been termed hypersegregation, referring to a 
pattern of extreme segregation (Rugh and Massey 2010; 
Massey 2005; Massey and Denton 1993). Currently, 
the rate of segregation of Blacks and Hispanics in U.S. 
cities is actually increasing, thus allowing for less and 
less interaction between White and Black children and 
White and Hispanic children (Schmitt 2001; Massey and 
Denton 1993; see the box “Doing Sociological Research: 
American Apartheid”). In education, the extraordinary 
realization is that schools are also becoming more seg-
regated, a phenomenon called resegregation, because 
American schools are now more segregated than they 
were even in the 1980s (Frankenberg and Lee 2002).

Residential segregation and other forms of spe-
cial segregation are so pervasive that people have psy-
chologically internalized notions of “the White space” 
in neighborhoods, workplaces, restaurants, and other 
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Jim Crow racism. This form of racism has declined 
somewhat in our society since the 1950s, though it cer-
tainly has not disappeared (Bobo 2004). 

Racism can also be subtle, covert, and nonobvi-
ous; this is known as aversive racism (Jones et al. 
2013). Consistently avoiding interaction with someone 
of another race or ethnicity is an example of aversive 
racism. This form of racism is quite common and has 
remained at roughly the same level for more than sixty 
years, with perhaps a slight increase (Jones et al. 2013). 
Even when overt forms of racism dissipate, aversive 
racism tends to persist, because it is less visible than 
overt racism; people can believe racism has diminished 
when it has not (Gaertner and Dovidio 2005).

Another subtle nonobvious form of racism, akin to 
aversive racism, is what researcher Jennifer Eberhardt 
calls implicit bias. It is a largely nonconscious form of 
racism, where individuals make unconscious associa-
tions, say between race and crime. Culture forces such 
associations on individuals. Starting with childhood 
socialization, Blackness is mentally associated with 
criminality; Whiteness is not. Eberhardt’s research con-
cretely demonstrates that the association between race 
and crime directly impacts how individuals behave and 
make decisions (Eberhardt 2010). 

Eberhardt’s research finds, for example, that in a 
court trial, holding other things constant, a defendant’s 
skin color and hair texture correlate with the sentenc-
ing decisions of jurors: Black defendants are more likely 
to receive the death penalty than are otherwise similar 
White defendants. Eberhardt attributes such findings 
to implicit bias, a subtle form of racism that individuals 
internalize and carry with them always. This bias also 
carries over to police officers, who mistakenly identify 
Black faces as “criminal faces” relative to White faces. 

Laissez-faire racism is another form of racism 
(Bobo 2006). Laissez-faire racism includes several 
elements:

1. The subtle but persistent negative stereotyping of 
minorities, particularly Black Americans, espe-
cially in the media

2. A tendency to blame Blacks themselves for the 
gap between Blacks and Whites in socioeconomic 
standing, occupational achievement, and educa-
tional achievement

3. Clear resistance to meaningful policy efforts (such 
as affirmative action, discussed later) designed to 
ameliorate racially oppressive social conditions 
and practices in the United States.

A close relative of laissez-faire racism is Eduardo 
Bonilla-Silva’s (2013) concept of color-blind racism—
so named because individuals affected by this type of 
racism prefer to ignore legitimate racial–ethnic, cul-
tural, and other differences and insist that the race 
problems in the United States will go away if only race  

is ignored altogether. Accompanying this belief is the 
opinion that race differences in the United States are 
merely an illusion and that race is not real. Simply refus-
ing to perceive any differences at all between racial 
groups (thus being color-blind) is in itself a form of rac-
ism (Bonilla-Silva 2013; Gallagher 2013; Bonilla-Silva 
and Baiocchi 2001). This will come as a surprise to 
many. Here is an example of color-blind racism: Have 
you heard someone say, as they attempt to show that 
they are “not racist”: “I don’t care if you are white, black,  
yellow, or green! I am not prejudiced!” 

Such people insist that they are only objective and 
fair people, people who do not notice skin color. By def-
inition, this is color-blind racism—a form of racism, for 
sure. This ignores the reality of race and its significance 
in society. 

Color-blindness hides what is called White 
privilege behind a mask: It allows Whites to define 
themselves as politically and racially tolerant as they 
proclaim adherence to a belief system that does not see 
or judge individuals by “the color of their skin.” They 
think of skin color as irrelevant, but it is not “irrelevant.” 
Racial domination—that is, white privilege, is struc-
tured into society. Color-blind racism gives the false 
impression that racial barriers have fallen when they 
have not (Gallagher 2013; Kristof 2008).

Institutional racism as a form of racism is the 
negative treatment and oppression of one racial or 
ethnic group by society’s existing institutions based on 
the presumed inferiority of the oppressed group. Insti-
tutional racism exists at the level of social structure. In 
Durkheim’s sense, it is external to individuals—thus 
institutional. It is then possible to have “racism with-
out racists,” as sociologist Bonilla-Silva has shown 
(Bonilla-Silva 2013). It is a purely sociological notion: 
Institutional racism can exist apart from the individual 
personality or personalities. Key to understanding insti-
tutional racism is seeing that dominant groups have the 
economic and political power to subjugate the minor-
ity group, even if they do not have the explicit intent of 
being prejudiced or discriminating against others. 

Racial profiling is an example of institutional rac-
ism in the criminal justice system. African American 
and Hispanic people are arrested—and serve longer 
sentences—considerably more often than are Whites 
and Asians. In fact, an African American or Hispanic 
wrongdoer is more likely to be arrested than a White 
person who commits the exact same crime, even when 
the White person shares the same age, socioeconomic 
environment, and prior arrest record as the Black or 
Hispanic. These kinds of disparities are very promi-
nent in traffic arrests, where police officers often report 
that the arrested person “fit the profile” (Doermer and 
Demuth 2010; Eberhardt 2010).

As most people now know, in a heavily Black sub-
urb of St. Louis, in Ferguson, Missouri, a Black teenager, 

03083_ch10_ptg01.indd   237 18/08/15   10:27 AM

Copyright 2017 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).
Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



238  CHAPTER 10

Michael Brown, was shot and killed in the summer of 
2014 by a White policeman (Darren Wilson) for alleg-
edly physically attacking Wilson. Massive public dem-
onstrations followed. Many Black observers of the 
shooting reported that Brown did not attack Wilson, was 
unarmed, and had his hands up. “Hands up/don’t shoot” 
became a rallying cry of the public demonstrations. 

The institutional racism in this incident is shown by 
the data. Ferguson, Missouri, is a predominantly Black 
suburb (55 percent Black), yet 90 percent of all traffic 
arrests are of Black people. Second, Blacks in Fergu-
son were more likely than Whites to say that race was 
definitely a factor in Wilson’s fatal shooting of Michael 
Brown: Eighty percent of a total of Blacks interviewed 
in a later survey thought so, whereas only 23 percent of 
Whites interviewed thought so (Pew Research Center 
2014). The cry of Whites that “race had nothing to do 
with it” is all too familiar in such situations.

Consider this: Even if every White person in the 
country lost all of his or her personal prejudices, and 
even if he or she stopped engaging in individual acts of 
discrimination, institutional racism would still persist 
for some time. Over the years, it has become so much 
a part of U.S. institutions (hence, the term institutional 
racism) that discrimination can occur even when no 
single person is deliberately causing it. To sum up, rac-
ism is a characteristic of the institutions and not nec-
essarily of the individuals within the institution. This is 
why institutional racism can exist even without preju-
dice being the cause.

Debunking Society’s Myths←
Myth: The primary cause of racial inequality in the United 
States is the persistence of prejudice.
Sociological Perspective: Prejudice is one dimension 
of racial problems in the United States, but institutional 
racism can flourish even while prejudice is on the decline. 
Prejudice is an attribute of the individual, whereas institu-
tional racism is an attribute of social structure.

Theories of Prejudice  
and Racism
Why does racial inequality persist? Sociological theory 
provides insight into this question.

Assimilation theory examines the process by 
which a minority becomes socially, economically, and 
culturally absorbed within the dominant society. This 
theory assumes that to become fully fledged members 
of society, minority groups must adopt as much of the 
dominant society’s culture as possible, particularly its 
language, mannerisms, and goals for success, and thus 
give up much of its own culture. Assimilation stands 
in contrast to racial cultural pluralism—the separate 
maintenance and persistence of one’s culture, lan-
guage, mannerisms, practices, art, and so on.

Many Americans believe that with enough hard 
work and loyalty to the dominant White culture of the 
country, any minority can make it and thus “assimilate” 
into American society. It is the often heard argument 
that African Americans, Hispanics, and Native Ameri-
cans need only to pull themselves up “by their own 
bootstraps” to become a success.

→Thinking Sociologically

Write down your own racial–ethnic background and list 
one thing that people from this background have positively 
contributed to U.S. society or culture. Also list one experi-
ence (current or historical) in which people from your 
group have been victimized by society. Discuss how these 
two things illustrate the fact that racial–ethnic groups have 
both been victimized and have made positive contributions 
to this society. Share your comments with others: What 
does this reveal to you about the connections between 
different groups of people and their experiences as racial–
ethnic groups in the United States?

Assimilationists believe that to overcome adversity 
and oppression, minority people need only imitate the 
dominant White culture as much as possible. In this 
sense, minorities must assimilate “into” White culture 
and White society. The general assumption is that with 

Minorities are more likely to be arrested than Whites  
for the same offense. Does this reflect institutional racism 
in addition to possible individual prejudice of the arresting  
police officer?
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neighborhoods such as this one in Manhattan, new york, 
are indicative of residential segregation.
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each new generation, assimilation becomes more and 
more likely. One of the questions asked in this perspec-
tive is to what extent groups can maintain some of their 
distinct cultural values and still be incorporated into 
the society to which they have moved. One could argue, 
for example, that the Irish have been able to assimilate 
quite fully into American culture while still maintain-
ing an ethnic identity—one that is particularly salient 
around Saint Patrick’s Day! 

Many Asian American groups have followed this 
pattern and have thus been called by some the “model 
minority,” but this label ignores the fact that Asians 
are still subject to considerable prejudice, discrimi-
nation, racism, and poverty (Ngai 2012; Ling 2009;  
Woo 1998).

There are problems with the assimilation approach. 
First, it fails to consider the time that it takes certain 
groups to assimilate. Those from rural backgrounds 
(Native Americans, Hispanics, African Americans, White 
Appalachians, and some White ethnic immigrants) typi-
cally take much longer to assimilate than those from 
urban backgrounds.

Second, the histories of Black and White arrivals are 
very different, with lasting consequences. Whites came 
voluntarily; Blacks arrived in chains. Whites sought rel-
atives in the New World; Blacks were sold and separated 
from close relatives. For these and other reasons, the 
experiences of African Americans and Whites as new-
comers can hardly be compared, and their assimilation 
is unlikely to follow the same course.

Third, although White ethnic groups did indeed 
face prejudice and discrimination when they arrived 
in the United States, many entered at a time when the 
economy was growing rapidly and their labor was in 

high demand. Thus they were able to attain education 
and job skills. In contrast, by the time Blacks arrived 
during the Great Migration to northern industrial 
areas from the rural South, Whites had already estab-
lished firm control over labor and used this control 
to exclude Blacks from better-paying jobs and higher 
education.

Fourth, assimilation is more difficult for people of 
color because skin color is an especially salient char-
acteristic, ascribed and relatively unchangeable. White 
ethnic group members can change their names, which 
many did (for example, from Levine to Lane; from Bel-
litto to Bell; many other examples exist), but people of 
color cannot easily change their skin color.

The assimilation model raises the question of 
whether it is possible for a society to maintain cultural 
pluralism, which is defined as different groups in soci-
ety maintaining their distinctive cultures, while also 
coexisting peacefully with the dominant group. Recent 
theorists note that achievement of cultural pluralism 
involves a degree of mutually formative two-way inter-
section of immigration and race (Kibria et al. 2013). 

Some groups have explicitly practiced cultural 
pluralism: The Amish people of Lancaster County in 
Pennsylvania and of north-central Ohio—who travel by 
horse and buggy; use no electricity; and run their own 
schools, banks, and stores—constitute a good example 
of a relatively complete degree of cultural pluralism. A 
somewhat lesser degree of cultural pluralism, but still 
present, is maintained by “Little Italy” neighborhoods 
in some U.S. cities and also by certain Black Muslim 
groups in the United States. 

Symbolic Interaction Theory. Symbolic interac-
tion theory addresses two issues: first, the role of social 
interaction in reducing racial and ethnic hostility, and 
second, how race and ethnicity are socially constructed. 
Symbolic interactionism asks: What happens when two 
people of different racial or ethnic origins come into 
contact with each other, and how can such interracial 
or interethnic contact reduce hostility and conflict? 
Contact theory, which originated with the psychologist 
Gordon Allport (Cook 1988; Allport 1954), argues that 
interaction and contact between two groups will reduce 
prejudice within both groups—but only if three condi-
tions are met:

1. The contact must be between individuals of equal 
status; the parties must interact on equal ground. 
A Hispanic cleaning woman and a wealthier White 
woman who employs her may interact, but their 
interaction will not reduce prejudice. Instead, their 
interaction is more likely to perpetuate stereotypes 
and prejudices on the part of both.

2. The contact between equals must be sustained; 
short-term contact will not decrease prejudice.

neighborhoods such as this one in Manhattan, new york, 
are indicative of residential segregation.
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3. Social norms favoring equality must be agreed 
upon by the participants. Having African Americans  
and White skinheads interact on a TV talk show, as 
once done on the Jerry Springer Show, will proba-
bly not decrease prejudice; such interaction might 
well increase it for both groups. 

Conflict Theory. The basic premise of conflict the-
ory is that class-based conflict is an inherent and fun-
damental part of social interaction. To the extent that 
racial and ethnic conflict is tied to class conflict, conflict 
theorists argue that class inequality must be reduced to 
lessen racial and ethnic conflict in society.

The “class versus race” controversy in sociology 
concerns the question of whether class or race is more 
important in explaining racial inequality. Sociologist 
William Julius Wilson (2009, 1996, 1987, 1978) argues 
that class and changes in the economic structure are 
sometimes more important than race in shaping the life 
chances of different groups. Wilson argues that being 
disadvantaged in the United States is more a matter of 
class, although he sees this clearly linked to race. Oth-
ers argue that race has been and continues to be more 
important than class—though class is still important—
in explaining and accounting for inequality and con-
flict in society (Bonilla-Silva 2013; Bonilla-Silva and 
Baiocchi 2001; Feagin 2000; Bonilla-Silva 1997; Willie 
1979; see ◆ Table 10.2). Wilson has consistently argued, 
however, that group race differences are clearly causally 
related to class differences, and that, in addition, race 
has an effect independent of class.

Wilson (1987) attributes the causes of the urban 
underclass to economic and social structural defi-
cits in society. The problems of the inner city, such as 
joblessness, crime, teen pregnancy, and violence, are 
seen as arising from social class inequalities, that is, 
inequalities in the structure of society. These inequali-
ties have dire behavioral consequences at the indi-
vidual level, in the form of drug abuse, violence, and 

lack of education (Wilson 2009, 1996, 1987; Sampson 
1987). Despite these disadvantages, many minority 
individuals nonetheless manage to achieve upward 
occupational and economic mobility (Newman 1999). 
Wilson argues that the civil rights agenda needs to 
be expanded to address the problems of the under-
class, especially joblessness. This does not mean 
that race is unimportant, rather that the influence of 
class is increasing, even though race still continues 
to remain extremely important, and may be increas-
ing in importance. In numerous studies, scholars find 
that race, in and of itself, still influences such things as 
income, wealth holdings, occupational prestige, place 
of residence, educational attainment, and numerous 
other measures of socioeconomic well-being (Pattillo 
McCoy 2013; Bobo 2012; Oliver and Shapiro 2006; 
Brown et al. 2005).

The “class versus race” controversy is connected 
to theories of intersectionality. The intersection  
perspective argues that class, race, and gender com-
bine (or “intersect”) to create a matrix of domination 
(Andersen and Collins 2013; Collins 1990). Intersec-
tional theory points out that people are socially located 
in positions that simultaneously involve race, class, and 
gender. Looking at only one of them is incomplete. The 
effects of gender and race are intertwined, and both are 
intertwined with class. 

Diverse Groups, Diverse 
Histories
The different racial and ethnic groups in the United 
States have arrived at their current social condi-
tion through histories that are similar in some ways, 
yet quite different in other respects. Their histories  
are related because of a common experience of  
White supremacy, economic exploitation, and politi-
cal disenfranchisement.

 ◆ Table 10.2 Comparing Sociological Theories of Race and Ethnicity 

Functionalism Conflict Theory Symbolic Interaction 

The Racial Order Has social stability when diverse 
racial and ethnic groups are 
assimilated into society 

is intricately intertwined with 
class stratification of racial  
and ethnic groups 

is based on social construction that 
assigns groups of people to diverse 
racial and ethnic categories 

Minority Groups Are assimilated into dominant 
culture as they adopt cultural 
practices and beliefs of the  
dominant group 

Have life chances that result  
from the opportunities formed  
by the intersection of class,  
race, and gender 

Form identity as the result of socio-
historical change 

Social Change is a slow and gradual process  
as groups adapt to the social 
system

is the result of organized social 
movements and other forms of 
resistance to oppression

is dependent on the different 
forms of social interaction that 
characterize intergroup relations
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The opening of the national Museum of the American 
indian (part of the Smithsonian institution in Washington, 
DC) was cause for celebration among diverse groups of 
native Americans, as well as others.
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Native Americans: The First  
of This Land
The exact size of the indigenous population in North 
America at the time of the Europeans’ arrival with 
Columbus in 1492 has been estimated at anywhere 
from one million to ten million people. Native Ameri-
cans were here tens of thousands of years before they 
were “discovered” by Europeans. Discovery quickly 
turned to conquest, and in the course of the next three 
centuries, the Europeans systematically drove the 
Native Americans from their lands, destroying their 
ways of life and crushing various tribal cultures. Native 
Americans were subjected to an onslaught of Euro-
pean diseases. Lacking immunity to these diseases, 
Native Americans suffered a population decline, con-
sidered by some to have been the steepest and most 
drastic of any people in the history of the world. Native 
American traditions have survived in many isolated 
places, but what is left is only an echo of the original 
500 nations of North America (Snipp 2007, 1989; Nagel 
1996; Thornton 1987).

At the time of European contact in the 1640s, there 
was great linguistic, religious, governmental, and eco-
nomic heterogeneity among Native American tribes. 
Most historical accounts have underestimated the 
degree of cultural and social variety, however. Between 
the arrival of Columbus in the Caribbean in 1492 and 
the establishment of the first thirteen colonies in North 
America in the early 1600s, the ravages of disease and 
the encroachment of Europeans caused a considerable 
degree of social disorganization. 

By 1800, the number of Native Americans had been 
reduced to a mere 600,000, and wars of extermination 
against the Indians were being conducted in earnest. 
Fifty years later, the population had fallen by another 
half. Indians were killed defending their land, or died 
of hunger and disease when taking refuge in inhospi-
table country. In 1834, 4000 Cherokee died on a forced 
march from their homeland in Georgia to reservations 
in Arkansas and Oklahoma, a trip memorialized as the 
Trail of Tears. Today, about 55 percent of all American 
Indians live on or near a reservation, which is land set 
aside by the U.S. government for their exclusive use. The 
other 45 percent live in or near urban areas (U.S. Census 
Bureau 2012a; Snipp 1989). The reservation system 
has served the Indians poorly. Many Native Americans 
now live in conditions of abject poverty, deprivation, 
lack of educational opportunity, and alcoholism. They 
suffer massive unemployment (currently more than 
50  percent among males—extraordinarily high). They 
are at the lowest rung of the socioeconomic ladder, with 
the highest poverty rate. The first here in this land are 
now last in status, a painful irony of U.S. history.

African Americans
The development of slavery in the Americas is related 
to the development of world markets for sugar and 
tobacco. Slaves were imported from Africa to provide 
the labor for sugar and tobacco production and to 
enhance the profits of slaveholders. An estimated 
twelve million Africans were transported under appall-
ing conditions to the Americas, about a quarter of whom 
came to the mainland United States (TransAtlantic  
Slave Trade Database 2014). 

Slavery evolved as a form of stratification called a 
caste system (see Chapter 8). Slaveholders profited from 
the labor of a caste, the slaves. Central to the operation 
of slavery was the principle that human beings could 
be chattel (or property). Slavery was based on the belief 
that Whites are superior to other races, coupled with a 
belief in a patriarchal social order. The social distinc-
tions maintained between Whites and Blacks were 
caste-like, with rigid categorization and prohibitions, 
rather than merely class-like, which suggests more pli-
ant social demarcations. Vestiges of this caste system 
remain in the United States to this very day.

The slave system also involved the domination of 
men over women—another aspect of the caste sys-
tem. In this combination of patriarchy and White 
supremacy, White males presided over their “property” 
of White women as well as their “property” of Black 
men and women. This in turn led to gender stratifica-
tion among the slaves themselves, reflecting the White 
slaveholders’ assumptions about the relative roles of 
men and women. Black women performed domestic 
labor for their masters and their own families. White 

The opening of the national Museum of the American 
indian (part of the Smithsonian institution in Washington, 
DC) was cause for celebration among diverse groups of 
native Americans, as well as others.
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men further exerted their authority in demanding 
sexual relations with Black women (White 1999). The 
predominant attitude of Whites toward Blacks was 
paternalistic. Whites saw slaves as childlike and inca-
pable of caring for themselves. The stereotypes of 
African Americans as “childlike” are directly traceable 
to the system of slavery.

Slaves struggled to preserve both their culture 
and their sense of humanity and to resist, often by 
open conflict, the dehumanizing effects of a system 
that defined human beings as mere property (Myers 
1998; Blassingame 1973). Slaves revolted against the 
conditions of enslavement in a variety of ways, from 
passive means such as work slowdowns and feigned ill-
ness to more aggressive means such as destruction of 
property, escapes, and outright rebellion. To this day 
the extent and frequency of slave rebellions has been 
underestimated. 

After slavery was ended by the Civil War  
(1861–1865) and the Emancipation Proclamation 
(1863), Black Americans continued to be exploited for 
their labor. In the South, the system of sharecropping 
emerged, an exploitative system in which Black fami-
lies tilled the fields for White landowners in exchange 
for a share of the crop. With the onset of the First World 
War and the intensified industrialization of society 
came the Great Migration of Blacks from the South  
to the urban north. This massive movement, lasting from 
the late 1800s through the 1920s, significantly affect ed 
the status of Blacks in society because there was now a 
greater potential for collective action (Marks 1989). 

In the early part of the century, the formation of 
Black ghettos victimized Black Americans with grim 
urban conditions at the same time that it encouraged 
the development of Black resources, including volun-
teer organizations, settlement houses, social move-
ments, political action groups, and artistic and cultural 
achievements. During the 1920s, Harlem in New York 
City became an important intellectual and artistic oasis 
for Black America, known as the Harlem Renaissance.

The Harlem Renaissance gave the nation great 
literary figures, such as Langston Hughes, Jessie Fauset, 
Alain Locke, Arna Bontemps, Zora Neale Hurston, 
Countee Cullen, Wallace Thurman, and Nella Larsen 
(Marks and Edkins 1999; Gates et al. 1997; Rampersad 
1988, 1986; Bontemps 1972). At the same time, many 
of America’s greatest musicians, entertainers, and art-
ists came to the fore, such as musicians Duke Elling-
ton, Count Basie, Benny Carter, Billie Holiday, Cab 
Calloway, and Louis Armstrong, and painters Hale 
Woodruff and Elmer Brown. The end of the 1920s and 
the stock market crash of 1929 brought everyone down 
a peg or two, Whites as well as Blacks, although in the 
words of Harlem Renaissance writer Langston Hughes, 
Black Americans at the time “had but a few pegs to fall” 
(Hughes 1967).

Latinos 
Latinos have recently surpassed African Americans as 
the largest minority group population in the United 
States; the largest increase among Mexican Americans. 
Latinos include Chicanos and Chicanas, Mexican 
Americans, Puerto Ricans, Cubans, and other recent 
Latin and Central American immigrants to the United 
States. They also include Latin Americans who have 
lived for generations in the United States; many are 
not immigrants but very early settlers from Spain and 
Portugal in the 1400s. The terms Hispanic and Latino or 
Latina mask the great structural and cultural diversity 
among the various Hispanic groups.

Diverse Latino groups have been forced by institu-
tional procedures to cause the public to perceive them 
“as one,” for example, by the media, by political lead-
ers, and by the U.S. Census categories (Mora 2009). 
The use of such inclusive terms also ignores important 
differences in their respective entries into U.S. society: 
Chicanos/as through military conquest of the Mexican–
American War (1846–1848); Puerto Ricans through war 
with Spain in the Spanish–American War (1898); and 
Cubans as political refugees fleeing since 1959 from 
the communist dictatorship of Fidel Castro, which the 
U.S. government vigorously opposed (Telles et al. 2011; 
Glenn 2002; Bean and Tienda 1987).

Mexican Americans. Before the Anglo (White) con-
quest, Mexican colonists had formed settlements and 
missions throughout the West and Southwest. In 1834, 
the U.S. government ordered the dismantling of these 
missions, bringing them under tight governmental con-
trol and creating a period known as the Golden Age of 
the Ranchos. Land then became concentrated into the 
hands of a few wealthy Mexican ranchers, who had 
been given large land grants by the Mexican govern-
ment. This created a class system within the Chicano 
community, consisting of the elite ranchers, mission 
farmers, and government administrators at the top; 
mestizos, who were small farmers and ranchers, as the 
middle class; a third class of skilled workers; and a bot-
tom class of manual laborers, who were mostly Indians 
(Maldonado 1997; Mirandé 1985).

With the Mexican–American War of 1846–1848, 
Chicanos lost claims to huge land areas that ultimately 
became Texas, New Mexico, and parts of Colorado,  
Arizona, Nevada, Utah, and California. White cattle ranch-
ers and sheep ranchers enclosed giant tracts of land, 
thus cutting off many small ranchers, both Mexican and 
Anglo. Thus began a process of wholesale economic and 
social exclusion of Mexicans and Mexican Americans 
from U.S. society, much of which continues to this day, 
generation after generation (Telles and Ortiz 2008).

It was at this time that Mexicans, as well as early 
U.S. settlers of Mexican descent, became defined as an 

Activities such as this Puerto Rican Day Parade in new 
york City reflect pride in one’s group culture and result  
in greater cohesiveness of the group.
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inferior race that did not deserve social, educational, or 
political equality. This is an example of the racial forma-
tion process, as noted earlier in this chapter (Omi and 
Winant 2014). Anglos believed that Mexicans were lazy, 
corrupt, and cowardly, yet violent, which launched ste-
reotypes that would further oppress Mexicans. These 
stereotypes were used to justify the lower status of 
Mexicans and Anglo control of the land that Mexicans 
were presumed to be incapable of managing (Telles and 
Ortiz 2008; Moore 1976). 

During the twentieth century, advances in agricul-
tural technology changed the organization of labor in 
the Southwest and West. Irrigation allowed year-round 
production of crops and a new need for cheap labor to 
work in the fields. Migrant workers from Mexico were 
exploited as a cheap source of labor. Migrant work was 
characterized by low earnings, poor housing condi-
tions, poor health, and extensive use of child labor. The 
wide use of Mexican migrant workers as field workers, 
domestic servants, and other kinds of poorly paid work 
continues, now throughout the United States. 

Puerto Ricans. The island of Puerto Rico was ceded 
to the United States by Spain in 1898. In 1917, the Jones 
Act extended U.S. citizenship to Puerto Ricans, although 
it was not until 1948 that Puerto Ricans were allowed 

to elect their own governor. In 1952, the United States 
established the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico, with 
its own constitution. Following the Second World War, 
the first elected governor launched a program known 
as Operation Bootstrap, which was designed to attract 
large U.S. corporations to the island of Puerto Rico by 
using tax breaks and other concessions. This program 
contributed to rapid overall growth in the Puerto Rican 
economy, although unemployment remained high and 
wages remained low. Seeking opportunity, unemployed 
farmworkers began migrating to the United States. 
These migrants were interested in seasonal work, and 
thus a pattern of temporary migration characterized the 
Puerto Ricans’ entrance into the United States (Amott 
and Matthaei 1996; Rodriguez 1989).

Unemployment in Puerto Rico became so severe 
that the U.S. government even went so far as to attempt a 
reduction in the population by some form of population 
control. Pharmaceutical companies experimented with 
Puerto Rican women in developing contraceptive pills, 
and the U.S. government actually encouraged the steril-
ization of Puerto Rican women. More than 37 percent of 
the women of reproductive age in Puerto Rico had been 
sterilized by 1974 (Roberts 1997). More than one-third 
of these women have since indicated that they regret 
sterilization because they were not made aware at the 
time that the procedure was irreversible.

Cubans. Cuban migration to the United States is recent 
in comparison with the many other Hispanic groups. 
The largest migration has occurred since the revolu tion 
led by Fidel Castro in 1959. Between then and 1980, more 
than 800,000 Cubans—one-tenth of the entire island 
population—migrated to the United States. The U.S. gov-
ernment defined this as a political exodus, facilitating  
the early entrance and acceptance of these migrants. 
Many of the first migrants had been middle- and upper-
class professionals and landowners under the prior 
dictatorship of Fulgencio Batista, but they had lost their 
land during the Castro revolution. In exile in the United 
States, some worked to overthrow Castro, often with 
the support of the U.S. federal government. Many other 
Cuban immigrants were of more modest means who, 
like other immigrant groups, came seeking freedom 
from political and social persecution and an escape 
from poverty.

A second wave of Cuban immigration came in 
1980, when the Cuban government, still under Castro, 
opened the Port of Mariel to anyone who wanted to 
leave Cuba. In the five months following this action, 
125,000 Cubans came to the United States—more than 
the combined total for the preceding eight years. The 
arrival of people from Mariel has produced debate 
and tension, particularly in Florida, a major cen-
ter of Cuban migration. The Cuban government had 
previously labeled the people fleeing from Mariel as 

Activities such as this Puerto Rican Day Parade in new 
york City reflect pride in one’s group culture and result  
in greater cohesiveness of the group.
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“undesirable”; some had been incarcerated in Cuba 
before leaving. They were actually not much differ-
ent from previous refugees such as the “golden exiles,” 
who were professional and high-status refugees 
(Portes and Rumbaut 1996). But because the refu-
gees escaping from Mariel had been labeled (stereo-
typed) as undesirables, and because they were forced 
to live in primitive camps for long periods after their 
arrival, they have been unable to achieve much social 
and economic mobility in the United States—thus 
ironically reinforcing the initial perception that they 
were “lazy” and “undesirable.” In contrast, the earlier 
Cuban migrants, who were on average more educated 
and much more settled, have enjoyed a fair degree of 
success (Portes and Rumbaut 2001, 1996; Amott and 
Matthei 1996; Pedraza 1996).

Asian Americans
Like Hispanic Americans, Asian Americans are from 
many different countries and diverse cultural back-
grounds; they cannot be classified as the single 
cultural rubric of Asians. Asian Americans include 
migrants from China, Japan, the Philippines, Korea, 
and Vietnam, as well as more recent immigrants from 
Southeast Asia. 

Chinese. Attracted by the U.S. demand for labor, Chi-
nese Americans began migrating to the United States 
during the mid-nineteenth century. In the early stages 
of this migration, the Chinese were tolerated because 
they provided cheap labor. They were initially seen as 
good, quiet citizens, but racial stereotypes turned hos-
tile when the Chinese came to be seen as competing 
with White California gold miners for jobs. Thousands 
of Chinese laborers worked for the Central Pacific Rail-
road from 1865 to 1868. They were relegated to the most 
difficult and dangerous work, worked longer hours than 
the White laborers, and for a long time were paid con-
siderably less than the White workers.

The Chinese were virtually expelled from rail-
road work near the turn of the twentieth century (in  
1890–1900) and settled in rural areas throughout the 
western states. As a consequence, anti-Chinese sen-
timent and prejudice ran high in the West. This eth-
nic antagonism was largely the result of competition 
between the White and Chinese laborers for scarce jobs. 
In 1882, the federal government passed the Chinese 
Exclusion Act, which banned further immigration of 
unskilled Chinese laborers. Like African Americans, the 
Chinese and Chinese Americans were legally excluded 
from intermarriage with Whites (Takaki 1989). During 
this period, several Chinatowns were established by 
those who had been forcibly uprooted and who found 
strength and comfort within enclaves of Chinese people 
and culture (Nee 1973).

Japanese. Japanese immigration to the United States 
took place mainly between 1890 and 1924, after which 
passage of the Japanese Immigration Act forbade fur-
ther immigration. Most of these first-generation immi-
grants, called issei, were employed in agriculture or in  
small Japanese businesses. Many issei were from farm-
ing families and wished to acquire their own land, but 
in 1913, the Alien Land Law of California stipulated  
that Japanese aliens could lease land for only three 
years and that lands already owned or leased by them 
could not be bequeathed to heirs. The second genera-
tion of Japanese Americans, or nisei, were born in the  
United States of Japanese-born parents. They became 
better educated than their parents, lost their Japanese 
accents, and in general became more “Americanized,” 
that is, culturally assimilated. The third generation, 
called sansei, became even better educated and assim-
ilated, yet still met with prejudice and discrimination, 
particularly where Japanese Americans were present 
in the highest concentrations, as on the West Coast 
from Washington to southern California (Takaki 1989;  
Glenn 1986).

The Japanese suffered the complete indignity of 
having their loyalty questioned when the federal gov-
ernment, thinking they would side with Japan after the 
Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in December 1941, 
herded them into concentration camps. By executive 
order of president Franklin D. Roosevelt, much of the 
West Coast Japanese American population (a great 
many—perhaps most—of them loyal second- and  
third-generation Americans) had their assets frozen 
and their real estate confiscated by the government. A 
media campaign immediately followed, labeling Japa-
nese Americans “traitors” and “enemy aliens.” Virtually 

During World War II, Japanese americans, who were full  
american citizens, were forced into concentration camps. a 
noon food (“mess”) line at one of these camps, Manzanar, is 
shown here.
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all Japanese Americans in the United States had been 
removed from their homes by August 1942, and some 
were forced to stay in relocation camps until as late as 
1946. Relocation destroyed numerous Japanese fami-
lies and ruined them financially (Takaki 1989; Glenn 
1986; Kitano 1976).

In 1986, the U.S. Supreme Court allowed Japanese 
Americans the right to file suit for monetary repara-
tions. In 1987, legislation was passed, awarding $20,000 
to each person who had been relocated and offering an 
official apology from the U.S. government. One is moti-
vated to contemplate how far this paltry sum and late 
apology could go in righting what many have argued 
was the “greatest mistake” the United States has ever 
made as a government.

Filipinos. The Philippine Islands in the Pacific Ocean 
fell under U.S. rule in 1899 as a result of the Spanish-
American War, and for a while Filipinos could enter 
the United States freely. By 1934, the islands became a 
commonwealth of the United States, and immigration 
quotas were imposed on Filipinos. More than 200,000 
Filipinos immigrated to the United States between 1966 
and 1980, settling in major urban centers on the West 
and East Coasts. More than two-thirds of those arriv-
ing were professional workers; their high average lev-
els of education and skill have eased their assimilation. 
By 1985, more than one million Filipinos were in the 
United States. They are now the second largest Asian 
American population. 

Koreans. Many Koreans entered the United States 
in the late 1960s, after amendments to the immigra-
tion laws in 1965 raised the limit on immigration from 
the Eastern Hemisphere. The largest concentration of 
Koreans is in Los Angeles. As much as half of the adult 
Korean American population is college educated, an 
exceptionally high proportion. Many of the immigrants 
were successful professionals in Korea; upon arrival in 
the United States, though, they have been forced to take 
on menial jobs, thus experiencing downward social 
mobility and status inconsistency. This is especially true 
of those Koreans who migrated to the East Coast. How-
ever, nearly one in eight Koreans in the United States 
today owns a business; many own small greengrocer 
businesses. Many of these stores are located in pre-
dominantly African American communities and have 
become one among several sources of ongoing conflict 
between some African Americans and Koreans. This has 
fanned negative feeling and prejudice on both sides—
among Koreans against African Americans and among 
African Americans against Koreans (Chen 1991).

Vietnamese. Among the more recent groups of 
Asians to enter the United States have been the South 

Vietnamese, who began arriving following the fall of 
South Vietnam to the communist North Vietnamese at 
the end of the Vietnam War in 1975. These immigrants, 
many of them refugees who fled for their lives, num-
bered about 650,000 in the United States in 1975. About 
one-third of the refugees settled in California. Many 
faced prejudice and hostility, resulting in part from 
the same perception that has dogged many immigrant 
groups before them—that they were in competition 
for scarce jobs. A second wave of Vietnamese immi-
grants arrived after China attacked Vietnam in 1978. 
As many as 725,000 arrived in the United States, only 
to face discrimination in a variety of locations. Ten-
sions became especially heated when the Vietnamese 
became a substantial competitive presence in the fish-
ing and shrimping industries in the Gulf of Mexico on 
the Texas shore. Since that time, however, many com-
munities have welcomed them, and many Vietnamese 
heads of households have become employed full-time 
(Kim 1993; Winnick 1990).

Middle Easterners
Since the mid-1970s, immigrants from the Middle East 
have been arriving in the United States. They have come 
from countries such as Syria, Lebanon, Egypt, and Iran, 
and more recently, especially Iraq. Contrary to popular 
belief, the immigrants speak no single language and fol-
low no singular religion and thus are ethnically diverse. 
Some are Catholic, some are Coptic Christian, and many 
are Muslim. Many are from working-class backgrounds, 
but many were professionals—teachers, engineers, sci-
entists, and other such positions—in their homelands. 
About 65 percent of those residing in this country were 
born outside the United States; about half are college-
educated (Kohut 2007). Like immigrant populations 
before them, Middle Easterners have formed their own 
ethnic enclaves in the cities and suburbs of this country 
as they pursue the often elusive American dream (Abra-
hamson 2006).

Since the terrorist attacks on the World Trade Cen-
ter and the Pentagon on September 11, 2001, many 
male Middle Easterners of several nationalities have 
become unjustly suspect in this country and are sub-
jected to severe harassment; racially motivated physi-
cal attacks; and as already noted, out-and-out racial 
profiling, if only because they had dark skin and—as 
with some—wore a turban of some sort on their heads. 
Most of these individuals, of course, probably had no 
discernible connection at all with the terrorists. A sur-
vey shows that most Muslims in this country believe 
that the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks were 
indeed the cause of subsequent increased racial harass-
ment and violence against them (Kohut 2007). Finally, 
the U.S. wars with Iraq and Afghanistan have not 
helped in easing tensions between White Americans 

During World War ii, Japanese Americans, who were full  
American citizens, were forced into concentration camps. A 
noon food (“mess”) line at one of these camps, Manzanar, is 
shown here.
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and Middle Easterners, nor have the recent genuinely 
terrorist attacks of ISIS against Middle Easterners and 
some Anglos in Mid-East locations. 

White Ethnic Groups 
The story of White ethnic groups in the United States 
begins during the colonial period. White Anglo Saxon 
Protestants (WASPs), who were originally immigrants 
from England and to some extent Scotland and Wales, 
settled in the New World (what is now North America). 
They were the first ethnic group to come into contact—
most often hostile contact—on a large scale with those 
people already here, namely, Native American Indians. 
WASPs came to dominate the newly emerging society 
earlier than any other White ethnic group.

In the late 1700s, the WASPs regarded the later 
immigrants from Germany and France as “foreigners” 
with odd languages, accents, and customs, and applied 
derogatory labels (“krauts” for Germans; “frogs” 
for the French) to them. Again, this demonstrates 
that virtually every immigrant group, except WASPs 
themselves, was discriminated against and subject to 
racist name-calling. Tension between the “old stock” 
and the “foreigners” continued through the Civil War 
era until around 1860, when the national origins of 
U.S. immigrants began to change (Kibria et al. 2013;  
Handlin 1951). 

Of all racial and ethnic groups in the United States 
during that time and since, only WASPs do not think  
of themselves as an ethnic nationality. The WASPs 
came to think of themselves as the “original” Americans 
despite the prior presence of Native American Indians, 
whom the WASPs in turn described and stereotyped as 
savages. As immigrants from northern, western, east-
ern, and southern Europe began to arrive, particularly 
during the mid- to late-nineteenth century, WASPs 
began to direct prejudice and discrimination against 
many of these newer groups. 

There were two waves of migration of White eth-
nic groups in the mid- and late-nineteenth century. 
The first stretched from about 1850 through 1880, and 
included northern and western Europeans: English, 
Irish, Germans, French, and Scandinavians. The second 
wave of immigration occurred from 1890 to 1914, and 
included eastern and southern European populations: 
Italians, Greeks, Poles, Russians, and other eastern 
Europeans, in addition to more Irish. The immigration 
of Jews to the United States extended for well over a 
century, but the majority of Jewish immigrants came to 
the United States during the period from 1880 to 1920.

The Irish arrived in large numbers in the mid-
nineteenth century and after, as a consequence of 
food shortages and massive starvation in Ireland. Dur-
ing the latter half of the nineteenth century and in the 
early twentieth century, the Irish in the United States 

were abused, attacked, and viciously stereotyped. It 
is instructive to remember that the Irish, particularly 
on the East Coast and especially in Boston, under-
went a period of ethnic oppression of extraordinary 
magnitude. A frequently seen sign posted in Boston 
saloons during that time proclaimed “no dogs or Irish 
allowed.” The sign was not intended as a joke. German  
immigrants were similarly stereotyped, as were the 
French and the Scandinavians. It is easy to forget that 
virtually all immigrant groups have gone through 
times of oppression and prejudice, although these 
periods were considerably longer for some groups 
than for others. As a rule, where the population den-
sity of an ethnic group in a town, city, or region was 
greatest, so too was the amount of prejudice, negative 
stereotyping, and discrimination to which that group 
was subjected.

More than 40 percent of the world’s Jewish popu-
lation lives in the United States, making it the largest 
community of Jews in the world. Most of the Jews in the 
United States arrived between 1880 and the First World 
War, originating from the eastern European countries 
of Russia, Poland, Lithuania, Hungary, and Roma-
nia. Jews from Germany arrived in two phases; the 
first wave came just prior to the arrival of those from  
eastern Europe, and the second came as a result of 
Hitler’s ascension to power in Germany during the late 
1930s. Because many German Jews were professionals 
who also spoke English, they assimilated more rapidly 
than those from the eastern European countries. Jews 
from both parts of Europe underwent lengthy peri-
ods of anti-Jewish prejudice, anti-Semitism (defined  
as the hatred of Jewish people), and discrimination, 
particularly on Manhattan’s Lower East Side. Sig-
nificant anti-Semitism still exists in the United States 
(Ferber 1999; Essed 1991). In 1924, the National Origins 

Jewish immigrants were questioned, sometimes brutally, 
at Ellis island, the point of entry to the United States for 
many early European immigrants.
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Quota Act was passed, one of the most discriminatory 
legal actions ever taken by the United States in the 
area of immigration. By this act, the first real establish-
ment of ethnic quotas in the United States, immigrants 
were permitted to enter the country only in proportion  
to their numbers already existing in the United 
States. Thus ethnic groups who were already here in  
relatively high proportions (English, Germans, French, 
Scandinavians, and others—mostly White western  
and northern Europeans) were allowed to immigrate 
in greater numbers than were those from southern and 
eastern Europe, such as Italians, Poles, Greeks, and 
other eastern Europeans. Hence, the act discriminated 
against southern and eastern Europeans in favor of 
western and northern Europeans. It has been noted that 
the European groups who were discriminated against 
by the National Origins Quota Act tended to be those 
with darker skins on average, even though they were  
White and European.

The act barred anyone who was classified as a con-
vict, lunatic, “idiot,” or “imbecile” from immigration. 
On New York City’s Ellis Island, non-English-speaking 
immigrants, many of them Jews, were given the 1916 
version of the Stanford Binet IQ test and literacy tests 
in English (Kamin 1974). Obviously, non-English-
speaking people taking this test were unlikely to score 
high. On the basis of this grossly biased test, govern-
mental psychologist H. H. Goddard classified fully 
83  percent of Jews, 80  percent of Hungarians, and 
79 percent of Italians as “feebleminded.” It did not dawn 
on Goddard or the U.S. government that the IQ test, in 
English, probably did not measure something called 
“intelligence,” as intended, but instead simply mea-
sured the immigrant’s mastery of the English language 
(Gould 1999; Taylor 1980; Kamin 1974).

Attaining Racial  
and Ethnic Equality:  
The Challenge
Race and ethnic relations in the United States have 
posed a major challenge for the nation, one that is 
becoming even more complex as the racial–ethnic pop-
ulation becomes more diverse (see ■ Map 10.1). Even 
though the nation elected its first African American 
president in 2008, racial inequalities persist.

Intergroup contact has been both negative and 
positive, obvious and subtle, tragic and helpful. How 
can the nation respond to its new diversity as well as 
to the issues faced by racial and ethnic minorities that 
have been present since the nation’s founding? This 
question engages significant sociological thought and 
attention to the nation’s record of social change with 
regard to race and ethnic groups.

The Civil Rights Movement 
A major force behind social change in race relations has 
been the civil rights movement. The civil rights move-
ment is probably the single most important source for 
change in race relations in the twentieth century.

The civil rights movement was initially based on the 
passive resistance philosophy of Martin Luther King Jr., 
learned from the philosophy of Satyagraha (“soul firm-
ness and force”) of the East Indian Mahatma (meaning 
“leader”) Mohandas Gandhi. This philosophy encour-
aged resistance to segregation through nonviolent 
techniques, such as sit-ins, marches, and appealing 
to human conscience in calls for brotherhood, justice, 
and equality. Although African Americans had worked 
for racial justice and civil rights long before this his-
toric movement, the civil rights movement has brought 
greater civil rights under the law to many groups: 
women, disabled people, the aged, and gays and lesbi-
ans (Andersen 2004).

The major civil rights movement in the United 
States intensified shortly after the 1954 Brown v. Board 
of Education decision, the famous Supreme court case 
that ruled that “separate but equal” in education was 
unconstitutional. In 1955, African American seam-
stress and NAACP secretary Rosa Parks made news in 
Montgomery, Alabama. By prior arrangement with the 
NAACP, Parks bravely refused to relinquish her seat 
in the “White-only” section on a segregated bus when 
asked to do so by the White bus driver. At the time, 
the majority of Montgomery’s bus riders were African 
American, and the action of Rosa Parks initiated the 
now-famous Montgomery Bus Boycott, led by the young 
Martin Luther King Jr. The boycott, which took place 
in many cities beyond Montgomery, was successful in 
desegregating the buses. It got more African American 
bus drivers hired and catapulted Martin Luther King Jr. 
to the forefront of the civil rights movement.

Impetus was given to the civil rights movement 
by the murder of Emmett Till, a Black teenager from 
Chicago, who was brutally killed in Mississippi in 1954, 
merely for whistling at a White woman in a store. After 
he did so, a group of White men rousted Till from his 
bed at the home of a relative and beat him until he 
was dead and unrecognizable as a human being. They 
then tied a heavy cotton gin fan around his neck, and 
dumped him into the nearest river. Later, his mother 
in Chicago allowed a picture of his horribly misshapen 
head and body in his casket to be published (in Jet mag-
azine) so that the public could contemplate the horror 
vested upon her son. No one was ever prosecuted for 
the Till murder.

The civil rights movement produced many epi-
sodes of both tragedy and heroism. In a landmark 1957 
decision, President Dwight D. Eisenhower called out 
the National Guard—after initial delay—to assist the 
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entrance of nine Black students into Little Rock Central 
High School in Little Rock, Arkansas. Sit-ins followed 
throughout the South in which White and Black stu-
dents perched at lunch counters until the Black students 
were served. A number of these people, both Black and 
White, were beaten bloody for merely attempting this 
nonviolent protest. This was followed by the famous 
“Selma to Montgomery” march across the infamous 
Edmund Pettus Bridge on March 7, 1965 to protest seg-
regation. Alabama Sheriff James N. Clark and his offi-
cers mercilessly beat the protesters during this march, 
beatings so severe that many marchers, both Black and 
White, suffered fractures and major lacerations. 

Organized bus trips from the North to the South, 
“freedom rides,” forged on and promoted civil rights 
despite the murders of freedom riders Viola Liuzzo, 
a White Detroit housewife; Andrew Goodman and 

Michael Schwerner, two White students; and James 
Chaney, a Black student. The murders of civil rights 
workers—especially when they were White—galvanized 
public support for change.

The Black Power Movement
While the civil rights movement developed throughout 
the late 1950s and 1960s, a more radical philosophy of 
change also developed, as more militant leaders grew 
increasingly disenchanted with the limits of the civil 
rights agenda, which was perceived as moving too 
slowly. The militant Black Power movement, taking its 
name from the book Black Power (1967) by political 
activist Stokely Carmichael, later Kwame Touré, and 
Columbia University political science professor Charles 
V. Hamilton, had a more radical critique of race relations 
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Mapping America’s Diversity: Foreign-Born Population
This map shows the total number 
of foreign-born residents per state. 
Foreign-born includes legal residents 
(immigrants), temporary migrants 
(such as students), refugees, and illegal 
immigrants—to the extent they can 

be known. Some states have a high 
number of foreign-born (for example, 
California, Florida, and New York), and 
other states have fewer (for example, 
Wyoming, South Dakota, and Vermont). 
Where does your region fall in the 

number of foreign-born to the total 
population?
Data: U.S. Census Bureau. 2010. 2005–2009 
American Community Survey. ACS Maps.  
www.census.gov
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in the United States. The Black Power movement saw 
inequality as stemming not just from moral failures but 
also from the institutional power that Whites had over 
Black Americans (Carmichael and Hamilton 1967).

Before breaking with the Black Muslims (the Black 
Nation of Islam in the United States) and his religious 
mentor Elijah Muhammad, and prior to his assassina-
tion in 1965, Malcolm X advocated a form of plural-
ism, demanding separate business establishments, 
banks, churches, and schools for Black Americans. 
He echoed an earlier effort of the 1920s led by Marcus  
Garvey’s Back-to-Africa movement, the Universal Negro 
Improvement Association (UNIA).

The Black Power movement of the late 1960s 
rejected assimilation and instead demanded pluralism 
in the form of self-determination and self-regulation  
of Black communities. Militant groups such as the 
Black Panther Party advocated fighting oppression with 
armed revolution. The U.S. government acted quickly, 
imprisoning members of the Black Panther Party and 
similar militant revolutionary groups, in some cases 
killing them outright (Brown 1992).

The Black Power movement also influenced the 
development of other groups who were affected by the 
analysis of institutional racism that the Black Power 
movement developed, as well as by the assertion of 
strong group identity that this movement encouraged. 
Groups such as La Raza Unida (“The Race United”), 
a Chicano organization, encouraged “brown power,” 
promoting solidarity and the use of Chicano power to 
achieve racial justice.

Likewise, the American Indian Movement (AIM) 
used some of the same strategies and tactics that the 
Black Power movement had encouraged, as have 
Puerto Rican, Asian American, and other racial pro-
test groups. Elements of Black Power strategy were also 
borrowed by the developing women’s movement, and 
Black feminism was developed upon the realization 
that women, including women of color, shared in the 
oppressed status fostered by institutions that promoted 
racism (Collins 1998, 1990). Overall, the Black Power 
movement dramatically altered the nature of political 
struggle, and race and ethnic relations in the United 
States. It, and the other movements it inspired, changed 
the nation’s consciousness about race and forced even 
academic scholars to develop a deeper understanding 
of how fundamental racism is to U.S. social institutions 
(Branch 2006; Morris 1984).

The Contemporary Challenge: Race-Specific 
versus Race-Blind Policies. A continuing question 
from the dialogue between a civil rights strategy and 
more radical strategies for change is the debate between 
race-specific versus color-blind programs for change. 
Color-blind policies are those advocating that all groups 

be treated alike, with no barriers to opportunity posed 
by race, gender, or other group differences. Equal 
opportunity is the key concept in color-blind policies.

Race-specific policies are those that recognize the 
unique status of racial groups because of the long his-
tory of discrimination and the continuing influence of 
institutional racism. Those advocating such policies 
argue that color-blind strategies will not work because 
Whites and other racial–ethnic groups do not start from 
the same position.

The “Tax” on Being a Minority in America: 
Give Yourself a True–False Test  
(An Illustration of White Privilege)
On the following test, give yourself one point for each 
statement that is true for you personally. When you are 
done, total up your points. The higher your score (the more 
points you have), the less “minority tax” you are paying in 
your own life: 

1. My parents and grandparents were able to purchase  
a house in any neighborhood they could afford. 

2. i can take a job in an organization with an affirmative 
action policy without people thinking i got my job 
because of my race. 

3. My parents own their own home. 
4. i can look at the mainstream media and see people who 

look like me represented in a wide variety of roles. 
5. i can choose from many different student organizations 

on campus that reflect my interests. 
6. i can go shopping most of the time pretty well assured 

that i will not be followed or harassed when i am in  
the store. 

7. if my car breaks down on a deserted stretch of road,  
i can trust that the law enforcement officer who shows 
up will be helpful. 

8. i have a wide choice of grooming products that  
i can buy in places convenient to campus and/or  
near where i live as a student. 

9. i never think twice about calling the police when  
trouble occurs. 

10. The schools i have attended teach about my race  
and heritage and present it in positive ways. 

11. i can be pretty sure that if i go into a business or other 
organization (such as a university or college) to speak 
with the “person in charge,” i will be facing a person  
of my race.

your total points:  
your racial identity: 
your gender:  
How would you describe your social class?  

now gather results from some of your classmates and see 
if their total points vary according to their own race, gender, 
and/or social class. 

Source: Adapted from the Discussion Guide for Race: The Power  
of an Illusion. www.pbs.org
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250  CHAPTER 10

being considered and quotas are not used. This had 
been upheld in at least two U.S. Supreme Court cases: 
Regents of the University of California v. Bakke (1978) 
and Grutter v. Bollinger (2003). Various legal challenges 
have been made to constitutional law on affirmative 
action, but to date the principles articulated in the 
Bakke and Grutter cases are the law of the land. 

All told, the challenge of race in the United States 
remains one that continues to affect the distribution 
of social, economic, and political resources. No single 
strategy is likely to solve this complex social issue. How 
will the nation continue to address persistent racial 
and ethnic inequality? Debates about racial and eth-
nic inequality and how to fix them rage on—in dinner 
conversations, courtrooms, college classrooms, and the 
U.S. Supreme Court. 

Affirmative action is an example of a race-specific 
policy for reducing job and educational inequality. Affir-
mative action means two things: First, it means recruit-
ing minorities from a wide base to ensure consideration 
of groups that have been traditionally overlooked, 
while not using rigid quotas based on race or ethnicity. 
Second, affirmative action can mean taking race into 
account as one factor among others that can be used 
in such things as hiring decisions or college admis-
sions. Despite public misunderstandings about affir-
mative action, establishing specific quotas for minority 
representation via affirmative action has been ruled 
unconstitutional.

The practice of affirmative action had, at least until 
now, been upheld as constitutional in the law—that is, 
at least as long as the use of race is not the sole factor 

How are race and ethnicity defined? 
In virtually every walk of life, race matters. A race is a 
social construction based loosely on physical criteria, 
whereas an ethnic group is a culturally distinct group. A 
group is minority not on the basis of their numbers in a 
society but on the basis of which group occupies lower 
average social status.

What are stereotypes, and how are they 
important?
Stereotyping and stereotype interchangeability rein-
force racial and ethnic prejudices and thus cause them 
to persist in the maintenance of inequality in society. 
Racial and gender stereotypes have similar dynamics in 
society, and both racial and gender stereotypes receive 
ongoing support in the media. Stereotypes serve to jus-
tify and make legitimate the oppression of groups based 
on race, ethnicity, class, and gender. Stereotypes, such 
as “lazy,” support attributions made to minorities and 
to working-class people and attempt to cast blame on 
the minority in question, thus removing blame from the 
social structure. Via the principle of stereotype threat, 
stereotypes can affect the actual behavior of stereo-
typed individuals. 

What are the differences between prejudice,  
discrimination, and racism? 
Prejudice is an attitude usually involving nega-
tive prejudgment on the basis of race or ethnicity. 
Discrimination is overt, actual behavior involving 
unequal treatment. Racism involves both attitude and 
behavior. 

What different forms does racism take?
Racism can take on several forms, such as overt preju-
dice, aversive (subtle) racism, implicit (unconscious) 
racism, laissez-faire racism, color-blind racism (which 
masks White privilege), and institutional racism. Insti-
tutional racism is unequal treatment, carrying with it 
notions of cultural inferiority of a minority, which has 
become firmly ingrained into the economic, politi-
cal, and educational institutional structure of society. 
Institutional racism is a property of the social struc-
ture, less a property of the individual person, hence 
Bonilla-Silva’s phrase “racism without racists.” Racial 
profiling by the police is an example of institutional 
racism.

Do all minority groups have different histories,  
or are they similar?
Historical experiences show that different groups have 
unique histories, although they are bound together by 
some similarities in the prejudice and discrimination 
they have experienced.

What are the challenges in attaining racial and 
ethnic equality?
Not all immigrant groups and minority groups assimi-
late at the same rate, and some groups (U.S. Black Mus-
lims, the Amish) maintain cultural pluralism. Cultural 
pluralism is tied to immigration. An urban underclass 
remains entrenched in the United States, and cities 
remain hypersegregated on the basis of race and eth-
nicity. All this means that, contrary to wishful thinking 

Chapter Summary
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RACE AnD ETHniCiTy  251

of some journalists, the United States is by no means 
headed toward a “postracial” society. 

What are some of the approaches to attaining 
racial and ethnic equality?
Approaches include Reverend Martin Luther King’s 
nonviolent civil rights strategy, radical social change, 

and movements such as the Black Power movement, 
La Raza Unida, and the American Indian Movement 
(AIM), all of which directly addressed institutional 
racism. Affirmative action policies, which are race-
specific rather than race-blind programs, continue 
to be changed and modified through Supreme Court 
cases.
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●● Understand gender as a 
social construction 

●● Explain the process of 
gender socialization 

●● Identify different 
components of gender 
stratification 

●● Compare and contrast 
different theories of 
gender stratification 

●● Relate gender inequality in 
the United States to that in 
other nations 

●● Evaluate the different 
components of change 
with regard to gender

in this chapter, you will learn to:

The Social Construction  
of Gender 254

Gender Socialization 257

Gender Stratification 264

Theories of Gender 271

Gender in Global Perspective 274

Gender and Social Change 275

Chapter Summary 278

Imagine suddenly becoming a member of the other sex. 
What would you have to change? First, you would probably 
change your appearance—clothing, hairstyle, and any adorn-

ments you wear. You would also have to change some of 
your interpersonal behavior. Contrary to popular belief, men 
talk more than women, are louder, are more likely to inter-
rupt, and are less likely to recognize others in conversation. 
Women are more likely to laugh, express hesitance, and be 
polite. Gender differences also appear in nonverbal communi-
cation. Women use less personal space, touch less in imper-
sonal settings (but are touched more), and smile more, even 
when they are not necessarily happy (Wood 2013). Research-
ers even find that men and women write email in a different 
style, women writing less opinionated email than men and 
using it to maintain rapport and intimacy (Colley and Todd 
2002; Sussman and Tyson 2000). Finally, you might have 
to change many of your attitudes because men and women 
differ significantly on many, if not most, social and political 
issues (see ▲ Figure 11.1).

If you are a woman and became a man, perhaps the 
change would be worth it. You would probably see your 
income increase (especially if you became a White man). You 
would have more power in virtually every social setting. You 
would be far more likely to head a major corporation, run your 
own business, or be elected to a political office—again, assum-
ing that you are White. Would it be worth it? As a man, you 
would be far more likely to die a violent death and would  
probably not live as long as a woman (National Center for 
Health Statistics 2013). 

If you are a man who became a woman, your income 
would most likely drop significantly. More than fifty years 
after passage of the Equal Pay Act in 1963, men still earn 
22 percent more than women, even comparing those working 
year-round and full-time (DeNavas-Walt and Proctor 2014). 
You would probably become resentful of a number of things 
because poll data indicate that women are more resentful 
than men about things such as the amount of money available 
for them to live on, the amount of help they get from their 
mates around the house, how much men share child care, and 
how they look. Women also report being more fearful on the 

Gender
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254  CHaPTER 11

The Social Construction  
of Gender 
From the moment of birth, gender expectations influ-
ence how boys and girls are treated. Now that it is pos-
sible to identify the sex of a child in the womb, gender 
expectations may begin even before birth. Parents 
and grandparents might select pink clothes and dolls 
for baby girls, sports clothing and brighter colors for 
boys. Even if they try to do otherwise, it will be difficult 
because baby products are so typed by gender. Much 
research shows how parents and others continue to treat 
children in stereotypical ways. Girls may be expected to 
cuddle and be sweet, whereas boys are handled more 
roughly and given greater independence. 

→	 See for YourSelf ←
Changing Your Gender 
Try an experiment based on the example of changing 
gender that opens this chapter. 

1. First, list everything you think you would have to do 
to change your behavior if you were the opposite 
gender. Separate your list items according to whether 

they are related to such factors as appearance, 
attitude, or behavior. 

2. Second, for twenty-four hours, try your best to 
change any of these things that you are willing to do. 
Record how others react to you during this period and 
how the change makes you feel. 

3. When your experiment is over, write a report on what 
your brief experiment tells you about how gender 
identities are (or are not) supported through social 
interaction.

Defining Sex and Gender 
Sociologists use the terms sex and gender to distin-
guish biological sex identity from learned gender 
roles. Sex refers to biological identity, being male or 
female. For sociologists, the more significant concept 
is gender—the socially learned expectations, identi-
ties, and behaviors associated with members of each 
sex. This distinction emphasizes that behavior asso-
ciated with gender is culturally learned. Gender is a 
“system of social practices” (Ridgeway 2011: 9) that 
creates categories of people—men and women—
who are defined in relationship to each other on  
unequal terms. 

streets than men. Women are, however, more satisfied than men with their role as parents and with their 
friendships outside of marriage.

For both women and men, there are benefits, costs, and consequences stemming from the social 
definitions associated with gender. As you imagined this experiment, you may have had difficulty trying  
to picture the essential change in your biological identity: Is this the most significant part of being a man 
or woman? Nature determines whether you are male or female but society gives significance to this  
distinction. Sociologists see gender as a social fact, because who we become as men and women is 
largely shaped by cultural and social expectations.

Support allowing
people who have

incurable diseases
to die

Support using
the death
penalty

in cases of murder

Support requiring
a gun permit to
carry a weapon
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▲ figure 11.1 Hot-Button 
Issues: The Gender Gap in  
attitudes When people use the  
term gender gap, they are often 
referring to pay differences between 
women and men. As the data here 
show, there is also a significant gender 
gap on some of the important issues 
of the day. 
Source: National Opinion Research Center, 
General Society Survey. Chicago, IL: University 
of Chicago. www.norc.org
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GEndER  255

The definitions that surround these categories 
stem from culture—made apparent especially by 
looking at other cultures. Across different cultures, 
gender expectations associated with men and women 
vary considerably. In Western industrialized socie-
ties, people tend to think of men and women (and 
masculinity and femininity) in dichotomous terms, 
even defined as “opposite sexes.” The views from other 
cultures challenge this assumption. Historically, the 
berdaches (pronounced berdash) in Navajo society 
were anatomically normal men defined as a third 
gender between male and female. Berdaches, con-
sidered ordinary men, married other men who were 
not berdaches. Neither the berdaches nor the men 
they married were considered homosexuals, as they 
would be considered in other places (Nanda 1998;  
Lorber 1994). 

There are also substantial differences in the con-
struction of gender across social classes and within 
subcultures in a given culture. Within the United 
States, there is considerable variation in the expe-
riences of gender among different racial and eth-
nic groups (Andersen and Collins 2013; Baca Zinn  
et al. 2011). Differences within a given gender can be 
greater than differences between men and women. 
That is, the variation on a given trait, such as aggres-
sion or competitiveness, can be as great within a given 
gender group as the difference across genders. Thus, 
some women are more aggressive than some men, 
and some men are less competitive than some women 
(see ▲ Figure 11.2). 

Sex Differences: Nature  
or Nurture? 
Is gender a matter of nature or nurture? Obviously, 
there are some biological differences between women 
and men, but looking at gender sociologically quickly 
reveals the extraordinary power of social and cultural 
influences on things often popularly seen as biologi-
cally fixed. Let’s first examine some basic biological 
facts about sex and gender.

A person’s sex identity is established at the 
moment of conception. The mother contributes an  
X chromosome to the embryo; the father, an X or Y. The 
combination of two X chromosomes makes a female; 
the combination of an X and a Y makes a male. Under 
normal conditions, chemical events directed by genes 
on the sex-linked chromosomes lead to the formation 
of male or female genitalia. 

Irregularities in the process of chromosome for-
mation or fetal differentiation can produce a person 
with mixed biological sex characteristics—a condi-
tion known as intersexed (previously referred to as  
hermaphroditism). For example, an intersexed infant 
may be born with ovaries or testes but with ambiguous 
or mixed genitals, or may be born a chromosomal male 
but have an incomplete penis and no urinary canal. 

Case studies of intersexed people reveal the 
extraordinary influence of social factors in shaping a 
person’s identity (Preves 2003). Parents of intersexed 
children are usually advised to have their child’s geni-
tals surgically assigned to either male or female and 
also to give the child a new name, a different hairstyle, 
and new clothes—all intended to provide the child with 
the social signals judged appropriate to a single gender 
identity. One physician who has worked on such cases 
tells parents that they “need to go home and do their job 
as child rearers with it very clear whether it’s a boy or a 
girl” (Kessler 1990: 9). 

Physical differences between the sexes do, of 
course, exist. In addition to differences in anatomy, 
boys at birth tend to be slightly longer and weigh more 
than girls. As adults, men tend to have a lower resting 
heart rate, higher blood pressure, and higher muscle 
mass and muscle density. These physical differences 
contribute to the tendency for men to be physically 
stronger than women, but this can be altered, depend-
ing on level of physical activity. The public now rou-
tinely sees displays of women’s athleticism. Women 
can achieve a high degree of muscle mass and muscle 
density through bodybuilding and can win over men 
in activities that require high levels of endurance, such 
as the four women who have won the Iditarod—the 
Alaskan dog sled race considered one of the most gru-
eling competitions in the world. In other words, until 
men and women really compete equally in activities 
from which women have historically been excluded, 

Women Men

Less
aggressive
(women)

More
aggressive
(women)

Less
aggressive
(men)

More
aggressive
(men)

▲ figure 11.2 Gender differences: aggression  
Even when men and women as a whole tend to differ on  
a given trait, within-gender differences can be just as great  
as across-gender differences. Some men, for example, are 
less aggressive than some women.  
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modest correlation between aggressive behavior and 
testosterone levels. Furthermore, changes in testoster-
one levels do not predict changes in men’s aggression 
(such as by “chemical castration,” the administration 
of drugs that eliminate the production or circulation 
of testosterone). What’s more, there are minimal dif-
ferences in the levels of sex hormones between girls 
and boys during early childhood, yet researchers find 
considerable differences in the aggression exhibited by 
boys and girls as children (Fausto-Sterling 2000, 1992).

Arguments based on biological determinism assume 
that differences between women and men are “natural” 
and, presumably, resistant to change. Like biological 
explanations of race differences, biological explanations 
of inequality between women and men tend to flourish 
during periods of rapid social change. They protect the 
status quo (existing social arrangements) by making it 
appear that the status of women is “natural” and there-
fore should remain as it is. If social differences between 
women and men were biologically determined, there 
would also be no variation in gender relations across cul-
tures, but extensive differences are well documented. 

In sum, we would not exist without our biological 
makeup, but we would not be who we are without soci-
ety and culture. As sociologist Cecilia Ridgeway puts it, 
gender is a “substantial, socially elaborated edifice con-
structed on a modest biological foundation” (2011: 9). 

Who reports the news? Even with 
the increased presence of women as 
news reporters, anchors, editors, and 
writers, the news media continue to 
be dominated by men—White men 
at that. Women are the vast majority 
(74 percent) of those graduating from 
college with majors in journalism and 
mass communications (Becker et al. 
2010), but their voices and words do not 
narrate the news of the nation. Some 
facts from recent research include: 

●● The number of women staffers in 
newsrooms is largely unchanged 
from 1999 at 36 percent;

●● Men are quoted three and a half 
times as often as women, a finding 
based on a detailed three-month 
analysis of the front page of The New 
York Times; 

Women in the Media: Where Are Women’s Voices?
●● Men outnumber women four to one 

on the editorial pages of the most 
prestigious national newspapers; 

●● Men write 82 percent of film reviews; 
●● Men vastly outnumber women as 

experts and guests on TV talk shows.

Women are most likely to report on life-
style, education, culture, and health, not 
politics, technology, or criminal justice. 
Women are most underrepresented as 
reporters of world affairs. Even when 
the subject matter is of deep concern 
to women—abortion and birth con-
trol—80 percent of those reporting on 
these issues are men (4th Estate 2014).

Try observing these patterns yourself: 
Who writes the bylines in Internet news 
you read? Who is cited as an expert? 
Who covers what issues? Although 
sociologists would argue that the mere 

presence of women does not necessarily 
change the presentation of ideas, do  
you think that it matters that men are 
the ones most likely to narrate our 
nation’s news?

Source: Women’s Media Center. 2014. The 
Status of Women in the U.S. Media 2014.  
New York: Women’s Media Center.  
www.womensmediacenter.com

a sociological eye on the media

Note: Percentage of women and men with bylines
and on-camera appearances in major TV networks,
newspapers, news wires, and Internet news
services, 2013 

Men;
63.6%

Women;
36.1%

Gender Gap in the News Media

we may not know the true extent of physical differences 
between women and men. 

Biological determinism refers to explanations that 
attribute complex social phenomena to physical char-
acteristics. The argument that men are more aggres-
sive because of hormonal differences (in particular, the 
presence of testosterone) is a biologically determinist 
argument. Despite popular belief, studies find only a 

Title IX, passed in 1972, has opened up athletic oppor-
tunities to women that were not available to earlier 
generations.
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Culture defines certain behaviors as appropriate (or not)  
for women and for men; these are learned through-
out life, beginning with the earliest practices by which 
people are raised. Understanding the process of gender 
socialization is then a key part of understanding the for-
mation of gender as a social and cultural phenomenon. 

Gender Socialization 
As we saw in Chapter 4, socialization is the process 
by which social expectations are taught and learned. 
Through gender socialization, men and women learn 
the expectations and identities associated with gender 
in society. The rules of gender extend to all aspects of 
society and daily life. Gender socialization affects the 
self-concepts of women and men, their social and polit-
ical attitudes, their perceptions about other people, and 
their feelings about relationships with others. Although 
not everyone is perfectly socialized to conform to gender 
expectations, socialization is a powerful force directing 
the behavior of men and women in gender-typical ways. 

Even people who set out to challenge traditional 
expectations often find themselves yielding to the 
powerful influence of socialization. Women who con-
sciously reject traditional women’s roles may still 
find themselves inclined to act as hostess or secretary 
in group settings. Similarly, men may accept equal 
responsibility for housework, yet they fail to notice 
when the refrigerator is empty or a child needs a bath—
household needs they have been trained to let someone 
else notice (DeVault 1991). Gender expectations are so 
pervasive that it is also difficult to change them on an 
individual basis. If you doubt this, try buying clothing 
or toys for a young child without purchasing something 
that is gender-typed, or talk to parents who have tried to 
raise their children without conforming to gender ste-
reotypes and see what they report about the influence 
of such things as children’s peers and the media. 

The Formation of Gender Identity 
One result of gender socialization is the formation of 
gender identity, which is one’s definition of oneself as 
a woman or man. Gender identity is basic to our self-
concept, shaping our expectations for ourselves, our 
abilities and interests, and how we interact with others. 
Gender identity shapes not only how we think about 
ourselves and others but also influences numerous 
behaviors, including the likelihood of drug and alco-
hol abuse, violent behavior, depression, or even how 
aggressive you are in driving (Andersen 2015). 

One area in which gender identity has an especially 
strong effect is in how people feel about their appear-
ance. Studies find strong effects of gender identity on 
body image. Concern with body image begins mostly 
during adolescence. Studies of young children (that is, 

preschool age) find no gender differences in how boys 
and girls feel about their bodies (Hendy et al. 2001), 
but clear differences emerge by early adolescence. At 
this age, girls report comparing their bodies to others 
of their sex more often than boys do. By early adoles-
cence, girls report more negativity about their body 
image than do boys. This type of thinking among girls 
is related to lower self-esteem (Jones 2001; Polce-Lynch 
et al. 2001). Among college students, women also are 
more dissatisfied with their appearance than are men 
(Hoyt and Kogan 2001). Idealized images of women’s 
bodies in the media, as well as peer pressures, have a 
huge impact on young girls’ and women’s gender iden-
tity and feelings about their appearance.

Sociologist Debra Gimlin argues that bodies are 
“the surface on which prevailing rules of a culture are 
written” (Gimlin 2002: 6). You see this especially with 
regard to gender. Men and women alike practice elabo-
rate rituals to achieve particular gender ideals, ideals 
that are established by the dominant culture. 

Understanding gender socialization helps you see 
that gender, like race, is a social construction. We “do” 
gender—as you will see in the section near the end 
of this chapter on theories of gender. Understanding 
gender as a social construction means thinking about 
the many ways that gender is produced through social 
interaction instead of seeing it as a fixed attribute of 
individuals (Connell 2009).

The experiences of transgender people make this 
point even more obvious. Transgender people are 
those who live as a gender different from that to which 
they were assigned at birth (Schilt 2011). Transgender 
individuals experience great pressure to fit within the 
usual expectations. Because they do not necessarily 
display the expected routines of gender, they may be 
ridiculed, shunned, discriminated against, or even vio-
lently assaulted. Their experiences show how powerful 
the social norms are to conform to gender expectations 
(Westbrook and Schilt 2014; Connell 2010, 2012).

Similarly, those who undergo sex changes as adults 
report enormous pressure from others to be one sex or 
the other. Managing such identities can be stressful, 
largely because of expectations that others have about 
what are appropriate categories of gender identity. Any-
one who crosses these or in any way appears to be dif-
ferent from dominant expectations is frequently subject 
to exclusion and ridicule, showing just how strong gen-
der expectations are (Stryker and Whittle 2006).

→Thinking Sociologically 

Look at the products sold to men and women used as part 
of their daily grooming? How are they packaged? What 
color are they? What are their names? How do these 
artifacts of everyday life reflect norms about gender?
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Sources of Gender Socialization 
As with other forms of socialization, there are different 
agents of gender socialization: family, peers, children’s 
play, schooling, religious training, mass media, and 
popular culture, to name a few. Gender socialization is 
reinforced whenever gender-linked behaviors receive 
approval or disapproval from these multiple influences. 

Parents are one of the most important sources of 
gender socialization. Parents may discourage children 
from playing with toys that are identified with the other 
sex, especially when boys play with toys meant for 
girls. Research finds that parents are more tolerant of 
girls not conforming to gender roles than they are for 
boys (Kane 2012). Fathers, especially, discourage sons 
from violating gender norms (Martin 2005). Although 
fathers are now more involved than in the past in chil-
dren’s care, they are less likely to provide basic care and 
more likely to be involved with discipline (LaFlamme 
et al. 2002).

Expectations about gender are changing, although 
researchers suggest that the cultural expectations 
about gender may have changed more than people’s 
behavior. Mothers and fathers now report that fathers 

should be equally involved in child rearing, but the 
reality is different. Mothers still spend more time in 
child-related activities and have more responsibility for 
children. Furthermore, the gap that mothers perceive 
between fathers’ ideal and actual involvement in child 
rearing is a significant source of mothers’ stress (Milkie 
et al. 2002). 

Gender socialization patterns also vary within dif-
ferent racial–ethnic families. Latinas, as an example, 
have generally been thought to be more traditional in 
their gender roles, although this varies by generation 
and by the experiences of family members in the labor 
force. Within families, young women and men learn to 
formulate identities that stem from their gender, racial, 
and ethnic expectations.

Peers strongly influence gender socialization—
sometimes more so than one’s immediate family. Peer 
relationships shape children’s patterns of social inter-
action. Young people’s play also shapes analytical skills, 
values, and attitudes. Studies find that boys and girls 
often organize their play in ways that reinforce not only 
gender but also race and age norms (Moore 2001). Peer 
relationships often reinforce the gender norms of the 
culture—norms that are typically even more strictly 
applied to boys than to girls. Thus boys who engage 
in behavior that is associated with girls are likely to be 
ridiculed by friends—more so than are girls who play 
or act like boys (Sandnabba and Ahlberg 1999). In this 
way, homophobic attitudes, routinely expressed among 
peers, reinforce dominant attitudes about what it 
means to “be a man” (Pascoe 2011). Although girls may 
be called “tomboys,” boys who are called “sissies” are 
more harshly judged. Note, though, that tomboy behav-
ior among girls beyond a certain age may result in the 
girl being labeled a “dyke.” 

→Thinking Sociologically 

Is your pet gendered? People typically think of the  
social construction of gender in the context of human 
relations. What about pets? almost two-thirds of all  
U.S. households have at least one pet. a recent study of 
dog owners found that people also gender their dogs, 
selecting dogs that reflect the owner’s gender identity 
and describing them in gendered terms. Female pets 
have names with more syllables and that are more likely 
to have a diminutive ending. You can find lots of advice 
how to appropriately gender your pet on the Internet. 
Try to observe this yourself. apparently, gender norms  
pervade human relationships with animals as well as  
with each other! 

Sources: Ramirez, Michael. 2006. “‘My Dog’s Just Like Me’: Dog  
Ownership as a Gender Display.” Symbolic Interaction 29 (3): 373–391; 
Abel, Ernest L., and Michael L. Kruger. 2007. “Gender Related Naming 
Practices: Similarities and Differences between People and Their Dogs.” 
Sex Roles: A Journal of Research 57 (1–2): 15–19.

Changes in gender roles have involved more men in 
parenting.
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Children’s play is another source of gender social-
ization. You might think about what you played as a 
child and how this influenced your gender roles. Typi-
cally, though not in every case, boys are encouraged 
to play outside more; girls, inside. Boys’ toys are more 
machinelike and frequently promote the develop-
ment of militaristic values; they tend to encourage 
aggression, violence, and the stereotyping of ene-
mies—values rarely associated with girls’ toys. Chil-
dren’s books in schools also communicate gender 
expectations. Even with publishers’ guidelines that 
discourage stereotyping, textbooks still depict men as 
aggressive, argumentative, and competitive. Men and 
boys are also more likely to be featured in children’s 
books, although interestingly, systematic analysis of 
children’s books shows that fathers are not very pres-
ent and, when they do appear, they are most often 
shown as ineffectual (Anderson and Hamilton 2005). 

→	 See for YourSelf ←
Try to purchase a toy for a young child that is not gender-
typed. What could you buy? What could you not buy? 
What does your experiment teach you about gender role 
socialization? If you take children with you, note what toys 
they want. What does this tell you about the effectiveness 
of gender socialization?

Schools are particularly strong influences on gen-
der socialization because of the amount of time chil-
dren spend in them. Teachers often have different 
expectations for boys and girls. Studies find, for exam-
ple, that teachers hold gender stereotypes that women 
are not as capable in math as men (Riegle-Crumb and 
Humphries 2012). We know from other research that 

when such stereotypes are present, student perfor-
mance, such as on standardized tests, is negatively 
affected by the presence of what is called stereotype 
threat (Steele 2010). Earlier studies have also shown 
that when teachers respond more to boys in school, 
even if negatively, they heighten boys’ sense of impor-
tance (American Association of University Women 
1998; Sadker and Sadker 1994). Gender inequality is 
pervasive in schools and at all levels. Even in college, 
course-taking patterns, selection of majors, and teach-
ers’ interaction with students are shaped by gender 
(Mullen 2010). 

Religion is an often overlooked but significant 
source of gender socialization. The major Judeo-
Christian religions in the United States place strong 
emphasis on gender differences, with explicit affir-
mation of the authority of men over women. In 
Orthodox Judaism, men offer a prayer to thank God 
for not having created them as a woman or a slave. 
The patriarchal language of most Western religions 
as well as the exclusion of women from positions of 
religious leadership in some faiths signify the lesser 
status of women in religious institutions. Any religion 
interpreted in a fundamentalist way can be oppres-
sive to women. Indeed, the most devout believers of 
any faith tend to hold the most traditional views of 
women’s and men’s roles. The influence of religion 
on gender attitudes cannot be considered separately 
from other factors, however. For many, religious faith 
inspires a belief in egalitarian roles for women and 
men. Christian, Islamic, and Jewish women, along 
with other religious women, have often organized to 
resist fundamentalist and sexist practices (Messina-
Dysert and Ruether 2014).

The media in their various forms (television, 
film, magazines, music, and so on) communicate 
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Even with social changes in gender roles, boys and girls tend to engage in play activities deemed appropriate for  
their gender.
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strong—some would even say cartoonish—gender 
stereotypes. Despite some changes in recent years, 
television and films continue to depict highly ste-
reotyped roles for women and men. In family films, 
prime-time television, and even children’s TV shows, 
women and girls are shown more so than men and 
boys wearing sexy attire, with exposed skin, and with 
thin bodies, reinforcing gendered images of both  
women and men, even at an early age (Smith et al. 
2013). Men are also seen as more formidable, stereo-
typed in strong, independent roles. Women are more 
likely now to be portrayed as employed outside of the 
home and in professional jobs, but it is still more usual 
to see women depicted as sex objects. In fact, the 
sexualization of women is so extensive in the media 
that the American Psychological Association has con-
cluded that there is “massive exposure to portrayals 
that sexualize women and girls and teach girls that 
women are sexual objects” (American Psychological 
Association 2007: 5).

→	 See for YourSelf ←
Gender and Popular Celebrations 
Try to buy a friend a birthday card that does not 
stereotype women or men. alternatively, try to find 
a Father’s day or Mother’s day card without gender 
stereotypes. How do the gender images in cards overlap 
with stereotypes about aging, family, and images of 
beauty? after experiment, ask yourself how products  
promoted in the media affect ideas about gender. 

Do people believe what they see on television? 
Research with children shows that they identify with 
the television characters they see. Both boys and girls 
rate the aggressive toys that they see on television com-
mercials as highly desirable. They also judge them as 
more appropriate for boys’ play, suggesting that some-
thing as seemingly innocent as a toy commercial rein-
forces attitudes about gender and violence (Klinger et 
al. 2001). Even with adults, researchers find that there 
is a link between viewing sexist images and having atti-
tudes that support sexual aggression, antifeminism, 
and more traditional views of women (American Psy-
chological Association 2007). 

It is easy to observe the pervasiveness of gen-
dered images by just watching the media with a 
critical eye. Women in advertisements are routinely 
shown in poses that would shock people if the char-
acters were male. Consider how often women are dis-
played in ads dropping their pants, skirts, or bathrobe, 
or are shown squirming on beds. How often are men 
shown in such poses? Men are sometimes displayed 
as sex objects in advertising, but not nearly as often as 
women. The demeanor of women in advertising—on 

the ground, in the background, or looking dream-
ily into space—makes them appear subordinate and 
available to men.

The Price of Conformity 
A high degree of conformity to stereotypical gender 
expectations takes its toll on both men and women. 
One of the major ways to see this is in the very high rate 
of violence against women—both in the United States 
and worldwide. Too frequently, men’s power in society 
is manifested in physical and emotional violence. Vio-
lence takes many forms, including rape, sexual abuse, 
intimate partner violence, stalking, genital mutila-
tion, and honor killings. Around the world, the United 
Nations is working to reduce violence against women, 
including some initiatives to help men examine cul-
tural assumptions about masculinity that promote vio-
lence. Violence against women stems from the attitudes 
of power and control that gender expectations pro-
duce and that can lead some men to engage in violent  
behavior—toward women, as well as toward other men. 

Popular culture has increasingly sexualized even the 
youngest of girls.
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Violence by men is only one of the harms to women 
stemming from dominant gender norms. Adhering to 
gender expectations of thinness for women and strength 
for men is related to a host of negative health behaviors, 
including eating disorders, smoking, and for men, steroid 
abuse. The dominant culture promotes a narrow image of 
beauty for women—one that leads many women, espe-
cially young women, to be disturbed about their body 
image. Striving to be thin, millions of women engage in 
constant dieting, fearing they are fat even when they are 
well within or below healthy weight standards. Many 
develop eating disorders by purging themselves of food 
or cycling through various fad diets—behaviors that can 
have serious health consequences (see ◆ Table 11.1).  
Many young women develop a distorted image of them-
selves, thinking they are overweight when they may 
actually be dangerously thin. 

Additionally, despite the known risks of smoking, 
young women who smoke think that it will keep them 
thin. Eating disorders can be related to a woman hav-
ing a history of sexual abuse, but they also come from 
the promotion of thinness as an ideal beauty standard 
for women—a standard that can put girls’ and women’s 
health in jeopardy (Alexander et al. 2010).

Men also pay the price of conformity if they too 
thoroughly internalize gender expectations that say 
they must be independent, self-reliant, and une-
motional. Although many men are more likely now than  
in the past to express intimate feelings, gender social-
ization discourages intimacy among them, affecting  

 ◆ Table 11.1 Facts about Eating Disorders

One in five women struggle with an eating disorder or 
“disordered eating,” referring to eating behaviors that are 
not classified as anorexia or bulimia but that are considered 
unhealthy.

ninety percent of those with eating disorders are women 
between the ages of 12 and 25.

Of those with anorexia, 10 to 15 percent are men; men are 
less likely to seek treatment for an eating disorder than  
are women.

Eating disorders have the highest mortality rate of any 
mental illness.

Over half (58 percent) of women on college campuses report 
feeling pressure to lose weight; nearly half (44 percent) of 
them were of normal weight.

The average female fashion model is 5 foot, 11 inches tall 
and weighs 110 pounds—almost 50 pounds less than what is 
judged to be the ideal, healthy weight for someone this height.

The diet industry is worth an estimated $50 billion per year.

Sources: Sullivan, Patrick F. 1995. “Mortality in anorexia nervosa.” 
American Journal of Psychiatry, 152 (July): 1073–1074; Substance 
abuse and Mental Health Services administration (SaMHSa), the 
Center for Mental Health Services (CMHS), U.S. department of Health 
and Human Services; Malinauskas, Brenda, et al. 2006. “dieting 
Practices, Weight Perceptions, and Body Composition: a Comparison 
of normal Weight, Overweight, and Obese College Females.” Nutrition 
Journal 5 (March 31): 5–11; Smolak, L., and M. Levine, eds. 1996. The 
Developmental Psychopathology of Eating Disorders: Implications for 
Research, Prevention, and Treatment. Hillsdale, nJ: Lawrence Erlbaum 
associates Inc.; Spitzer, Brenda L., Katherine a. Henderson, and Marilyn 
T. Zivian. 1999. “a Comparison of Population and Media Body Sizes for 
american and Canadian Women.” Sex Roles 700 (7/8): 545–565.

the quality of men’s friendships. Conformity to tra-
ditional gender roles denies women access to power, 
influence, and achievement in the public world, but it 
also robs men of the more nurturing and other-oriented 
relationships that women have customarily had. Men’s 
physical daring and risk-taking leaves them at greater 
risk of early death or injury from accidents. On many 
college campuses, for example, men showing bravado 
through heavy drinking can result in death or injury—
and, as campus leaders know, heavy drinking is also 
strongly correlated with sexual assault against women 
on campus (Insight 2013). The strong undercurrent of 
violence in today’s culture of masculinity can in many 
ways be attributed to the learned gender roles that put 
men and women at risk. 

Gender Socialization  
and Homophobia 
One of the primary ways that gender is produced dur-
ing socialization is homophobia. Homophobia is the 
fear and hatred of homosexuals. Homophobia plays 

Cosmetic surgery is a rapidly growing, and highly profitable,  
industry. Some do it to try to eliminate signs of aging, others 
for aesthetic purposes. The pervasive influence of Western  
images means that some women in other nations pay for 
procedures to make them look more “Western.”
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an important role in gender socialization because it 
encourages stricter conformity to traditional expecta-
tions, especially for men and young boys. Slurs directed 
against individuals who are gay encourage boys to act 

more masculine as a way of affirming for their peers 
that they are not gay (Pascoe 2011). Through such 
ridicule, homophobia discourages so-called feminine 
traits in men, such as caring, nurturing, empathy, 

Research Question: “A culture of thin-
ness,” “the tyranny of slenderness,” “the 
beauty myth”: These are terms used 
to describe the obsession with weight 
and body image that permeates the 
dominant culture, especially for girls and 
women. Just glance at the covers of 
popular magazines for women and girls 
and you will very likely find article after 
article promoting new diet gimmicks, 
each bundled with a promise that you 
will lose pounds in a few days if you only 
have the proper discipline or use the 
right products. Moreover, the models on 
the covers of such magazines are likely 
to be thin, often dangerously so because 
being too thin causes serious health 
problems. Do these body ideals affect all 
women equally? 

Eating Disorders: Gender, Race, and the Body
Research Method: Meg Lovejoy wanted 
to know if the drive for thinness is 
unique to White women and how gen-
dered images of the body might differ 
for African American and White women 
in the United States. Her research is 
based on reviewing the existing research 
literature on eating disorders, which has 
generally concluded that, compared with 
White women, Black women are less 
likely to develop eating disorders. 

Research Results: Black women are 
less likely than White women to engage 
in excessive dieting and are less fearful 
of fat, although they are more likely to 
be obese and experience compulsive 
overeating. White women, on the other 
hand, tend to be very dissatisfied with 
their body size and overall appearance, 
with an increasing number engaging 
in obsessive dieting. Black and White 
women also tend to distort their own 
weight in opposite directions: White 
women are more likely to overestimate 
their own weight (that is, saying they are 
fat when they are not); Black women 
are more likely to underestimate their 
weight (saying they are average when 
they are overweight by medical stan-
dards). Why? 

Conclusions and Implications: Lovejoy 
concludes that you cannot understand 
eating disorders without knowing the 
different stigmas attached to Black and 
White women in society. She suggests 
that Black women develop alternative 
standards for valuing their appearance 
as a way of resisting mainstream, Euro-
centric standards. Black women who 
do so are then less susceptible to the 
controlling and damaging influence of 
the institutions that promote the ideal 
of thinness as feminine beauty. On 

the other hand, the vulnerability that 
Black women experience in society 
can foster mental health problems that 
are manifested in overeating. Eating 
disorders for Black women can also 
stem from the traumas that result from 
racism.

Lovejoy and others who have 
examined this issue conclude that eating 
disorders must be understood in the 
context of social structures—gender, 
race, class, homophobia, and ethnic-
ity—that affect all women, although in 
different ways. The cultural meanings 
associated with bodies differ for dif-
ferent groups in society but are deeply 
linked to our concepts of ourselves and 
the basic behaviors—like eating—that we 
otherwise think of as “natural.”

Questions to Consider 
1. Pay attention to music and visual 

images in popular culture. Ask 
yourself what cultural messages 
are being sent to different race and 
gender groups, for example, about 
appropriate appearance? How do 
these messages affect people’s body 
image and self-esteem? 

2. Lovejoy examines eating disorders 
in the context of gender, race, class, 
and ethnicity. What cultural mean-
ings are broadcast with regard  
to age? 

3. Is there a “culture of thinness” 
among your peers? If so, what 
impact do you think it has on peo-
ple’s self-concept? If not, are there 
other cultural meanings associated 
with weight among people in your 
social groups? 

Source: Lovejoy, Meg. 2001. “Disturbances in 
the Social Body: Differences in Body Image and 
Eating Problems among African American and 
White Women.” Gender & Society 15 (April): 
239–261.

doing sociological research

Too much conformity to gender roles 
can be harmful to your health. Such 
is the case of anorexic women who 
starve themselves attempting to meet 
cultural standards of thinness.
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emotion, and gentleness. Men who endorse the most 
traditional male roles tend to be the most homophobic 
(Lewis 2003). The consequence is not only conformity 
to gender roles, but also a learned hostility toward gays 
and lesbians. 

Homophobia is a learned attitude, as are other 
forms of negative social judgments about particu-
lar groups. Homophobia is also deeply embedded in 
people’s definitions of themselves as men and women. 
Boys are often raised to be manly by repressing so-
called feminine characteristics in themselves. Being 
called a “fag” or a “sissy” is one of the peer sanctions 
that forces conformity to gender roles. Similarly, pres-
sures on adolescent girls to abandon tomboy behav-
ior teach girls to adopt behaviors and characteristics 
associated with womanhood. Being labeled a lesbian 
may cause those with a strong attraction to women 
to repress this emotion and direct love only toward 
men. Although homophobic ridicule may seem like 
play and joking, it has serious consequences for both 
heterosexual and homosexual men and women. 
Homophobia not only socializes people into expected 
gender roles, it also produces numerous myths about 
gays and lesbians—examined in more detail in the  
following chapter. 

Race, Gender, and Identity 
Attitudes about gender roles are influenced by a large 
number of social factors. Studies have found some dif-
ferences in attitudes comparing racial–ethnic groups. 
African Americans, for example, have more egalitarian 
gender role beliefs than do Whites, although women in 
both groups are more egalitarian in their beliefs than 
men (Vespa 2009). Traditionally, African American 
women have had more egalitarian beliefs about gender 
roles, which most interpret as the result of Black wom-
en’s having been more commonly in the labor force 
than White women. The difference in Black and White 
attitudes toward gender roles is now diminishing as 
White women’s labor force participation has increased 
(Carter et al. 2009). 

Generally, Latinos and Latinas are more conser-
vative in their gender role beliefs than are White men 
and women. Studies of Mexican American attitudes, 
however, find that, among those who have immigrated, 
these differences in gender role attitudes diminish 
in the second and third generations (Su et al. 2010). 
Native Americans also tend not to differ in their gen-
der beliefs from other groups, despite stereotypes that 
they are more egalitarian in their outlooks (Harris et al.  
2000). Factors such as the work experience of family 
members, religion, and other social experiences have 
more influence on gender attitudes than race per se. 
In addition to attitudes, race shapes people’s identities. 
African American women, for example, are socialized 

to become self-sufficient, aspire to an education, desire 
an occupation, and regard work as an expected part of a 
woman’s role (Collins 1990). 

Men’s gender identity is also affected by race. Latino 
men, for example, bear the stereotype of machismo 
and Black men, “the player”—both stereotypes about 
exaggerated masculinity and sexuality. Latinos and 
African American men adopt different strategies for 
defining their identities in the context of such stereo-
types. Latinos associate machismo not with sexism but  
with honor, dignity, and respect (Baca Zinn 1995; 
Mirandé 1979). 

African American men may adopt what has come 
to be called a “cool pose” to assert a positive presen-
tation of self where they, not others, control their 
identity. Other Black men may assert an identity of 
“respectability”—that is, distancing themselves from 
negative stereotypes of Black men (Wilkins 2012; Young 
2003). Identities are negotiated in a context where gen-
der, race, and class frame how both women and men 
construct their identities. 

The Institutional Basis of Gender 
Gender is not just a matter of identity: Gender is embed-
ded in social institutions. This means that institutions are 
patterned by gender, resulting in different experiences 
and opportunities for men and women. Sociologists 
analyze gender not just as interpersonal expectations 
but also as characteristic of institutions. This is what is 
meant by the term gendered institution. 

Gendered institutions are the total pattern of 
gender relations that structure social institutions, 
including the stereotypical expectations, interpersonal 
relationships, and the different placement of men 
and women that are found in institutions. Schools, 
for example, are not just places where children learn 
gender roles but are gendered institutions because 
they are structured on specific gender patterns. Seeing 
institutions as gendered reveals that gender is not just 
an attribute of individuals but is also “present in the 
processes, practices, images and ideologies, and dis-
tributions of power in the various sectors of social life” 
(Acker 1992: 567). 

As an example of the concept of gendered institu-
tion, think of what it is like to work as a woman in a 
work organization dominated by men. Women in this 
situation report that men’s importance in the orga-
nization is communicated in subtle ways, whereas 
women are made to feel like outsiders. Important 
career connections may be made in the context of 
men’s informal interactions with each other—both 
inside and outside the workplace. Women may be 
treated as tokens or may think that company policies 
are ineffective in helping them cope with the particu-
lar demands in their lives. 
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Thinking of institutions as gendered is to think 
about the gendered characteristics of the institution 
itself. Work institutions have been structured on the old 
assumption that men work and women do not. Such 
institutions demand loyalty to work, not family. Even 
when men and women try to integrate work and family 
in their lives, gendered institutional practices make this 
difficult. Gendered institutions thus affect men as well 
as women, especially if they try to establish more bal-
ance between their work and personal lives. To say that 
institutions are gendered means that, taken together, 
there is a cumulative and systematic effect of gender 
throughout the institution.

Gender is not just a learned role: Gender is a social 
structure, just as class and race are structural dimen-
sions of society. Notice that people do not think about 
the class system or racial inequality in terms of “class 
roles” or “race roles.” It is obvious that race relations 
and class relations are far more than matters of inter-
personal interaction. Race, class, and gender inequali-
ties are experienced within interpersonal relationships, 
but they extend beyond relationships. Just as it would 
seem strange to think that race relations in the United 
States are controlled by race–role socialization, it is also 
wrong to think that gender relations are the result of 
gender socialization alone. Like race and class, gender 
is a system of privilege and inequality in which women 
are systematically disadvantaged relative to men. There 
are institutionalized power relations between women 
and men, and men and women have unequal access to 
social and economic resources.

Gender Stratification 
Gender stratification refers to the hierarchical distri-
bution of social and economic resources according to 
gender. Most societies have some form of gender strati-
fication, although the specific form varies from country 
to country. Comparative research finds that women are 
more nearly equal in societies characterized by the fol-
lowing traits: 

●● Women’s work is central to the economy. 
●● Women have access to education. 
●● Ideological or religious support for gender inequality 

is not strong.
●● Men make direct contributions to household respon-

sibilities, such as housework and child care.
●● Work is not highly segregated by sex.
●● Women have access to formal power and authority 

in public decision making. (Chafetz 1984)

In Sweden, where there is a relatively high degree of 
gender equality, the participation of both men and 
women in the labor force and the household (includ-
ing child care and housework) is promoted by govern-
ment policies. Women also have a strong role in the 

political system, although women still earn less than 
men in Sweden. In many countries, women and girls 
have less access to education than men and boys, but 
that gap is closing. Still, in most countries, the illiteracy 
rate among women is much higher than among men 
(United Nations 2014). 

Gender stratification is multidimensional. In some 
societies, women may be free in some areas of life but 
not in others. In Japan, for example, women tend to be 
well educated and participate in the labor force in large 
numbers. Within the family, however, Japanese women 
have fairly rigid gender roles. Yet the rate of violence 
against women in Japan is quite low in relation to other 
nations, even though women are widely employed 
as “sex workers” in hostess clubs, bars, and sex joints 
(Allison 1994). Patterns of gender inequality are most 
reflected in the wage differentials between women and 
men around the world, as ▲ Figure 11.3 shows. 

Gender stratification can be extreme. The pub-
lic witnessed this in 2012, when Malala Yousafzai, a 
fourteen-year-old Pakistani girl, was shot in the face 
by Taliban extremists simply because she advocated 
for girls’ rights to an education. She has since won the  
Nobel Peace Prize for her work promoting girls’ educa-
tion, the youngest person ever to receive this coveted 
prize. The Taliban, an extremist militia group, strips 
women and girls of basic human rights. When the Tali-
ban took control of Afghanistan in 1996, women were 
banished from the labor force, expelled from schools 
and universities, and prohibited from leaving their 
homes unless accompanied by a close male relative. The 
windows of houses where women lived were painted 
black to keep women completely invisible to the public. 
This extreme segregation and exclusion of women from 
public life has been labeled gender apartheid. Gender 
apartheid is also evident in other nations, even if not 
as extreme as it was under Taliban rule: In Saudi Ara-
bia, women are not allowed to drive; in Kuwait, women 
were not allowed to vote until 2006. 

Sexism: The Biased Consequences 
of Beliefs 
Gender stratification is supported by beliefs that treat 
gender inequality as “natural.” Sexism defines women 
as different from and inferior to men. Sexism can be 
overt, but can also be subtle. Like racism, sexism makes 
gender roles seem natural when they are actually rooted 
in entrenched systems of power and privilege. In this 
sense, sexism is a belief that is anchored in social insti-
tutions. For example, the idea that men should be paid 
more than women because they are the primary bread-
winners is a sexist idea, but that idea is also embedded in 
the wage structure. Because of this institutional dimen-
sion to sexism, people no longer have to be individu-
ally sexist for sexism to have consequences. Increasing 
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amounts of research are, in fact, showing that uninten-
tional bias—both based on gender and race—has enor-
mous negative consequences for women and people of 
color (Eberhardt et al. 2004; Valian 1999).

Like racism, sexism generates social myths that 
have no basis in fact but support the continuing advan-
tage of dominant groups over subordinates. Take the 
belief that women of color are being hired more often 
and promoted more rapidly than others. This belief mis-
represents the facts. Women rarely take jobs away from 
men because most women of color work in gender- and 
race-segregated jobs. Women of color are especially 
burdened by obstacles to job mobility that are not pres-
ent for men, particularly White men (Andersen 2015; 
Padavic and Reskin 2002). The myth that women of 
color get all the jobs makes White men seem to be the 
victims of race and gender privilege. Although there 
may be occasional cases where a woman of color (or 
a man of color, for that matter) gets a job that a White 

man also applied for, gender and race privilege usually 
favor White men. 

Sexist beliefs also devalue the work that women 
do—both in dollar terms and in more subjective per-
ceptions. To give a historical example, in jobs that were 
once held by men but became dominated by women, 
wages declined as women became more numerous. 
When this happens, the prestige of the occupation also 
tends to fall (Andersen 2015). You can also see this ten-
dency in something labeled the mommy tax, referring 
to the loss of income women experience if they reenter 
the labor market after staying home to raise children. 
According to the author who coined this term, a col-
lege-educated woman with one child will lose about a 
million dollars in lifetime earnings as the result of the 
“mommy tax” (Crittenden 2002). Although the mommy 
tax afflicts all employed mothers, it has been shown to 
be especially severe among those who can afford it the 
least—low-income women (Budig and Hodges 2010). 
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▲ figure 11.3 The Gender Wage 
Gap in OECd Countries, 2013 This 
graph shows the gap in men’s and 
women’s wages in the most economi-
cally developed countries. Those with 
the smallest gap in women’s and men’s 
wages are at the top of the graph. Note 
the OECD average for all countries and 
where the United States falls relative 
to the rest of the world. How do you 
explain this? 
Note: OECD is the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development.
Data: From OECD Employment Outlook.  
www.oecd.org
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Sexism emerges in societies structured by 
patriarchy, referring to a society or group in which men 
have power over women. It can be present in the pri-
vate sector, such as in families in which husbands have 
authority over their wives, but patriarchy also marks 
public institutions when men hold all or most of the 
powerful positions. Forms of patriarchy vary from soci-
ety to society, but it is common throughout the world. 
In some societies, it is rigidly upheld in both the pub-
lic and private spheres, and women may be formally 
excluded from voting, holding public office, or working 
outside the home. In societies like the contemporary 
United States, patriarchy may be somewhat diminished 
in the private sphere (at least in some households), but 
the public sphere continues to be based on patriarchal 
relations. 

Matriarchy has traditionally been defined as a 
society or group in which women have power over men. 
Anthropologists have debated the extent to which such 
societies exist. Matriarchies do exist, though not in the 
form the customary definition implies. Based on her 
study of the Minangkabau matriarchal society in West 
Sumatra (in Indonesia), anthropologist Peggy Sanday 
argues that scholars have used a Western definition 
of power to define matriarchy that does not apply in 
non-Western societies. The Minangkabau define them-
selves as a matriarchal society, meaning that women 
hold economic and social power. The Minangkabau 
are not, however, ruled by women. The people believe 
that rule should be by consensus, including that of men  
and women. Matriarchy exists but not as a mirror image 
of patriarchy (Sanday 2002). 

In sum, gender stratification is an institutionalized 
system that rests on specific beliefs and attitudes that 
support, even inadvertently, the inequality of men and 
women. Although one could theoretically have a soci-
ety stratified by gender where women hold power over 
men, gender stratification has not evolved in this way, 
as we will see in the next section. 

Women’s Worth: Still Unequal
Gender stratification is especially obvious in the per-
sistent earnings gap between women and men (see 
▲ Figure  11.4). Although the gap has closed some-
what since the 1960s, when women earned 59 percent 
of what men earned, women who work year-round 
and full-time still earn, on average, only 78 percent of 
what men earn. Women with bachelor degrees earn 
the equivalent of men with associate’s degrees (see  
▲ Figure 11.5). In 2013, the median income for women 
working full-time and year-round was $39,157; for 
men, it was $50,033 (DeNavas-Walt and Proctor 2014). 
Perhaps more telling is that in the period of time since 
1979, women in the top 10 percent of women earn-
ers have increased their earning power by 56 percent; 
women in the bottom 10 percent have actually seen 
their income decline, as have men (measured in con-
stant dollars; Mishel et al. 2012).

Debunking Society’s Myths←
Myth: as more women enter the paid labor force, the  
gap in women’s and men’s earnings will likely decline.
Sociological Perspective: Women’s earnings over the 
past forty years have increased for women at the very  
top, but remained flat or negative for those at the  
bottom. Because most women work in jobs at the lower 
end of the pay scale, the increased entry of women to 
the labor force does not necessarily reduce the pay gap 
(Mishel et al. 2012).

The income gap between women and men per-
sists despite the increased participation of women 
in the labor force. The labor force participation rate 
is the percentage of those in a given category who are 
employed either part-time or full-time. Fifty-seven 
percent of all women are in the paid labor force com-
pared with 70 percent of men. As recently as 1973, only  

White Hispanic Black Asian

$0

$30,000

$20,000

$10,000

$40,000

$50,000

$60,000

$70,000

$56,456

$42,784

$35,381
$41,360

$45,076

$60,154

$30,799$32,949

Men
Women

▲ figure 11.4 Median Income 
by Race and Gender, Full-Time 
Workers You will often hear that 
there is a 22 percent gap between 
women and men wage earners, but 
these data show that the wage gap 
varies depending on racial–ethnic 
background. What facts stand out  
to you from the data depicted here?
Data: U.S. Census Bureau. 2014. Detailed 
Income Tabulations from the Current  
Population Survey: Selected Characteristics 
of People 15 Years and Over by Total Money 
Income in 2013, Work Experience in 2013, 
Race, Hispanic Origin, and Sex, Table  
PINC-01. Washington, DC: U.S. Department 
of Commerce. www.census.gov
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▲ figure 11.5 Education, Gender, and Income, 2013 Although the “economic return” on education is high for both  
men and women at every level of educational attainment, men’s income, on average, exceeds that of women. According to  
this national data, how much education would the average woman have to get to exceed the income of men with a high  
school diploma? To exceed men with a college degree? 
Data: U.S. Census Bureau. 2014. Detailed Income Tabulations from the Current Population Survey: Selected Characteristics of People 15 Years and 
Over by Total Money Income in 2013, Work Experience in 2013, Race, Hispanic Origin, and Sex, Table PINC-01. Washington, DC: U.S. Department  
of Commerce. www.census.gov

44 percent of women were in the labor force, so you can 
see the rather dramatic change that has occurred (U.S. 
Bureau of Labor Statistics 2014b). Since 1960, married 
women with children have also significantly increased 
their likelihood of employment. Seventy-three percent 
of mothers are now in the labor force, including more 
than half of mothers with infants. Current projections 
indicate that women’s labor force participation will 
continue to rise, and men’s will decline slightly (U.S. 
Bureau of Labor Statistics 2010).

This pattern of women being in the labor market 
has long been true for women of color but now also 
characterizes the experience of White women. The 
labor force participation rates of White women and 
women of color have, in fact, converged. More women 
in all racial groups are also now the sole supporters of 
their families.

Why do women continue to earn less than men, 
even when laws prohibiting gender discrimination have 
been in place for more than fifty years? The Equal Pay 
Act of 1963 was the first federal law to require that men 
and women receive equal pay for equal work, an idea 

that is supported by the majority of Americans. The Lily 
Ledbetter Fair Pay Act of 2009 extended the protec-
tions of the Civil Rights Bill of 1964. This act states that 
discrimination claims on the basis of sex, race, national 
origin, age, religion, and disability accrue with every 
paycheck, giving workers time to file claims of discrimi-
nation and eliminating earlier incentives for employers 
to cloak discrimination and then claim the employee 
filed their claims after the fact.

Wage discrimination, however, is rarely overt. Most 
employers do not even explicitly set out to pay women 
less than men. Despite good intentions and legislation, 
however, differences in men’s and women’s earnings 
persist. Research reveals four strong explanations for 
this: human capital theory, dual labor market theory, 
gender segregation, and overt discrimination, exam-
ined as follows.

Human Capital Theory. Human capital theory 
explains gender differences in wages as resulting from 
the individual characteristics that workers bring to 
jobs. Human capital theory assumes that the economic 
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system is fair and competitive and that wage discrep-
ancies reflect differences in the resources (or human 
capital) that individuals bring to their jobs. Factors 
such as age, prior experience, number of hours worked, 
marital status, and education are human capital vari-
ables. Human capital theory asserts that these char-
acteristics will influence people’s worth in the labor 
market. For example, higher job turnover rates or work 
records interrupted by child rearing and family respon-
sibilities could negatively influence the earning power 
of women. There is a significant earnings penalty for 
women because of motherhood (Abendroth et al. 2014). 

Education, age, and experience do influence earn-
ings, but when you compare men and women who 
have the same level of education, previous experience, 
and number of hours worked per week, women still 
earn less than men (see Figure 11.5). Although human 
capital theory explains some of the difference between 
men’s and women’s earnings, it does not explain it all. 
Sociologists look to other factors to complete the expla-
nation of wage inequality.

The Dual Labor Market. Dual labor market theory 
contends that women and men earn different amounts 
because they tend to work in different segments of 
the labor market. The dual labor market reflects the 
devaluation of women’s work because women are most 
concentrated in low-wage jobs. Although it is hard to 
untangle cause and effect in the relationship between 
the devaluation of women’s work and low wages in 
certain jobs, once such an earnings structure is estab-
lished, it is difficult to change. Although equal pay for 
equal work may hold in principle, it applies to relatively 

few people because most men and women are not 
engaged in equal work.

According to dual labor market theory, the labor 
market is organized in two different sectors: the pri-
mary market and the secondary market. In the pri-
mary labor market, jobs are relatively stable, wages 
are good, opportunities for advancement exist, fringe 
benefits are likely, and workers are afforded due pro-
cess. Working for a major corporation in a manage-
ment job is an example of this. Jobs in the primary 
labor market are usually in large organizations where 
there is greater stability, steady profits, benefits for 
workers, better wages, and a rational system of man-
agement. In contrast, the secondary labor market is 
characterized by high job turnover, low wages, short 
or nonexistent promotion ladders, few benefits, poor 
working conditions, arbitrary work rules, and capri-
cious supervision. Many of the jobs students take—
such as waiting tables, bartending, or cooking and 
serving fast food—fall into the secondary labor mar-
ket. For students, however, these jobs are usually short 
term, not lifelong.

Within the primary labor market, there are two 
tiers. The first consists of high-status professional 
and managerial jobs with potential for upward 
mobility, room for creativity and initiative, and more 
autonomy. The second tier comprises working-class 
jobs, including clerical work, skilled, and semiskilled 
blue-collar work. Women and minorities in the pri-
mary labor market tend to be in the second tier. 
Although these jobs may be more secure than jobs 
in the secondary labor market, they are more vulner-
able and do not have as much mobility, pay, prestige, 
or autonomy as jobs in the first tier of the primary 
labor market. 

There is, in addition, an informal sector of the 
market where there is even greater wage inequality, 
no benefits, and little, if any, oversight of employment 
practices. Individuals may hire such workers as pri-
vate service workers or under-the-table workers who 
perform a service for a fee (painting, babysitting, car 
repairs, and any number of services). Although there 
are no formal data on the informal sector because much 
of it tends to be in an underground economy, women 
and minorities form a large segment of this market 
activity, particularly given their role in care work  
(Duffy 2011). 

Gender Segregation. Dual labor market theory 
explains wage inequality as a function of the structure 
of the labor market, not the individual characteris-
tics of workers as suggested by human capital theory. 
Because of the dual labor market, men and women tend 
to work in different occupations and, when working in 
the same occupation, in different jobs. This is referred 
to as gender segregation, a pattern in which different 

data show that occupations where women of color  
predominate also tend to have the lowest wages.
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groups of workers are separated into occupational cat-
egories based on gender. There is a direct association 
between the number of women in given occupational 
categories and the wages paid in those jobs. In other 
words, the greater the proportion of women in a given 
occupation, the lower the pay (U.S. Bureau of Labor Sta-
tistics 2014b). Segregation in the labor market can also 
be based on factors such as race, class, age, or any com-
bination thereof. 

Despite several decades of legislation prohibiting 
discrimination against women in the workplace, most 
women and men still work in gender-segregated occu-
pations. That is, the majority of women work in occupa-
tions where most of the other workers are women, and 
the majority of men work mostly with men. Women 
also tend to be concentrated in a smaller range of occu-
pations than men. To this day, more than half of all 
employed women work as clerical workers and sales 
clerks or in service occupations such as food service 
workers, maids, health service workers, hairdress-
ers, and child-care workers. Men are dispersed over a 
much broader array of occupations. Women make up 
81 percent of elementary and middle school teachers, 
89  percent of secretaries, 90  percent of bookkeepers,  
90 percent of registered nurses, and 95 percent of child-
care workers—stark evidence of the persistence of gen-
der segregation in the labor force (U.S. Bureau of Labor 
Statistics 2014b). 

Gender segregation also occurs within occupa-
tions. Women usually work in different jobs from 
men, but when they work within the same occupa-
tion, they are segregated into particular fields or job 
types. For example, in sales work, women tend to do  

noncommissioned sales or to sell products that are of 
less value than those men sell. Even in fast-food res-
taurants, where you would expect wages to be routin-
ized, women tend to work in those establishments with 
lower wages, fewer benefits, and less scheduling con-
trol (Haley-Lock and Ewert 2011). 

Immigrant women are especially prone to being 
niched into highly segregated areas of the labor market. 
Many constraints shape the experience of immigrant 
women, including their legal status. Immigrant Latinas, 
for example, routinely find themselves in low-wage 
jobs regardless of their prior level of education, skill, or 
experience (Flippen 2014).

Overt Discrimination. A fourth explanation of the 
gender wage gap is discrimination. Discrimination 
refers to practices that single out some groups for dif-
ferent and unequal treatment. Despite the progress of 
recent years, overt discrimination continues to afflict 
women in the workplace. Some argue that men (White 
men in particular) have an incentive to preserve their 
advantages in the labor market. They do so by estab-
lishing rules that distribute rewards unequally. Women 
pose a threat to traditional White male privileges, and 
men may organize to preserve their own power and 
advantage (Reskin 1988). Historically, White men used 
labor unions to exclude women and racial minorities 
from well-paying, unionized jobs, usually in the blue-
collar trades. A more contemporary example is seen 
in the efforts of some groups to dilute legislation that 
has been developed to assist women and racial–ethnic 
minorities. These efforts can be seen as an attempt to 
preserve group power. 

Because gender segregation is so pervasive in the workplace, people may still be surprised when they see women and men  
in nontraditional occupations.
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Debunking Society’s Myths←
Myth: Black women are taking a lot of jobs away from 
White men.
Sociological Perspective: Sociological research finds no 
evidence of this claim. Quite the contrary, women of color 
work in gender- and race-segregated jobs and only rarely 
in occupations where they compete with White men in 
the labor market (Branch 2011).

Another example of overt discrimination is the 
harassment that women experience at work, includ-
ing sexual harassment and other means of intimida-
tion. Sociologists see such behaviors as ways for men to 
protect their advantages in the labor force. No wonder 
that women who enter traditionally male-dominated 
professions suffer the most sexual harassment. The 
reverse seldom occurs for men employed in jobs his-
torically filled by women. Although men can be victims 
of sexual harassment, this is rare. Sexual harassment 
is a mechanism for preserving men’s advantage in the 
labor force—a device that also buttresses the belief that 
women are sexual objects for the pleasure of men. 

Each of these explanations—human capital the-
ory, dual labor market theory, gender segregation, and 
overt discrimination—contributes to an understanding 
of the continuing differences in pay between women 
and men. Wage inequality between men and women is 
clearly the result of multiple factors that together oper-
ate to place women at a systematic disadvantage in the 
workplace. 

The Devaluation of Women’s Work 
Across the labor market, women tend to be con-
centrated in those jobs that are the most devalued, 
causing some to wonder if the fact that women hold 
these jobs leads to devaluation of the jobs. Why, for 
example, is pediatrics considered a less prestigious 
specialty than cardiology? Why are preschool and kin-
dergarten teachers (98 percent of whom are women) 
paid less than airplane mechanics (98 percent of 
whom are men)? The association of preschool teach-
ing with children and its identification as “women’s 
work” lowers its prestige and economic value. Indeed, 
if measured by the wages attached to an occupa-
tion, child care is one of the least prestigious jobs in 
the nation—paying on average only $418 per week in 
2013, which would come out to an income below the 
federal poverty line if you worked every week of the 
year. Male highway maintenance workers, roofers, 
and construction workers all make more (U.S. Bureau 
of Labor Statistics 2014b). 

The representation of women in skilled blue-collar 
jobs has increased, but it is still a very small fraction (typ-
ically less than 2 percent) of those in skilled trades such 

as plumbers, electricians, and carpenters (U.S. Bureau 
of Labor Statistics 2014b). Likewise, very few men work 
in occupations historically considered to be women’s 
work, such as nursing, elementary school teaching, and 
clerical work. Interestingly, men who work in occupa-
tions customarily thought of as women’s work tend to 
be more upwardly mobile within these jobs than are 
women who enter fields traditionally reserved for men 
(Budig 2002; Williams 1992). 

Gender segregation in the labor market is so preva-
lent that most jobs can easily be categorized as men’s 
work or women’s work. Occupational segregation rein-
forces the belief that there are significant differences 
between the sexes. Think of the characteristics of a sol-
dier. Do you imagine someone who is compassionate, 
gentle, and demure? Similarly, imagine a secretary. Is 
this someone who is aggressive, independent, and stal-
wart? The association of each characteristic with a par-
ticular gender makes the occupation itself a gendered 
occupation. 

Debunking Society’s Myths←
Myth: Black and White women’s wages are converging as 
more White women have entered the labor market and 
Black women have increased their educational attainment.
Sociological Perspective: although the wage gap 
between Black and White women decreased in the 1970s 
as the result of opened opportunities for Black women, the 
wage gap between Black and White women has increased 
since the 1980s, especially among young women. Scholars 
explain this as the result of structural disadvantages that 
Black women face (Pettit and Ewert 2009).

For all women, perceptions of gender-appropriate 
behavior influence the likelihood of success within 
institutions. Even something as simple as wearing 
makeup is linked to women’s success in professional 
jobs (Dellinger and Williams 1997). When men or 
women cross the boundaries established by occupa-
tional segregation, they are often considered to be gen-
der deviants. Women who work in the skilled trades, for 
example, are routinely assumed by others to be lesbi-
ans, whether or not they are (Denissen and Saguy 2014). 
Men who are nurses may be stereotyped as effeminate 
or gay; women marines may be stereotyped as “butch.” 
Social practices like these serve to reassert traditional 
gender identities, perhaps softening the challenge to 
traditionally male-dominated institutions that wom-
en’s entry challenges (Williams 1995).

As a result, many men and women in nontradi-
tional occupations feel pressured to assert gender-
appropriate behavior. Men in jobs historically defined 
as women’s work may feel compelled to emphasize 
their masculinity, or if they are gay, they may feel even 

03083_ch11_ptg01.indd   270 18/08/15   10:29 AM

Copyright 2017 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).
Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



GEndER  271

more pressure to keep their sexual orientation secret. 
Such social disguises can make them seem unfriendly 
and distant, characteristics that can have a negative 
effect on performance evaluations. Lesbian, gay, and 
bisexual workers face the added stress of having to 
“manage” their identities at work. Whether or not they 
are comfortable disclosing their identities is related to 
a number of factors, including the organizational cli-
mate and policies related to LGBT employees (King  
et al. 2014).

Balancing Work and Family 
As the participation of women in the labor force has 
increased, so have the demands of keeping up with 
work and home life. Research finds that young women 
and men now want a good balance between work and 
family life, but they also find that institutions are resis-
tant to accommodating these ideals (Gerson 2010). 
Men are also more involved in housework and child 
care than has been true in the past, although the bulk 
of this work still falls to women—a phenomenon that 
has been labeled “the second shift” (Hochschild and 
Machung 1989). 

The social speedup that comes from increased 
hours of employment for both men and women (but 
especially women), coupled with the demands of 
maintaining a household, are a source of considerable 
stress (Jacobs and Gerson 2004). Women continue 
to provide most of the labor that keeps households 
running—cleaning, cooking, running errands, driv-
ing children around, and managing household affairs. 
Although more men are engaged in housework and 
child care, a huge gender gap remains in the amount 
of such work women and men do. Women are also 
much more likely to be providing care, not just for 
children, but also for their older parents. The strains 
these demands produce have made the home seem 
more and more like work for many. A large number of 

women and men report that their days at both work 
and home are harried and that they find work to be 
the place where they find emotional gratification and 
social support. In this contest between home and 
work, simply finding time can be an enormous chal-
lenge (Hochschild 1997). It is not surprising then that 
women report stress about household finances and 
family responsibilities more than men (American Psy-
chological Association 2008).

Theories of Gender 
Why is there gender inequality? The answer to this ques-
tion is important, not only because it makes us think 
about the experiences of women and men, but also 
because it guides attempts to address the persistence of 
gender injustice. The major theoretical frameworks in 
sociology provide some answers, but feminist scholars 
have developed new theories to address women’s lives 
more directly (◆ Table 11.3). 

Functionalist theory traditionally purported that 
men fill instrumental roles in society whereas women 
fill expressive roles. Feminist scholars criticize func-
tionalism for interpreting gender as a fixed role and 
one that is functional for society. Although few contem-
porary functionalist theorists would argue that now, 
functionalism does emphasize gender socialization as 
the major impetus behind gender inequality. Choices 
women make because of their gender socialization can 
make them shy away from leadership roles in public 
institutions, thus also reproducing traditional gender 
arrangements (Sandberg 2013). 

Conflict theorists, in contrast, see women as dis-
advantaged by power inequities between women 
and men that are built into the social structure. This 
includes economic inequality and women’s disadvan-
tages in political and social systems. Wage inequality, 
for example, is produced by men who hold power in 

 ◆ Table 11.2  Is It True?*

True False

1. Men are more aggressive than women.

2. Parents have the most influence on children’s gender identities.

3. Most women hold feminist values.

4. Being a “stay-at-home” mom is the most satisfying lifestyle for women.

5. In all racial–ethnic groups, women earn less on average than men.

6. The wage gap between women and men has closed since the 1970s, largely as the result of women  
being more likely to enter the labor force.

7. In terms of wages, middle-class women have most benefited from antidiscrimination policies.

*The answers can be found later in this chapter. 
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social institutions. Men also benefit as a group from the 
services that women’s labor provides. Conflict theorists 
have been much more attuned to interactions of race, 
class, and gender inequality because they see all forms 
of inequality as stemming from power that dominant 
groups in society have. 

Conflict theory also interprets women’s inequal-
ity as stemming from capitalism. Influenced by the 
work of Karl Marx, some feminist scholars argue that 
women are oppressed because they have historically 
constituted a cheap supply of labor. Women provide 
a reserve supply of labor and are pulled into the labor 
market when underpaid workers are needed. Women 
also do much of the work that is essential to life, but not 
paid—that is housework and child care. Conflict theo-
rists understand women’s inequality as stemming from 
economic exploitation and the power that men hold in 
virtually all social institutions. 

Feminist Theory and the Women’s 
Movement
As you will recall, symbolic interaction theory focuses 
on the immediate realm of social interaction. Feminist 
sociologists have developed an adaptation of symbolic 
interaction to explain the social construction of gender. 
An approach known as doing gender interprets gender 
as something accomplished through the ongoing social 
interactions people have with one another (West and 
Fenstermaker 1995; West and Zimmerman 1987). Seen 
from this framework, people produce gender through 
the interaction they have with one another and through 
the interpretations they have of certain actions and 
appearances. 

Doing gender sees gender not as a fixed attribute 
of people, but as constantly made up and reproduced 
through social interaction. When you act like a man 
or a woman, you are confirming gender and repro-
ducing existing social order. People act in gender-
appropriate ways, displaying gender to others. Others 
then interpret the gender display that they see and 
assign people to gender categories, thereby reinforc-
ing the gender order. People can disrupt this taken-
for-granted behavior though. From the view of doing 
gender, gender structures would change if large num-
bers of people behaved differently. This is one reason 
the theory has been criticized by those with a more 
macrosociological point of view. Critics argue that 
the doing gender perspective ignores the power dif-
ferences and economic differences that exist based 
on gender, race, and class. In other words, it does not 
explain the structural basis of women’s oppression 
(Collins et al. 1995). 

Related to doing gender is queer theory, a theo-
retical perspective that has emerged from gay and les-
bian studies. Queer theory challenges the idea that 

sex and gender are binary opposites—that is, either/or  
categories. Instead, queer theory sees that dichoto-
mous sex and gender categories are enforced by the 
power of social institutions and those who control 
them. People who disrupt these categories, such as 
transgender people, show us how gender is deter-
mined through such enforcement practices (Jenness 
and Fenstermaker 2014; Westbrook and Schilt 2014). 
Briefly put, queer theory interprets society as forcing 
people into presumed gender and sexual identities 
and behaviors. We examine queer theory further in 
Chapter 12 on sexuality.

Doing gender and queer theory are forms of femi-
nist theory. Feminist theory has emerged from the 
women’s movement and refers to analyses that seek 
to understand the position of women in society for the 
explicit purpose of improving their position in it. 

The feminist movement has fostered widespread 
changes in and has transformed how people under-
stand women’s and men’s lives. Simply put, feminism 
refers to beliefs and action that seek a more just soci-
ety for women. Feminism is not a single way of think-
ing, as feminists understand the position of women in 
society in different ways. Different forms of feminism 
that emerged in the women’s movement also provide 
different theoretical ways of viewing women’s status  
in society.

Liberal feminism emerged from a long tradition 
that began among British liberals in the nineteenth 
century. Liberal feminism emphasizes individual rights 
and equal opportunity as the basis for social justice and 
reform. From this perspective, inequality for women 
originates in past and present practices that pose bar-
riers to women’s advancement, such as laws that his-
torically excluded women from certain areas of work. 
From a liberal feminist framework, discrimination (that 
is, the unequal treatment of women) is the major source 
of women’s inequality. Removing discriminatory laws 
and outlawing discriminatory practices are primary 
ways to improve the status of women. Calls for equal 
rights for women are the hallmark of a liberal feminist 
perspective. 

Liberal feminism has broad appeal because it is 
consistent with American values of equality before the 
law. More radical feminists think that liberal feminism 
is limited by assuming that social institutions are basi-
cally fair were women and men  treated the same within 
them. Radical feminists argue that there cannot be jus-
tice for women as long as men hold power in social 
institutions. As one example, men control the laws that 
govern women’s reproductive lives. In this sense, patri-
archy (that is, the power of men) is the major source of 
women’s oppression. Patriarchy is found at the insti-
tutional level where men have control and at the indi-
vidual level where men’s power is manifested in high 
rates of violence against women. Indeed, many radical 
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Is It True ? (Answers)

1. FaLSe. Generalizations such as this ignore variation occurring within gender categories; moreover, aggression is a broad 
term that can have multiple meanings.

2. FaLSe. there are numerous sources of gender socialization; even parents who try to raise their children not to conform 
too strictly to gender norms will find that peers, the media, schools, and other socialization agents all push people into the 
expected behaviors associated with gender (Kane 2012).

3. trUe. although many women do not use the label feminist to define themselves, surveys show that the majority of women 
agree with basic feminist principles. Self-identification as a feminist is most likely among well-educated, urban women 
(McCabe 2005).

4. FaLSe. Surveys show that “stay-at-home” moms experience far more depression, worry, anxiety, and anger than employed 
women (Mendes et al. 2012); half of women say they would prefer to have a job outside the home (Saad 2012a).

5. trUe. However, the gap in income is not as wide within some groups as it is in others. among year-round, full-time workers, 
White women, for example, earn 76 percent of what White men earn, but Hispanic women earn 93 percent of what Hispanic 
men earn (because both have very low earnings on average). Black women earn 85 percent of Black men’s earnings, and 
asian women, 75 percent of asian men’s earnings. and White and asian american women, on average, earn more than Black 
and Hispanic men (U.S. Census Bureau 2014b).

6. FaLSe. the most significant reason for the decline in the wage gap between women and men is the decline in men’s wages; 
a smaller portion of this closing gap is attributed to changes in women’s wages (Mishel et al. 2012).

7. FaLSe. although all women do benefit from equal employment legislation, wage data indicate that the group whose wages 
have increased the most since the 1970s are women in the top 20 percent of earners. Middle- and working-class women 
have seen far lower gains, and poor women’s wages have been relatively flat over this period of time (Mishel et al. 2012).

feminists see violence against women as mechanisms 
that men use to assert their power in society. Radical 
feminists think that change cannot come about through 
the existing system because men control and dominate 
that system. 

Multiracial feminism has also opened new ave-
nues of theory for guiding the study of gender and its 
relationship to race and class (Andersen and Collins 
2013; Baca Zinn and Dill 1996; Collins 1990). Multira-
cial feminism evolves from studies pointing out that 
earlier forms of feminist thinking excluded women of 
color from analysis, which made it impossible for femi-
nists to deliver theories that informed people about the 
experiences of all women. Multiracial feminism exam-
ines the interactive influence of gender, race, and class, 
showing how they together shape the experiences of all 
women and men. 

From this perspective, gender is not a singular or 
uniform experience, but rather intersects with race and 
class in shaping the experience of women and men. 
Gender is thus manifested differently, depending on the 
particular location of a given person or group in a sys-
tem shaped by gender, race, and class, along with other 
social identities, such as sexual orientation, ability/ 
disability status, age, nationality, and so forth. Also 
known as intersectional theory, analyses that are situ-
ated in multiracial feminist thinking have opened up 
sociological theory to new ways of thinking that include 
the multiplicity of experiences that people have in a 
society as diverse as the United States. 

Gender in Global 
Perspective 
Increasingly, the economic condition of women and 
men in the United States is linked to the fortunes 
of people in other parts of the world. The growth of 
a global economy and the availability of a cheaper 
industrial labor force outside the United States mean 
that U.S. workers have become part of an interna-
tional division of labor. U.S.-based multinational cor-
porations looking around the world for less expensive 
labor often turn to the developing nations and find 
that the cheapest laborers are women or children. The 
global division of labor is thus acquiring a gendered 
component, with women workers, usually from the 
poorest countries, providing a cheap supply of labor 
for manufacturing products that are distributed in the 
richer industrial nations. 

Worldwide, women work as much as or more than 
men. It is difficult to find a single place in the world 
where the workplace is not segregated by gender. On 
a global scale, women also do most of the work asso-
ciated with home, children, and the elderly. Although 
women’s paid labor has been increasing, their unpaid 
labor in virtually every part of the world exceeds that 
of men. The United Nations estimates that women’s 
unpaid work (both in the home and in the commu-
nity) is valued as at least $11  trillion (www.un.org). 
Generally speaking, women’s status in the world 
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is improving, but slowly and unevenly in different 
nations (see ■ Map 11.1).

Work is not the only measure by which the status of 
women throughout the world is inferior to that of men. 
Women are vastly underrepresented in national parlia-
ments (or other forms of government) everywhere. As 
late as 2014, only 24 nations had women heads of state 
or government. Worldwide, women hold only 22  per-
cent of all parliamentary seats. The United States, pre-
sumed to be the most democratic nation in the world, 
ranks 83rd of 145 nations in the representation of 
women in national parliaments (www.ipu.org). 

The United Nations has also concluded that vio-
lence against women and girls is a global epidemic and 
one of the most pervasive violations of human rights 
(United Nations 2012a). Violence against women takes 
many forms, including rape, domestic violence, infan-
ticide, incest, genital mutilation, and murder (includ-
ing so-called honor killings, where a woman may be 
killed to uphold family honor if she has been raped 
or accused of adultery). Although violence is perva-
sive, some specific groups of women are more vulner-
able than others—namely, minority groups, refugees, 
women with disabilities, elderly women, poor and 
migrant women, and women living in countries with 

armed conflict. Statistics on the extent of violence 
against women are hard to report with accuracy, both 
because of the secrecy that surrounds many forms of 
violence and because of differences in how different 
nations might report violence. Nonetheless, the United 
Nations estimates that between 20 and 50  percent of 
women worldwide have experienced violence from an 
intimate partner or family member. 

As we saw in Chapter 9, many factors put women 
at risk of violence, including cultural norms, women’s 
economic and social dependence on men, and political 
practices that either provide inadequate legal protection 
or provide explicit support for women’s subordination. 

Gender and Social Change 
Few lives have not been touched by the transformations 
that have occurred in the wake of the feminist move-
ment. The women’s movement has opened work oppor-
tunities, generated laws that protect women’s rights, 
spawned organizations that lobby for public policies on 
behalf of women, and changed public attitudes. Many 
young women and men now take for granted freedoms 
struggled for by earlier generations. These include 
access to birth control, equal opportunity legislation, 

Viewing Society in Global Perspective: Where’s the Best Place to Be a Woman?
This map is based on data  
measuring a number of factors, 
including access to education and 
health care, economic status, and 

representation in government. Of the 
142 countries included, the United 
States ranks 20th.

Source: World Economic Forum. 2013. 
The Global Gender Gap Report. Geneva, 
Switzerland. 

Most equal Least equal No data

Top ten countries:
  1. Iceland
  2. Finland
  3. Norway
  4. Sweden
  5. Philippines
  6. Ireland
  7. New Zealand
  8. Denmark
  9. Switzerland
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map 11.1
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laws protecting against sexual harassment, increased 
athletic opportunities for women, more presence of 
women in political life, and greater access to child 
care, to name a few changes. These impressive changes 
occurred in a relatively short period of time. 

Indeed, many believe that the gender revolution 
is over and that there is no further need for feminist 
change. Some say that the nation is postfeminist, a term 
that means different things to different people. For 
some, it simply means that the women’s movement is 
over because feminism has outlived the need. For oth-
ers, it means that second-wave feminism (that of the 
1970s and 1980s) does not meet the needs of new gen-
erations of women. What has the feminist movement 
accomplished and what remains to be done? 

In some regards, women have reached pinnacles 
of power and influence unprecedented in U.S. history. 
Women are highly visible as CEOs of major corpora-
tions, as Supreme Court justices, as presidential cabi-
net members, and as extraordinary and highly paid 
athletes—all of which would have been highly unusual 
not that many years ago. Women have also risen to 
positions of political influence, perhaps signaling a new 
era for women in the political realm. Women have also 
been especially evident in the new conservative move-
ment, such as in the Tea Party and other organizations. 

No doubt there has been substantial progress for 
women, but the tensions between progressive and con-
servative politics on women’s issues indicate that wom-
en’s rights are hardly a settled issue. Despite the greater 
visibility of women, most women still struggle with low 

wages, managing both work and family, or perhaps 
struggling alone to support a family. On the conserva-
tive side, people feel that the value of women as tra-
ditional homemakers is being eroded, perhaps even 
threatened by women’s independence because women 
in that position need men’s economic support. On the 
progressive side, feminists perceive constant threats to 
women’s reproductive rights and think that the nation 
has not come far enough in protecting and support-
ing women’s rights. There is currently a complex mix 
of progressive and conservative politics surrounding 
gender in the contemporary world. Yet, the changes the 
feminist movement has inspired have completely trans-
formed many dimensions of women’s and men’s lives, 
especially apparent in changed public attitudes. 

Contemporary Attitudes 
Surveys of public opinion about women’s and men’s 
lives are good indicators of the changes we have wit-
nessed as the result of the feminist movement. Now, 
only a small minority of people disapproves of women 
being employed while they have young children, and 
both women and men say it is not fair for men to be the 
sole decision maker in the household. 

Young women and men have different ideals for 
their future lives than was true for earlier generations. 
Kathleen Gerson’s research finds that most young adults 
(those she calls “children of the gender revolution”) want 
a lifelong partner and shared responsibilities for work 
and family. Yet, Gerson also finds a strong gender divide 

In 2012, journalist Hanna Rosin published 
a book, The End of Men: And the Rise of 
Women, a book that was widely reviewed 
and earned Rosin appearances on numer-
ous TV talk shows, news reports, and 
other media outlets. Her argument was 
fairly straightforward: that women are 
replacing men as the heads of house-
holds; that women’s gender roles make 
them more adaptable to changes in the 
economy while men’s roles make them 
more rigid and conforming to past ideals; 
and, that women are now dominating 
men in many workplaces and in colleges. 
For Rosin, “the end of men” signals a time 
when women are surpassing men in many 
areas of life, actually leaving men behind 

The End of Men?
who cannot adapt to the new demands of 
a postindustrial, service-based economy. 

Rosin’s book points to some major 
social changes that are affecting both 
women and men:

●● Women are now a majority in the 
nation’s colleges and universities.

●● Women’s wages have been rising 
while men’s are falling.

●● Women can be found among the 
nation’s highest income earners.

●● Women find themselves more often 
than in the past as the major bread-
winner in families. 

Rosin’s book, however, ignored other 
realities, including that women are still 

segregated in lower-wage occupations; 
that women major in fields that are not 
those that produce top earners; that 
women have higher rates of poverty 
than men; and that women remain 
unequal in every institution in society. 
Rosin’s portrayal of men as resistant 
to change and women as flexible 
also rests on overgeneralized gender 
stereotypes.

Why did Rosin’s book strike such a 
nerve for the public? What changes do 
you see in your environment that might 
lead people to think that women have it 
made and men are falling behind? What 
specific information would you need to 
assess the claims that Rosin is making, 
including information about diverse 
groups of women and men?

what would a sociologist say?
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in how men and women imagine what they would do 
as a backup plan if their ideals were not realized. Men, 
much more than women, think that if balancing work 
and family does not work out in their future, they would 
fall back on traditional arrangements with wives staying 
home and husbands working. Women disagree, under-
standing that they have to be self-reliant in the event 
that their ideals are not met (Gerson 2010). 

Gerson also found that, although both men and 
women want to share work and family life, institutions 
have not adjusted to this reality. In other words, resis-
tant institutions have not adjusted to the attitudinal 
changes and desires for new lifestyles that most women 
and men embrace. 

Attitudinal changes are not, however, complete. 
Many people want more flexible gender arrangements, 
but traditional gender norms also remain. Beliefs that 
there are basic differences between women and men and 
support for traditional gender norms in many aspects of 
personal life still prevail. In short, change in gender has 
been uneven—revolutionary in some regards and stag-
nant in others (Prokos 2011; England 2010). 

Debunking Society’s Myths←
Myth: african american men are less likely than african 
american women to think that sexism and racism are 
equally important.
Sociological Perspective: african american men and 
women are equally likely to see racism and sexism as 
linked together and to see the need to address both  
(Harnois 2010).

Legislative Change 
Attitudes are only one dimension of social change. 
Some of the most important changes have come from 
laws that now protect against discrimination—laws that 
have opened new doors, especially for professional, 
well-educated women. The Equal Pay Act of 1963 was 
one of the first pieces of legislation requiring equal 
pay for equal work. Following this was the Civil Rights 
Act of 1964, adopted as the result of political pressure 
from the civil rights movement. You will be interested 
to learn that adding “sex” to this law actually protects 
women by accident. A southern congressman added 
the term, thinking that the idea of giving women these 
rights was such a joke that the addition of “sex” would 
prevent passage of the civil rights law. 

The Civil Rights Act bans discrimination in hiring, 
promoting, and firing. This law also created the Equal 
Employment Opportunity Commission, an arm of the 
federal government that enforces laws prohibiting dis-
crimination on the basis of race, color, national origin, 
religion, or sex. 

The passage of the Civil Rights Act opened new 
opportunities to women in employment and education. 
This was further supported by Title IX, adopted as part 
of the educational amendments of 1972. Title IX forbids 
gender discrimination in any educational institution 
receiving federal funds. 

Title IX also defines various forms of sexual vio-
lence (sexual harassment, sexual assault, and other 
forms of gender-based violence) as a violation of law. 
Title IX requires schools and colleges to be free of gen-
der discrimination. The bill also requires that schools 
and colleges have established procedures for handling 
complaints of sex discrimination, sexual harassment, 
and sexual violence. With one in four college women 
reporting sexual assault while in college, this is clearly a 
huge problem. Title IX, however, also protects men and 
gender-nonconforming students, as well as faculty and 
staff on campus.

Adoption of Title IX, although not perfect in its 
implementation, has radically altered the opportunities 
available to female students and has laid the foundation 
for many coeducational programs that are now an ordi-
nary part of college life. This law has been particularly 
effective in opening up athletics to women. 

Has equality been achieved as the result of Title IX 
and other laws? In college sports, men still outnumber 
women athletes by more than two to one, and there is 
still more scholarship support for male athletes than 
for women. Title IX allows institutions to spend more 
money on male athletes if they outnumber women ath-
letes, but the law stipulates that the number of male and 
female athletes should be closely proportional to their 
student body representation. Studies of student athletes 
show that although support for women’s athletics has 
improved since implementation of Title IX, there is still 
a long way to go toward equality in women’s sports. 
Some argue that Title IX has reduced opportunities 

Young women are the group most likely to support 
feminist goals. Ending violence against women is a strong 
theme in contemporary feminism.
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for men in sports. Proponents of maintaining strong 
enforcement of Title IX counter this by noting that bud-
get reductions in higher education, not Title IX per se, 
are responsible for any reduction in athletic opportuni-
ties for men. Furthermore, they point out that men still 
greatly predominate in school sports. 

In the workplace, a strong legal framework for gen-
der equity is in place, yet equity has not been achieved. 
The United States has never, as an example, approved 
the Equal Rights Amendment, which would pro-
vide a constitutional principle that “equality of rights 
under the law shall not be denied or abridged by the 
United States or by any state on the basis of sex” (www 
.equalrightsamendment.org). 

It is clear that the passage of antidiscrimination pol-
icies is essential, but not a guarantee that discrimination 
will end. One solution to the problem of gender inequal-
ity is to have more women in positions of public power. 
Is increasing the representation of women in existing 
situations enough? Without reforming sexism in institu-
tions, change will be limited and may generate benefits 
only for groups who are already privileged. Feminists 
advocate restructuring social institutions to meet the 
needs of all groups, not just those who already have 
enough power and privilege to make social institutions 
work for them. The successes of the women’s movement 
demonstrate that change is possible, but change comes 
only when people are vigilant about their needs. 

How do sociologists distinguish sex and gender? 
Sociologists use the term sex to refer to biological iden-
tity and gender to refer to the socially learned expecta-
tions associated with members of each sex. Biological 
determinism refers to explanations that attribute com-
plex social phenomena entirely to physical or natural 
characteristics. 

How is gender identity learned? 
Gender socialization is the process by which gender 
expectations are learned. One result of socialization is 
the formation of gender identity. Overly conforming to 
gender roles has a number of negative consequences 
for both women and men, including eating disorders, 
violence, and poor self-concepts. Homophobia plays a 
role in gender socialization because it encourages strict 
conformity to gender expectations. 

What is a gendered institution? 
Gendered institutions are those where the entire insti-
tution is patterned by gender. Sociologists analyze gen-
der both as a learned attribute and as an institutional 
structure. 

What is gender stratification? 
Gender stratification refers to the hierarchical distri-
bution of social and economic resources according to 
gender. Most societies have some form of gender strati-
fication, although they differ in the degree and kind. 
Gender stratification in the United States is obvious in 
the differences between men’s and women’s wages. 

How do sociologists explain the continuing 
earnings gap between men and women? 
There are multiple ways to explain the pay gap. Human 
capital theory explains wage differences as the result 
of individual differences between workers. Dual labor 

market theory refers to the tendency for the labor mar-
ket to be organized in two sectors: the primary and sec-
ondary markets. Gender segregation persists and results 
in differential pay and value attached to men’s and 
women’s work. Overt discrimination against women 
is another way that men protect their privilege in the 
labor market. 

Are men increasing their efforts in housework  
and child care? 
Many men are now more engaged in housework and 
child care than was true in the past, although women 
still provide the vast majority of this labor. Balancing 
work and family has resulted in social speedup, making 
time a scarce resource for many women and men. 

What is feminist theory? 
Different theoretical perspectives help explain the 
status of women in society. Functionalist theory 
emphasizes how gender roles that differentiate 
women and men work to the benefit of society. Con-
flict theory interprets gender inequality as stemming 
from women’s status as a supply of cheap labor and 
men’s greater power in social institutions. Feminist 
theory, originating in the women’s movement, refers 
to analyses that seek to understand the position of 
women in society for the explicit purpose of improv-
ing their position in it. Doing gender and queer theory 
interpret gender as accomplished in social interaction 
and enforced through powerful institutions. Liberal 
feminism is anchored in an equal rights framework. 
Radical feminism sees men’s power as the primary 
force that locates women in disadvantaged positions 
in society. Multiracial feminism, or intersectional the-
ory, emphasizes the linkage between gender, race, and 
class inequality. 

Chapter Summary
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When seen in global perspective, what can be 
observed about gender? 
The economic condition of women and men in the 
United States is increasingly linked to the status of peo-
ple in other parts of the world. Women provide much of 
the cheap labor for products made around the world. 
Worldwide, women work as much or more than men, 
though they own little of the world’s property and are 
underrepresented in positions of world leadership. 

What are the major social changes that have 
affected women and men in recent years? 
Public attitudes about gender relations have changed 
dramatically in recent years. Women and men are now 
more egalitarian in their attitudes, although women 
still perceive high degrees of discrimination in the labor 
force. A legal framework is in place to protect against 
discrimination, but legal reform is not enough to create 
gender equality. 
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A visitor from another planet might conclude that people 
in the United States are obsessed with sex. Young 
people watch videos where women gyrate in sexual 

movements. A stroll through a shopping mall reveals expen-
sive shops selling delicate, skimpy women’s lingerie. Popular 
magazines are filled with images of women in seductive poses 
trying to sell every product imaginable. Even bumper stick-
ers brag about sexual accomplishments. People dream about 
sex, form relationships based on sex, fight about sex, and 
spend money to have sex. On the one hand, the United States 
appears to be a very sexually open society; however, sexual 
oppression still exists. Gay men, lesbians, and bisexuals are 
viewed with prejudice and are discriminated against—that is, 
treated like minority groups (see Chapter 10). 

Sexuality, usually thought to be a most private matter,  
has taken on a public life by being at the center of some of 
our most heated public controversies. Should young people 
be educated about birth control or only encouraged to abstain 
from sex? Should government require employers to provide 
insurance coverage for birth control? Who decides whether 
a woman can choose to have an abortion and under what 
circumstances? 

Sexuality and the issues it spins off clearly polarize the 
public on a range of social issues. On the one hand, sexuality  
is seen as a private matter but it is also very much on the 
public agenda. Studying sexuality reveals how deeply it is 
entrenched in social norms, values, and social inequalities. 
Human sexuality, like other forms of social behavior, is shaped 
by society and culture.

Sexuality
Sex and Culture 282

Contemporary Sexual Attitudes 
and Behavior 285

Sex and Inequality: Gender,  
Race, and Class 286

Sexuality: Sociological and 
Feminist Theory 288

Understanding Gay and Lesbian 
Experience 293

Sex and Social Issues 294

Sex and Social Change 303

Chapter Summary 304

●● Understand the social basis 
of human sexuality 

●● Identify current attitudes 
and behaviors involving 
sexuality 

●● Comprehend how sexuality 
is linked to other forms of 
inequality 

●● Compare and contrast 
theoretical perspectives on 
sexuality 

●● Be able to define 
homophobia and 
heterosexism and their 
influence on lesbian and gay 
experience 

●● Comprehend sociological 
underpinnings of current 
issues regarding sexuality 

●● Assess how sexuality is being 
affected by social change

in this chapter, you will learn to:
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Sex and Culture
Sexual behavior would seem to be utterly natural. Plea-
sure and sometimes the desire to reproduce are reasons 
people have sex, but sexual relationships and identities 
develop within a social context. Social context estab-
lishes what sexual relationships mean, how we define 
our sexual identities, and what social supports are given 
(or denied) to people based on their sexual identity. 
Sexuality is socially defined and patterned.

Sex: Is It Natural? 
From a sociological point of view, little in human 
behavior is purely natural, as we have learned in pre-
vious chapters. Behavior that appears to be natural is 
the behavior accepted by cultural customs and sanc-
tioned by social institutions. People engage in sex not 
just because it feels good, but also because it is an 
important part of our social identity. Sexuality creates 
intimacy between people. Void of a cultural context and 
the social meanings given to sexual behavior, people 
might not attribute the emotional commitments, spiri-
tual meanings, and social significance to sexuality that 
it has in different human cultures. 

Sexual orientation refers to the attraction that peo-
ple feel for people of the same or different sex. The term 
sexual orientation implies something deeply rooted in a 
person. Sexual identity is the definition of oneself that is 
formed around one’s sexual relationships. Sexual iden-
tity is learned in the context of our social relationships 
and the social structures in which we live. Although 
sometimes used interchangeably, sexual orientation and 

sexual identity are not the same thing, nor is one’s sex-
ual identity simply based on one’s sexual practices. For 
example, a man may have sex with other men—perhaps 
even on a regular basis, but not have a sexual identity as 
being gay. A person may have a sexual identity as hetero-
sexual even in the absence of actual sexual relationships. 

Sexual identity as gay, lesbian, heterosexual, or 
bisexual emerges in a social context, as we will see in 
the following discussion on the social construction of 
sexual identity. As an example, recall from the previous 
chapter that transgender people are those who con-
struct a gender identity different from their biological 
identity. Being transgender does not, however, predict a 
particular sexual orientation (Schilt 2011). A transgen-
der person may be straight, lesbian, gay, or bisexual. 
The point here is that sexual identity is not necessar-
ily simply based on biological or “natural” states, even 
though there is debate about whether there is a biologi-
cal basis to sexual orientation. 

Is there a biological basis to sexual identity? This 
question is debated in both popular and scientific lit-
erature. Gay, lesbian, transgender, and bisexual people 
often say that they do not choose their sexual orienta-
tion and that it is something they just “are,” as if it were 
a biological imperative. The debate about a biological 
basis to sexual orientation—heated at times—comes 
from rejecting the idea that being gay is a choice, as if 
people could change their sexual orientation at will. 
There are political reasons for rejecting the idea of sex-
ual orientation as a choice because, if it is something 
inherent in people, then perhaps others might be more 
accepting of gay, lesbian, and bisexual people. 
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Perhaps there is some biological basis to sexual orien-
tation, but the evidence is not yet there. Further, even if a 
biological influence exists, social experiences are far more 
significant in shaping sexual identity. The social dimen-
sions of sexual identity are, however, rarely reported in the 
media and never with as much acclaim as claims about a 
biological bases to human sexuality. Whatever the origins 
of sexual orientation, social influences are no doubt a very 
significant part of all people’s sexual identity. 

Periodically, there is a public claim that scientists 
have discovered a so-called gay gene. Interestingly, there 
are never claims about a so-called heterosexual gene 
because the implicit assumption seems to be that hetero-
sexuality is the natural state, and gay or lesbian behav-
ior is somewhat a mutant form. Despite the frequency 
of such claims, scientific experts are skeptical, usually 
pointing to very small samples, lack of control groups, or 
other weak standards of evidence (Tanner 2014). 

Even if there is some yet undiscovered basis for sex-
ual orientation, there is extensive evidence that social 
and cultural environments play a huge part in creating 
sexual identities. What interests sociologists is how sex-
ual identity is constructed through social relationships 
and in the context of social institutions. 

The Social Basis of Sexuality 
We can see the social and cultural basis of sexuality in 
numerous ways: 

1. Human sexual attitudes and behavior vary in dif-
ferent cultural contexts. If sex were purely natural 
behavior, sexual behavior would also be uniform 
among all societies, but it is not. Sexual behaviors 
considered normal in one society might be seen 
as peculiar in another. Think about this: In some 
cultures, women do not believe that orgasm exists, 
even though it does biologically. In the eighteenth 
century, European and American writers advised 
men that masturbation robbed them of their physi-
cal powers and that instead they should apply their 
minds to the study of business. These cultural dic-
tates encouraged men to conserve semen on the 
presumption that its release would lessen men’s 

intelligence or cause insanity (Rutter and Schwartz 
2011; Freedman and D’Emilio 1988). 

Debunking Society’s Myths←
Myth: Over time in a society, sexual attitudes become 
more permissive. 
Sociological Perspective: All values and attitudes 
develop in specific social contexts; change is not always in 
a more permissive direction (Freedman and D’Emilio 1988). 

2. Sexual attitudes and behavior change over time. Fluc-
tuations in sexual attitudes are easy to document. For 
example, in 1968, 68 percent of the American public 
thought premarital sex was morally wrong, com-
pared to 38 percent who think so now (Riffkin 2014; 
Gallup 2003). Teens, as well, have changed their 
attitudes about sex (see ▲ Figure 12.1). In 1977, one-
third of teens thought it was morally wrong to have 
sex outside of marriage; more recently, 56 percent of 
teens think you should abstain from sex until mar-
riage, suggesting that teen tolerance of casual sex 
has declined (Lyons 2004, 2002). 

Of course, attitudes do not necessarily pre-
dict behavior. Despite what teens say, by age 19, 
71  percent of teens (both men and women) have 
had sex (see also ▲  Figure 12.2; Guttmacher Insti-
tute 2014). Also, even though in public opinion 
polls Americans express less tolerance for marital 
infidelity, they seem endlessly fascinated by the 
affairs and sexual escapades of celebrities and high-
profile people. At the same time, attitudes toward 
being unfaithful to one’s spouse have become less 
tolerant. People’s reports of actually being unfaithful 
to their spouse have wavered over time—with about 
25  percent of men and 15  percent of women now 
admitting they have had marital affairs (Carr 2010). 

3. Sexual identity is learned. Like other forms of 
social identity, sexual identity is acquired through 
socialization and ongoing relationships. Infor-
mation about sexuality is transmitted culturally 
and becomes the basis for what we know about 
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▲ Figure 12.1 Sex among Teenagers:  
A Change over Time This chart shows the 
change in the percentage of teen men and women 
(aged 15 to 19) who have had sex. What do you 
observe in these data? What sociological factors 
might you consider to explain what you observe? 
Source: Vital and Health Statistics. 2011. Teenagers in the 
United States: Sexual Activity, Contraceptive Use, and  
Childbearing, 2006–2010. National Survey of Family 
Growth. Washington, DC: National Center for Health  
Statistics, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services.
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ourselves and others. Where did you first learn 
about sex? What did you learn? For some, parents 
are the source of information about sex and sexual 
behavior. For many, peers have the strongest influ-
ence on sexual attitudes. Long before young people 
become sexually active, they learn sexual scripts 
that teach us what is appropriate sexual behavior 
for each gender (Rutter and Schwartz 2011). 

Children learn sexual scripts by playing roles—
playing doctor as a way of exploring their bodies or 
hugging and kissing in a way that can mimic het-
erosexual relationships. The roles learned in youth 
profoundly influence our sexual attitudes and 
behavior throughout life. 

→  See for YourSelF ←
Children’s Media and Sexuality 
Carefully watch two movies that are marketed to a spe-
cific population of young people (either children, teens, or 
young adults), and list any comments or behaviors you see 
that suggest sexual scripts for men and women. Note the 
assumptions in this script about heterosexual and homo-
sexual behavior. What scripts did you see, and who is the 
intended audience? What do your observations suggest 
about how sexual scripts are promoted, overtly or not, 
through popular culture?

4. Social institutions channel and direct human sexuality. 
Social institutions, such as religion, education, or the 
family, define some forms of sexual expression as 
more legitimate than others. Debates about same-sex 
marriage illustrate this concept. Without being able to 

marry, gay and lesbian couples lose some of the privi-
leges that married couples receive, such as employee 
benefits and the option to file joint tax returns. Social 
institutions, such as the media, also influence sexual-
ity through the production and distribution of images 
that define cultural meanings attributed to sexuality.  
Even children’s G-rated films have been shown to 
contain strong and explicit messages that enforce 
heterosexual romance (Martin and Kazyak 2009). 

5. Sex is influenced by economic forces in society. Sex 
sells. In the U.S. capitalist economy, sex appeal is 
used to hawk everything from cars and personal 
care products to stocks and bonds. In this sense, 
sex has become a commodity—something bought 
and sold in the marketplace of society. Sex also can 
be big business. By one estimate, Americans spend 
over $10 billion per year in the sex industry, includ-
ing strip bars, peep shows, phone sex, sex acts, sex 
magazines, and pornography rentals—and this is 
likely to be an underestimate (Barton 2006). The 
business of sex means some people may actually 
be “bought and sold.” Think of women who may 
feel that selling sexual services is their best option 
for earning a living wage. Sex workers are among 
some of the most exploited and misunderstood 
workers. Global sex trafficking is also more exten-
sive than commonly thought. 

6. Public policies regulate sexual and reproductive 
behaviors. In many ways, the government and other 
social policies intervene in people’s sexual and 
reproductive decision making. The existing pro-
hibition on using federal funds to pay for abortion 
eliminates reproductive choices for women who 
are dependent on state or federal aid. Government 
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▲ Figure 12.2 Teen Sex: When Does It Start? 
Source: Guttmacher Institute. 2014. American Teens’ Sexual and Reproductive Health. New York: Guttmacher Institute. www.guttmacher.org
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decisions about which reproductive technologies to 
endorse influence what birth control is available to 
men and to women. Government funding, or lack 
thereof, for sex education can influence how people 
understand sexual behavior. These facts challenge 
the idea that sexuality is a private matter, showing 
how social institutions can direct sexual behavior. 

To summarize, human sexual behavior occurs within a 
cultural and social context. That context defines certain 
sexual behaviors as appropriate or inappropriate. 

Contemporary Sexual 
Attitudes and Behavior 
Sexual attitudes and behaviors in the United States are a 
mix of ideas and practices, both of which vary depending 
on the social factors that shape people’s experiences. The 
growth of a conservative movement has, for example, 
shaped the sexual values of American society. Differ-
ences around sexual values have also been at the heart 
of highly contested issues shaping U.S. politics in recent 
years, such as debates about same-sex marriage, sex 
education in the schools, and policies about reproduc-
tive and contraceptive health. This makes sociological 
research on sexuality all the more fascinating as public 
attitudes and behaviors shift with changes in society. 

Changing Sexual Values 
Public opinion is now a mix of both liberal and con-
servative values about sexuality. Only 20 percent of 
Americans now think that premarital sex is always 
wrong, compared to 34 percent in 1972 (Smith and Son 
2013). If you put this question before an international 
audience, you might be surprised to find that Americans 
are more conservative on this matter than people in 
western Europe. In Germany and France, as examples, 
a larger majority of people (in Germany, 86  percent; 
France, 88 percent) say that they find premarital sexual 
morally acceptable (Rheault and Mogahed 2008). 

On gay rights, more Americans than ever before 
think that “gay/lesbian relations are morally acceptable” 
(58  percent in 2014, compared to 40  percent in 2001; 
Riffkin 2014). Eighty-nine percent think that “homosexu-
als should have equal rights in terms of job opportunities” 
(Saad 2012c). Change in the public’s opinion about same-
sex marriage has been remarkable and has happened 
over a quite short period of time. As recently as 2001, 57 
percent of Americans opposed allowing same-sex mar-
riage and only 35 percent of the public supported it. By 
2015, those attitudes had reversed, even prior to the his-
toric Supreme Court decision that now requires states to 
license marriages between same-sex couples. By the time 
of the Court’s decision (in 2015), 57 percent of the public 
supported same-sex marriage; 39 percent were opposed 

(Pew Research Center 2015). The historic Court decision 
to recognize same-sex marriage (Obergefell v. Hodges) also 
means that same-sex marriages made in one state must be 
recognized in any other state. This gives same-sex couples 
the same benefits of marriage enjoyed by heterosexual 
couples.  Even with the majority of the public supporting 
this decision, resistance to same-sex marriage remains 
fierce among some. Only time will tell how attitudes will 
evolve as same-sex marriage becomes more familiar.

Attitudes about sex vary significantly depending 
on various social characteristics. For example, men 
are more likely than women to think that gay/lesbian 
relations are morally wrong. Sexual attitudes are also 
shaped by age. Younger people are more likely than 
older people to think that gay/lesbian relations are 
morally acceptable. These differences likely reflect not 
only the influence of age, but also historical influences 
on different generations. Religion also matters. Those 
who attend church weekly are far less likely to support 
gay rights compared to those who worship less often 
(Pelham and Crabtree 2009). Public opinion on mat-
ters about sexuality taps underlying value systems, thus 
generating public conflicts. In general, sexual liberal-
ism is associated with greater education, youth, urban 
lifestyle, and political liberalism on other social issues. 

Gays, lesbians, and their allies have mobilized for social 
change, fostering pride and celebration as well as a  
reduction over time in homophobic attitudes.
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Sexual Practices of the U.S. Public 
Sexual practices are difficult to document. What we 
know about sexual behavior is typically drawn from sur-
veys. Most of these surveys ask about sexual attitudes, 
not actual behavior. What people say they do may differ 
significantly from what they actually do. 

As much as sex is in the news, national surveys of 
sexual practices are rare. Those that have been con-
ducted tell us the following: 

●● Contrary to public opinion, teens are waiting longer 
to have sex than was true in the past, though seven in 
ten teens have had sex by age 19 (Guttmacher Insti-
tute 2014). 

●● Having only one sex partner in one’s lifetime is rare 
(Laumann et al. 1994). 

●● A significant number of people have extramarital 
sex; estimates are that 20  percent of all marriages 
experience at least one instance of infidelity (Guer-
rero et al. 2010; Parker-Pope 2008). 

●● A small percentage of the public says they personally 
identify as gay, lesbian, or bisexual, but such iden-
tities are notoriously difficult to measure accurately 
(Gates and Newport 2012).

Sex and Inequality: 
Gender, Race, and Class 
When you take a sociological view of sexuality, you see 
how sexuality is linked to other social identities and 
social systems. Start with gender. Our gender identities 
link with sexuality in many ways. Indeed, men learn 
to be men by dissociating themselves from anything 
that seems “gay” or “sissy” (Pascoe 2011). Being called 
a “fag” or a “sissy” is one peer sanction that socializes 
children to conform to particular gender roles. Boys 
are raised to be manly by repressing any so-called 
feminine characteristics. Similarly, verbal attacks on 
lesbians by using the term butch are a mechanism of 
social control because ridicule encourages social con-
formity to the presumed “normal” gender roles (Pascoe 
2011). Homophobia produces many misunderstand-
ings about gay people, such as that gays have a desire 
to seduce straight people. There is little evidence that 
this is true. 

Gender also shapes the so-called double standard 
for men and women. The double standard is the idea 
that different standards for sexual behavior apply to 
men and women. The double standard has weakened 
somewhat over time, particularly in the context of 
“hooking up” among young people. Hooking up is the 
term used to describe casual sexual relations, ranging 
from kissing to sexual intercourse, relationships that 
occur without any particular commitment. The double 
standard, though, is still very much present. A national 

survey of American youth finds that men who report 
higher numbers of sexual partners are more popular 
than men with fewer partners. The opposite is true for 
women—that is, women with high numbers of sexual 
partners are less popular (Kreager and Staff 2009). 

Although the popular image of hooking up is that 
it is totally free and without constraint, this behavior in 
fact has very gendered norms. Women who hook up too 
frequently or with too many different partners are likely 
to be judged as “slutty.” Men who do the same things are 
not judged in the same way. They may be seen as “play-
ers,” but they are not subjected to the same shame or 
attribution of guilt that is targeted at women (England 
and Bearak 2014).

The sexual double standard for men and women 
has many consequences, both for people’s identities 
and reputation, and in people’s reactions to sexual 
violence. An extensive body of research shows that the 
stereotype of women as sexual temptresses is highly cor-
related with the acceptance of rape myths—such as that 
women’s provocative dress encourages rape. The sexual 
script that men cannot stop once they become sexually 
aroused is also related to whether people believe rape 
myths. This has serious consequences because women 
who are raped and believe such myths themselves are 
far less likely to report rape and may believe they some-
how encouraged the rape (Deming et al. 2013; Davies 
et al. 2012; Ryan 2011).

Sexuality is also integrally tied to race and class 
inequality in society—a fact that is apparent in sexual 
stereotypes associated with race and class. Latinas 
are stereotyped as either “hot” or “virgins”; Latino 
men are stereotyped as “hot lovers.” African American 
men are stereotyped as overly virile; Asian American 
women, as compliant and submissive, but passion-
ate. Class relations also produce sexual stereotypes of 
women and men. Working-class and poor men may 
be stereotyped as dangerous, whereas working-class 
women may be disproportionately labeled “sluts.” 

Having celebrities “come out” about being lesbian or gay 
has empowered others to be able to do so as well.
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Class, race, and gender hierarchies historically 
depict people of color and certain women as sexu-
ally promiscuous and uncontrollable (Nagel 2003). 
During slavery, for example, the sexual abuse of Afri-
can American women was one way that slave owners 
expressed their ownership of African American peo-
ple. Slaveowners thought they had rights to women 
slaves’ sexuality. Under slavery, racist and sexist 
images of Black men and women were developed to 
justify the system of slavery. Black men were stereo-
typed as lustful beasts whose sexuality had to be con-
trolled by the “superior” Whites. Black women were 
also depicted as sexual animals who were openly 
available to White men. 

A Black man falsely accused of having had sex with 
a White woman could be murdered (that is, lynched) 
without penalty to his killers (Genovese 1972; Jordan 
1968). Sexual abuse was also part of the White con-
quest of American Indians. Historical accounts show 
that the rape of Indian women by White conquerors 
was common (Freedman and D’Emilio 1988; Tuan 
1984). These patterns also can be seen in the exten-
sive rape of women that often accompanies war and 
military conquest. This has been witnessed in various 

places—Darfur, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, 
Sudan, and other places where war rages. In the after-
math of war, victors may see raping women as their 
claim to power, making it clear that horrific acts of sex-
ual violence against women—and also children—are 
acts of domination.

Poor women and women of color are the groups 
most vulnerable to sexual violence and exploitation. 
Becoming a prostitute or otherwise working in the 
sex industry (as a topless dancer, striptease artist, 
pornographic actress, or other sex-based occupa-
tion) are often last resorts for women with limited 
options to support themselves. Women who sell sex 
also are condemned for their behavior more so than 
their male clients—further illustration of how gen-
der stereotypes mix with race and class exploitation. 
Why, for example, are women, and not their male 
clients, arrested for prostitution? Although data from 
the Uniform Crime Reports do not report the arrest 
rates of customers, prostitutes claim that only about 
10 percent of those arrested for prostitution are cus-
tomers. They also say that women of color are more 
likely to be arrested for prostitution than are White 
women, even though they are a smaller percentage of 

Imagine that some of the classical socio-
logical theorists were reincarnated and 
observed sexuality and references to it in 
everyday current life. What observations 
and comments might they make? 

Emile Durkheim would remind us that 
marking some behaviors as deviant is 
how people in society also define what is 
considered “normal.” He might observe 
young boys calling each other “faggots.” 
Interestingly, were he watching carefully, 
he would also see that the person being 
targeted by such comments, including 
by adults, is probably not gay. But the 
homophobic banter among boys and 
men is a way of asserting the dominant 
(and somewhat narrow) norms of what 
masculinity is presumed to be. 

Max Weber would see something else. 
He would notice that sexuality, par-
ticularly heterosexuality, is rampant in 
popular culture. Clothing styles, popular 

Sex and Popular Culture
lingo, and styles of dance are all marked 
by overt displays of sexuality. He would 
argue that such cultural displays go 
hand in hand with an economy that 
treats sexuality as part of the market-
place. Moreover, the interplay between 
culture and the economic marketplace 
leads to social judgments about some 
sexual styles and identities being more 
highly valued than others. In other 
words, Weber would emphasize the 
multidimensional connection between 
the economy, culture, and social 
judgments. 

Karl Marx, on the other hand, would be 
intrigued by the commercial exploita-
tion of sex, or “sexploitation.” Sexuality 
has become a commodity in modern 
society. It is used to sell things for the 
benefit of those who own the various 
industries where fashion, personal care 
products, and even sex itself profit some 
while exploiting others. Marx might even 

note, were he paying attention to the 
treatment of women, that sex workers 
are among the most exploited work-
ers, actually selling their bodies for the 
benefit of others. 

W. E. B. DuBois would add that sexual 
exploitation is particularly harsh for Black 
people. The popular practice of college 
students partying as “pimps and hos” 
rests on a stereotype of Black men as 
sexual predators and Black women as 
promiscuous. These stereotypes have 
a long history stemming from racism. 
Black women are among the most  
sexually exploited. Their bodies are 
abused, they are portrayed in sexualized 
stereotypes in popular culture, and they 
are most victimized by sexual violence. 

Together, these classical theorists 
provide sociological perspectives 
on images and practices common in 
everyday life, but rarely challenged or 
questioned, unless someone is on the 
receiving end of narrow, sexist, and racist 
understandings of sexuality. 

what would a sociologist say?

03083_ch12_ptg01.indd   287 18/08/15   10:30 AM

Copyright 2017 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).
Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



288  CHApTER 12

all prostitutes (Prostitutes Education Network 2009). 
Although these are not scientific data, they suggest 
the role that gender and race play in how laws against 
prostitution are enforced. 

How do sociologists frame these complex connec-
tions between sexual identities, sexual stereotypes, and 
the various forms of social inequality that permeate 
society? For answers, we turn to sociological theory.

Sexuality: Sociological  
and Feminist Theory 
How are sexual identities formed? Does the government 
have a role in regulating sexual relationships? What 
role does power have in sexual relationships? Where 
does the right to privacy in sexual relations begin and 
end? Although these and other questions are debated 
as moral issues in society, sociologists see them as sub-
jects for sociological study. Sociological theory puts 
an analytical framework around the study of sexuality, 
examining its connection to social institutions and cur-
rent social issues. How do the major sociological theo-
ries frame an understanding of sexuality? 

Sex: Functional or Conflict-Based? 
The three major sociological frameworks—functionalist 
theory, conflict theory, and symbolic interaction—take 
divergent paths in interpreting the social basis of human 
sexuality (see ◆ Table 12.1). Feminist theory and gay/
lesbian/transgender studies have also very much trans-
formed sociological understanding of sexuality and its 
connection to society. 

Functionalist theory, with its emphasis on the 
interrelatedness of different parts of society, tends 
to depict sexuality in terms of its contribution to the 
stability of social institutions. Norms that restrict 
sex to marriage encourage the formation of families. 
Similarly, beliefs that give legitimacy to heterosexual 
behavior but not homosexual behavior maintain a 
particular form of social organization in which gender 
roles are easily differentiated and the nuclear family is 
defined as normative. From this point of view, regulat-
ing sexual behavior is functional for society because it 
prevents the instability and conflict that more liberal 
sexual attitudes supposedly generate. You can see that 
functionalist theory relates to conservative views about 
sexuality, but remember that theory is an analytic, not 
a moral, approach to understanding social issues.

Conflict theorists see sexuality as part of the power 
relations and economic inequality in society. Power 
is the ability of one person or group to influence the 
behavior of another, including the power that some 
sexual groups have over others and power within sexual 
relationships. Conflict theorists argue that sexual rela-
tions are linked to other forms of stratification, namely, 
race, class, and gender inequality. According to this 
perspective, sexual violence (such as rape or sexual 
harassment) is the result of power imbalances, specifi-
cally between women and men. 

At the same time, conflict theorists see economic 
inequality as a major basis for social conflict. Conflict 
theory, for example, examines how the global sex trade 
is linked to poverty, the status of women in society, and 
the economics of international development and tour-
ism (Altman 2001; Enloe 2001). In connecting sexuality 

 ◆ Table 12.1 Theoretical Perspectives on Sexuality

Interprets Functionalism Conflict Theory Symbolic Interaction Feminist Theory

Sexual norms As functional for society 
because they produce stabil-
ity in institutions such as the 
family

As often contested by those 
who are subordinated by 
dominant and powerful 
sexual groups

As emerging and rein-
forced through social 
interaction

As established in a 
system of male domina-
tion, producing narrow 
definitions of women’s 
and men’s sexuality

Sexual identity As learned in the family and 
other social institutions, with 
deviant sexual identities con-
tributing to social disorder

As regulated by individuals 
and institutions that enforce 
only some forms of sexual 
behavior as desirable, thus 
enforcing heterosexism

As socially constructed 
when people learn the 
sexual scripts pro-
duced in society

As acknowledging 
that multiple forms of 
sexual identity are pos-
sible with some people 
crossing the ordinarily 
assumed boundaries

Sex and social 
change

As regulating sexual values 
and with norms being impor-
tant for maintaining tradi-
tional and social stability, and 
too much change resulting in 
social disorganization

As coming through the activ-
ism of people who challenge 
dominant belief systems and 
practices

As evolving as people 
construct new beliefs 
and practices over 
time

As sexual values being 
changed through 
disrupting taken-for-
granted categories of 
the dominant culture

©
 C

en
ga

ge
 L

ea
rn

in
g

03083_ch12_ptg01.indd   288 18/08/15   10:30 AM

Copyright 2017 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).
Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



SExUALITy  289

and inequality, conflict theorists use a structural analy-
sis of sexuality.

Because both functionalism and conflict theory are 
macrosociological theories (that is, they take a broad 
view of society, seeing sexuality in terms of the overall 
social organization of society), they do not tell us much 
about the social construction of sexual identities. This is 
where the sociological framework of symbolic interac-
tion is valuable. 

Symbolic Interaction and the Social 
Construction of Sexual Identity 
Symbolic interaction theory uses a social construction 
perspective to interpret sexual identity as learned, not 
inborn. Symbolic interaction interprets culture and 
society as shaping sexual experiences. Social approval 
and social taboos make some forms of sexuality per-
missible and others not (Seidman 2014; Lorber 1994). 

The social construction of sexual identity is 
revealed by coming out—the process of defining one-
self as gay or lesbian. The process is a series of events 
and redefinitions in which a person comes to see herself 
or himself as having a gay identity. While coming out, a 
person consciously adopts a gay identity either to him-
self or herself or to others (or both). This is usually not 

the result of a single experience. If it were, there would 
be far more self-identified gays and lesbians, because 
researchers find that a substantial portion of both men 
and women have some form of homosexual experience 
at some time in their lives. Typically, a person who is 
coming out will do so gradually, disclosing their iden-
tity in the context of specific social relationships.

Developing and disclosing a sexual identity is not 
necessarily a linear or unidirectional process, with peo-
ple moving predictably through a defined sequence of 
steps or phases. Although there may be milestones in a 
person’s identity development, people also experience 
periods of ambivalence about their identity and may 
switch back and forth between lesbian, heterosexual, 
and bisexual identity over time (Rust 1995, 1993). Some 
people may engage in lesbian or gay behavior but not 
adopt an identity as lesbian or gay. Certainly, many gays 
and lesbians never adopt a public definition of them-
selves as gay or lesbian, instead remaining “closeted” 
for long periods, if not for their entire lifetime. 

One’s sexual identity may also change. For example, 
a person who has always thought of himself or herself 
as heterosexual may conclude at a later time that he or 
she is gay, lesbian, or possibly bisexual. In more unusual 
cases, people may undergo a sex change operation, per-
haps changing their sexual identity in the process. 

Research Question: Several national 
studies have reported a decline in sexual 
activity among teens. The percentage of 
sexually active teens has dropped from 
the early 1990s, rates of teen pregnancy 
have fallen, teens are having fewer abor-
tions, and the rate of sexually transmitted 
diseases among teens has declined. Does 
this herald a growth in sexual conserva-
tism among young people and the success 
of policies encouraging sexual abstinence? 

Research Method: Sociologists Barbara 
Risman and Pepper Schwartz based 
their research on a synthesis of all of the 
national studies on teen sexuality, as well 
as data from research organizations on 
the prevalence of teen sexuality. 

Research findings: Most of the change 
in teen sex activity is attributable to 
changes in behavior of boys, not girls. 

Teens and Sex: Are Young People Becoming  
More Sexually Conservative?

The number of high school boys who are 
virgins has increased. Girls’ behavior has 
not changed significantly, except among 
African American girls, whose rates of 
sexual activity have declined, nearly 
matching those of White and Hispanic 
girls. Risman and Schwartz conclude that 
sexual behavior of boys is then becom-
ing more like girls, the implication being 
that boys and girls are likely to begin 
their sexual lives within the context of 
romantic relationships. 

Conclusions and Implications: Although 
many declare that the changes in teen 
sexual behavior mean a decline in the 
sexual revolution, Risman and Schwartz 
disagree. Certainly fear of AIDS, educa-
tion about safe sex, and some growth in 
conservative values have contributed to 
changes in teen sexual norms. Risman 
and Schwartz show that numerous 

factors influence sexual behavior among 
teens, just as among adults. They suggest 
that sexuality is a normal part of adoles-
cent social development and conclude 
that the sexual revolution—along with the 
revolution in gender norms—is generating 
more responsible, not more problematic, 
sexual behavior among young people. 

Questions to Consider 
1. Are people in your age group 

generally sexually conservative or 
sexually liberal? What factors influ-
ence young people’s attitudes about 
sexuality? 

2. To follow up from question 1, what 
evidence would you need to find out 
if young people in your community 
are more liberal than young people 
in the past? How would you design a 
study to investigate this question? 

Source: Risman, Barbara, and Pepper 
Schwartz. 2002. “After the Sexual Revolution: 
Gender Politics in Teen Dating.” Contexts 1 
(Spring): 16–24.

doing sociological research
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Although most people learn stable sexual identi-
ties, sexual identity evolves over the course of one’s life. 
Change is, in fact, a normal outcome of the process of 
identity formation. Changing social contexts (includ-
ing dominant group attitudes, laws, and systems of 
social control), relationships with others, political 
movements, and even changes in the language used 
to describe different sexual identities all affect people’s 
self-definition.

Feminist Theory: Sex, Power,  
and Inequality 
Feminist theory has had a tremendous impact on the 
study of sexuality, as has the theoretical work that has 
emerged from gay/lesbian/bisexual/transgender stud-
ies. Feminist theory emphasizes that sexuality, like 
other forms of social identity, exists within a sex/gen-
der system of structured inequality. Dominant institu-
tions define heterosexuality as the only legitimate form 
of sexual identity, and enforce heterosexuality through 
social norms and sanctions, including peer pressure, 
socialization, law and other social policies, and, at the 
extreme, violence (Rich 1980). In other words, sexual-
ity exists within a context of power relationships within 
society. 

Sexual politics refers to the link between sexual-
ity and power, not just within individual relationships. 
The feminist movement has linked sexuality to the 
status of women in society, including how women are 
treated within sexual relationships. High rates of vio-
lence against women as well as hate crimes against 

sexual minorities are evidence of the degree some go to 
in exercising power over others. 

The feminist and gay and lesbian liberation move-
ments have put sexual politics on the public agenda by 
challenging gender and sexual oppression (D’Emilio 
1998). Such thinking has profoundly changed public 
knowledge of gay and lesbian sexuality. Gay, lesbian, and 
feminist scholars have convincingly argued that being 
lesbian or gay is not the result of psychological deviance 
or personal maladjustment. The political mobilization 
of many lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender people 
and the willingness of many to make their sexual iden-
tity public have also raised public awareness of the civil 
and personal rights of gays and lesbians. Indeed, one of 
the most striking and seemingly rapid changes in pub-
lic opinion has been in the number of those who now 
support the freedom of gays and lesbians to marry (see 
▲ Figure 12.3). It is hard to think of another social issue 
where attitudes have changed so quickly in such a short 
period of time. 

One of the new perspectives that sexual liberation 
movements have generated is queer theory (see also 
Chapter 11). Queer theory has evolved from recog-
nizing the socially constructed nature of sexual iden-
tity and the role of power in defining only some forms 
of sexuality as “normal”—that is, socially legitimate. 
Instead of seeing heterosexual or homosexual attrac-
tion as fixed, queer theory interprets society as forc-
ing sexual boundaries, or dichotomies, on people. By 
challenging the “either/or” thinking that one is either 
gay or straight, queer theory disputes the idea that only 
one form of sexuality is normal and all other forms 
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▲ Figure 12.3 Support for 
Same-Sex Marriage As you can 
see, public opinion about whether 
gay and lesbian relations should be 
legal has varied over time, but has 
never been as strongly supported 
as now. 
Data: McCarthy, Justin. 2014. “Support for 
Same-Sex Marriage Reaches New High at 
55%.” The Gallup Poll. www.gallup.com
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are deviant or wrong. Queer theory has opened up 
fascinating new studies of gay, straight, bisexual, and 
transsexual identities and introduced the idea that 
sexual identity is a continuum of different possibilities 
for sexual expression and personal identity (Wilchins 
2014; Sullivan 2003). 

Queer theory has also linked the study of sexuality 
to the study of gender, showing how transgressing (or 
violating) fixed gender categories can reconstruct the 
possibilities of how all people—men and women, gay, 
bisexual, transgender, or straight—construct their gen-
der and sexual identity. Transgressing gender catego-
ries shows how sex and gender categories are usually 
constructed in dichotomous ways (that is, opposite or 
binary types). By violating these constructions, people 
are liberated from the social constraints that so-called 
fixed categories of identity create. Queer theory empha-
sizes how performance and play with gender categories 
can be a political tool for deconstructing fixed sex and 
gender identities (Rupp and Taylor 2003). 

→Thinking Sociologically

A recent trend among young people on college campuses 
has been the creation of theme parties called “CEOs and 
corporate hos.” Have such parties occurred on your cam-
pus? Why do you think they are so popular? What sexual 
scripts are being played out by such role-playing, and 
how do these scripts involve gender, race, and class? you 
might also think about how such parties portray women as 
sexual objects. 

A Global Perspective on Sexuality 
Cross-cultural studies of sexuality show that sexual 
norms, like other social norms, develop differently 
across cultures. Take sexual jealousy. Perhaps you 
think that seeing your sexual partner become sexually 
involved with another person would naturally evoke 
jealousy, no matter where it happened. Research-
ers have found this to be false. In a study comparing 
patterns of sexual jealousy in seven different nations 
(Hungary, Ireland, Mexico, the Netherlands, the United 
States, Russia, and the former Yugoslavia), research-
ers found significant cross-national differences in the 
degree of jealousy when women and men saw their 
partners kissing, flirting, or being sexually involved with 
another person (Buunk and Hupka 1987). 

Cultures also vary considerably on how they view 
teen sexuality. Parents in the United States mostly dis-
courage sex between teenagers, but in some other 
nations parents see sexuality for teens as part of the 
normal course of adult development. A study in the 
Netherlands, for example, found that two-thirds of 
Dutch teens (age 15 to 17) are allowed to sleep over 

with steady girlfriends or boyfriends—with parental 
approval. Interestingly, the Netherlands also has the 
lowest rate of teen pregnancy in the world, even with 
the age at first intercourse there having dropped over 
the years. 

Compare this to the United States where the age at 
first intercourse has actually been increasing, but where 
the teen pregnancy rate is one of the highest among 
industrial nations. What makes the difference? The 
answer is cultural values around sexuality. In the United 
States, teen sexuality is discouraged and seen as risky. 
In the Netherlands, to the contrary, cultural morals 
see sexuality as part of developing self-determination, 
and it is treated with frank discussion, a strong place 
in public policy for sex education, and an idea that 
mutual respect is part of healthy sexual relationships  
(Schalet 2010). 

Likewise, tolerance for gay and lesbian relation-
ships varies significantly in different societies around the 
world. Germany has legalized gay and lesbian relation-
ships, allowing them to register same-sex partnerships 
and have the same inheritance rights as heterosexual 
couples. The new law does not, however, give them the 
same tax advantages, nor can same-sex couples adopt 
children. Cross-cultural studies can make someone more 
sensitive to the varying cultural norms and expectations 
that apply to sexuality in different contexts. Different 
cultures simply view sexuality differently. In Islamic cul-
ture, for example, women and men are viewed as equally 
sexual, although women’s sexuality is seen as potentially 
disruptive and needing regulation (Mernissi 2011). 

Sex is also big business, and it is deeply tied to the 
world economic order. As the world has become more 
globally connected, an international sex trade has  
flourished—one that is linked to economic develop-
ment, world poverty, tourism, and the subordinate sta-
tus of women in many nations. 

Sex trafficking refers to the use of women and girls 
worldwide as sex workers in an institutional context in 
which sex itself is a commodity. Sex is marketed in an 
international marketplace. As sex workers, women are 
used to promote tourism, cater to business and mili-
tary men, and support a huge industry of nightclubs, 
massage parlors, and teahouses (Bales 2010; Sara 2010; 
Shelley 2010). Through sex trafficking, women—usually 
very young women—are forced by fraud or coercion into 
commercial sex acts. Sometimes identified as a form of 
slavery, sex trafficking can involve a system of debt and 
bondage, where young women (typically under age 18) 
are obligated to provide sexual services in exchange 
for alleged debt for the price of their housing, food, or 
other living expenses. Sometimes these young women 
are actually kidnapped; other times, they may simply be 
duped, initially lured into sex work by promises of mar-
riage, large incomes, or the glam of travel, but are soon 
trapped in a cycle of debt and/or actual captivity. 
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Research Question: The presence of 
a hookup culture on college campuses 
is a relatively recent phenomenon and 
reflects changes in sexual attitudes 
and behaviors among, especially, young 
people. Some argue that hooking up 
liberates women from traditional sexual 
values that constrained women’s sexual-
ity. Others argue that this culture is 
harmful to women, making them sexual 
objects for men’s pleasure (for example, 
the practice of women making out with 
other women in public settings, such as 
bars and campus parties). Is hooking up 
harmful to women or is it a sign of their 
sexual liberation? 

Research Method: Several sociologists 
have examined this question, some 
using national surveys, others using 
a more qualitative approach. Paula 
England and her colleagues, for exam-
ple, studied sexual activity in a survey 
of over 14,000 students at 18 different 
campuses in the United States, explor-
ing students’ experiences with hooking 
up, dating, and relationships. Laura 
Hamilton and Elizabeth Armstrong 
used a more qualitative approach, 
actually residing among students in a 
so-called “party dorm,” observing as 
well as interviewing students for a full 
year. Leila Rupp and Verta Taylor had 
their undergraduate students interview 
other students about the party scene 
on their campus. 

Research Findings: Research finds 
that both arguments about the effect 

Is Hooking Up Bad for Women?
of hookup cultures on women are true: 
Some parts of this culture are harmful to 
women, but women’s experiences within 
the hookup culture also vary and are not 
uniformly negative. 

England, for example, found that 
hooking up is not as wildly rampant as  
assumed. She found that 72 percent  
of both men and women participated  
in at least one hookup, but 40 percent  
had engaged in three or fewer hook -
ups and only 20 percent of students  
had engaged in ten or more. England 
concludes that the popular image of  
“girls gone wild” in popular culture is  
simply not true. She also found that  
hooking up has not replaced com-
mitted relationships. As Hamilton and  
Armstrong found, the hookup culture 
allows women (and men) a chance for  
sexual exploration. At the same time,  
the hookup culture does present risks to  
women—risks of being pushed to drink 
too much, risks of sexual violence, and  
loss of self-esteem. Some women say 
that the hookup culture frees them to 
pursue education and careers without 
the emotionally consuming pressures of 
committed relationships (Hamilton and 
Armstrong 2009). 

Rupp and Taylor have similarly found 
that the college party scene commonly 
includes women making out with other  
women. Unlike those who argue that this 
practice sexually objectifies women for 
the pleasure of men, Rupp and Taylor 
argue that women who do so are explor-
ing sexuality. But they do so within social 

boundaries and heterosexual norms. 
Even though women may engage in 
same-sex sexual practices, they do not 
necessarily develop a lesbian identity, 
although the lines of sexual identity are 
expanding for women. 

Conclusions and Implications: There 
is not a simple or single answer to 
the question of whether the hookup 
culture harms or liberates women. 
Taken together, these studies reveal 
a complex portrait of young women’s 
sexuality today. Sexual boundaries are 
perhaps more fluid than they once 
were, although they are still marked by 
sexual double standards and norms of 
heterosexuality. 

Questions to Consider 
1. Is there a hookup culture on your 

campus? If so, are there both posi-
tive and negative consequences of 
the hookup culture for women on 
your campus? What are they? If 
there is not such a culture on your 
campus, why not? 

2. How is the hookup culture shaped 
by such social factors as age, social 
class, race, or gender? How might it 
change over time—both as history 
evolves and as the current genera-
tion ages? 

Sources: Armstrong, Elizabeth A., Laura Hamilton, 
and Paula England. 2010. “Is Hooking Up Bad for 
Young Women?” Contexts 9 (Summer): 23–27; 
Hamilton, Laura, and Elizabeth A. Armstrong. 
2009. “Gendered Sexuality in Young Adulthood: 
Double Binds and Flawed Options.” Gender & 
Society 23 (October): 589–616; Rupp, Leila J., 
and Verta Taylor. 2010. “Straight Girls Kissing.” 
Contexts 9 (Summer): 28–33.

doing sociological research

Related to sex trafficking is sex tourism, referring 
to the practice whereby people travel to particular parts 
of the world specifically to engage in commercial sex-
ual activity. “Sex capitals” are places where prostitution 
openly flourishes, such as in Thailand and Amsterdam. 
Sex is an integral part of the world tourism industry. In 
Thailand, for example, men as tourists outnumber women 
by a ratio of three to one. Although certainly not all men—
or even a majority—go to Thailand solely to explore sex 

tourism, some men do go explicitly to Thailand and other 
destinations to buy sexual companionship. For example, 
hostess clubs in Tokyo cater to corporate men. Although 
these clubs are not houses of prostitution, scholars who 
have studied them say that they are based on an environ-
ment in which women’s sexuality is used as the basis for 
camaraderie among men (Allison 1994). 

Sex tourism is such a profitable enterprise that 
the International Labour Organization estimates that 

The international trafficking of women for sex exploits 
women—and often children—and puts them at risk for 
disease and violence.
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somewhere between 2 and 14  percent of the gross 
domestic product in Thailand, Indonesia, Malaysia, 
and the Philippines is derived from sex tourism. Much 
of this lucrative business involves the exploitation of 
children (U.S. Department of Justice 2009). 

Sex tourism and sexual trafficking are now part 
of the global economy, contributing to the economic 
development of many nations and supported by the 
economic dominance of certain other nations. As with 
other businesses, sex industry products may be pro-
duced in one region and distributed in others. Think, 
for example, of the pornographic film industry centered 
in southern California, but distributed globally. The 
sex trade is also associated with world poverty. Soci-
ologists have found that the weaker the local economy, 
the more important the sex trade. The international sex 
trade is also implicated in problems such as the spread 
of AIDS (Kloer 2010; Altman 2001). 

Understanding Gay  
and Lesbian Experience 
Sociological understanding of sexual identity has 
developed largely through new studies of lesbian and 
gay experience. Long thought of only in terms of social 
deviance (see Chapter 7), gays and lesbians have been 
stereotyped in traditional social science. The feminist 
and gay liberation movements have discouraged this 
approach, arguing that gay and lesbian experience is 
part of the broad spectrum of human sexuality. 

The institutional context for sexuality within the 
United States, as well as other societies, is one in which 
homophobia permeates the culture. Homophobia is 
the fear and hatred of lesbians and gays. It is deeply 
embedded in people’s definitions of themselves as men 
and women. Homophobia is manifested in prejudiced 
attitudes toward gays and lesbians, as well as in overt 
hostility and violence against people suspected of being 
gay. Like other forms of negative social judgments about 
particular groups, homophobia is a learned attitude.

Homophobia produces numerous fears and mis-
understandings about gays and lesbians. For example, 
there is the widespread, though incorrect, belief that 
children raised in gay and lesbian households will be 
negatively affected. This is a myth. Sociological research 
has shown that the ability of parents to form good rela-
tionships with their children is far more significant in 
children’s social development than is their parents’ sex-
ual orientation (Stacey and Biblarz 2001). 

Other myths about gay people are that they are 
mostly White men with large discretionary incomes 
who work primarily in artistic areas and personal ser-
vice jobs (such as hairdressing). This stereotype pre-
vents people from recognizing that gays and lesbians 
come from all racial–ethnic groups, may be working 
class or poor, and are employed in a wide range of occu-
pations (Connell 2014). Some lesbians and gays are also 
elderly, though the stereotype defines gay people as pri-
marily young or middle-aged (Cronin and King 2014). 
Support for these attitudes comes from homophobia, 
not from actual truth. 

→Thinking Sociologically

Keep a diary for one week and write down as many 
examples of homophobia and heterosexism as you observe 
in routine social behavior. What do your observations tell 
you about how heterosexuality is enforced?

Heterosexism refers to the institutionalization of 
heterosexuality as the only socially legitimate sexual 
orientation. Heterosexism is rooted in the belief that 
heterosexual behavior is the only natural form of sexual 
expression and that homosexuality is a perversion of 
“normal” sexual identity. Heterosexism is reinforced 
through institutional mechanisms that project the idea 
that only heterosexuality is normal. Institutions also 
provide different benefits to people presumed to be 
heterosexual. Businesses and communities, for exam-
ple, rarely recognize legal rights of people in homosex-
ual relationships, although this is changing. 

Within an institution, individual beliefs can reflect 
heterosexist assumptions. A person may accept gay and 
lesbian people (that is, not be homophobic) but still 
benefit from being heterosexual. At the behavioral level, 

The international trafficking of women for sex exploits 
women—and often children—and puts them at risk for 
disease and violence.
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heterosexist practices can exclude lesbians and gays, 
such as when coworkers talk about dating, assuming 
that everyone is interested in a heterosexual partner. In 
the absence of institutional supports from the dominant 
culture, lesbians and gays have invented their own insti-
tutional support systems. Gay communities and gay rit-
uals, such as gay pride marches, affirm gay and lesbian 
identities and provide a support system that is counter to 
the dominant heterosexual culture. Those who remain 
“in the closet” deny themselves this support system. 

The absence of institutionalized roles for lesbians 
and gays affects the roles they adopt within relation-
ships. Despite popular stereotypes, gay partners typi-
cally do not assume roles as a dominant or submissive 
sexual partner. They are more likely to adopt roles as 
equals. Gay couples and lesbian couples are also more 
likely than heterosexual couples to both be employed, 
another source of greater equality within the relation-
ship. Researchers have also found that the quality of 
relationships among gay men is positively correlated 
with social support the couple receives from others 
(Lyons et al. 2013). 

Lesbians and gays are a minority group in our soci-
ety, denied equal rights and singled out for negative 
treatment in society. Minority groups are not necessar-
ily numerical minorities; they are groups with similar 
characteristics (or at least perceived similar characteris-
tics) who are treated with prejudice and discrimination 
(see Chapter 10). As a minority group, gays and lesbi-
ans have organized to advocate for their civil rights and 
to be recognized as socially legitimate citizens. Some 

organizations and municipalities have enacted civil 
rights protections on behalf of gays and lesbians, typi-
cally prohibiting discrimination in hiring. The historic 
Supreme Court ruling in 2015 that supported same-sex 
marriage was based on the constitutional principle of 
equal protection under the law, as mandated by the 
Fourteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution. How 
this will play out in protecting LGBT people from job 
or other forms of discrimination is yet to be seen in the 
years ahead. 

Sex and Social Issues 
In studying sexuality, sociologists tap into some highly 
contested social issues of the time. Birth control, repro-
ductive technology, abortion, teen pregnancy, por-
nography, and sexual violence are all subjects of public 
concern and are important in the formation of social pol-
icy. Debates about these issues hinge in part on attitudes 
about sexuality and are shaped by race, class, and gender 
relations. These social issues can generate personal trou-
bles that have their origins in the structure of society—
recall the distinction C. Wright Mills made between 
personal troubles and social issues (see Chapter 1). 

Birth Control 
The availability of birth control is now less debated than 
it was in the not-too-distant past. Still, specific forms of 
birth control, such as the so-called “morning-after pill,” 

What does it mean to be a “real man”? 
In a gender-stratified world, masculinity 
is typically perceived as something one 
either has or does not. Beliefs about 
masculinity define “real men” as those 
who are strong, straight, and sexually 
powerful. Thus, socially constructed 
beliefs about manhood are deeply tied 
to assumptions about male sexuality. 
What happens to men who do not fit 
this narrowly constructed definition of 
manhood—men who are marginalized in 
a social system that only privileges those 
with particular social characteristics? 

Idealized definitions of masculinity 
shape experiences of disabled men 

Sexuality and Disability: Understanding 
“Marginalized” Masculinity

who may be negatively stereotyped by 
others as “asexual,” “impotent,” or “not 
real men.” Discrimination and prejudice 
against disabled people is pervasive 
in society. As a result, men with dis-
abilities have to resist the perception 
that they somehow do not meet social 
standards of masculinity. Some may 
respond by acting “hypermasculine”—
that is, working to exaggerate their 
strength and endurance. Others create 
different sets of standards for them-
selves, thus reformulating ideas about 
masculinity. 

Examining experiences of disabled 
men with regard to sexuality and 

gender shows how male privilege is not 
a universal experience—that is, men’s 
gender privilege is conditioned upon 
other forms of privilege or lack thereof, 
such as one’s status as abled or dis-
abled. A sociological perspective that 
recognizes the diversity of social expe-
riences provides a multidimensional 
lens through which men’s sexuality can 
be understood. 

Sources: Coston, Beverly M., and Michael 
Kimmel. 2012. “Seeing Privilege Where It Isn’t: 
Marginalized Masculinities and the Intersec-
tionality of Privilege.” Journal of Social Issues 
68:97; Gerschick, T. J., and A. S. Miller. 1995. 
“Coming to Terms: Masculinity and Physical 
Disability.” Pp. 183–204 in Men’s Health and 
Illness: Gender, Power, and the Body, Research 
on Men and Masculinities Series, vol. 8, edited 
by D. Sabo and D. F. Gordon. Thousand Oaks, 
CA: Sage Publications.

understanding diversity
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are the subjects of intense public debate, especially 
regarding young and poor women. To this day, mostly 
men define laws and make scientific decisions about 
what types of birth control will be available. Women, 
though, are seen as being responsible for reproduc-
tion because it is a presumed part of their traditional 
role. Changes in birth control technology have broken 
the link between sex and reproduction, freeing women 
from some traditional constraints. 

The right to birth control is a fairly recently won 
freedom. In 1965, the U.S. Supreme Court, in Griswold 
v. Connecticut, defined the use of birth control as 
a right, not a crime. This ruling originally applied 
only to married people. Unmarried people were 
not extended the same right until the 1972 Supreme 
Court decision Eisenstadt v. Baird. Today, birth con-
trol is routinely available by prescription, but there is 
heated debate about whether access to birth control 
should be curtailed for the young—at a time when 
youths are experimenting with sex at younger ages 
and risking teenage pregnancy, sexually transmit-
ted diseases, and AIDS. Some argue that increas-
ing access to birth control will only encourage more 
sexual activity among the young, though there is little 
evidence that this is true. 

Class and race relations also have had a role in 
shaping birth control policy. In the mid-nineteenth 
century, increased urbanization and industrialization 
ended the necessity for large families, especially in 
the middle class, because fewer laborers were needed 
to support the family. Early feminist activists such as 
Emma Goldman and Margaret Sanger also saw birth 
control as a way of freeing women from unwanted preg-
nancies and allowing them to work outside the home if 
they chose. As the birthrate fell among White upper- and 
middle-class families during this period, these classes 
feared that immigrants, the poor, and racial minorities 
would soon outnumber them (Gordon 1977). 

The eugenics movement of the early twentieth cen-
tury grew from fear of domination by immigrant groups. 
Eugenics sought to apply scientific principles of genetic 
selection to “improve” offspring of the human race. It 
was explicitly racist and class-based, calling for, among 
other things, the compulsory sterilization of those 
who eugenicists thought were unfit. Eugenicist argu-
ments appeal to a public that fears social problems that 
emerge from race and class inequality. Instead of attrib-
uting these problems (such as crime) to the structure of 
society, eugenicists blame genetic composition of the 
least powerful groups in society. 

In contemporary society, attitudes about the use of 
birth control have evolved and have also been shaped 
by greater awareness about risks of HIV/AIDS infection. 
Now two-thirds of women who are sexually active and 
aged 15 to 44 use contraceptives, an increase since 1995 
(Guttmacher Institute 2014). Among women users, the 

pill is the most frequent type of birth control used, fol-
lowed by tubal ligation (sterilization), and then con-
doms. Similar data are not reported for men—itself a 
reflection of the belief that contraception is primarily a 
woman’s responsibility. 

Among teenagers, the majority (78  percent of 
women and 85 percent of men) use contraceptives the 
first time they have sex. Yet, one in four sexually active 
has not used contraception at last intercourse, put-
ting them at risk of an unintended pregnancy. Sexu-
ally active teens who do not use contraceptives have 
a 90 percent chance of becoming pregnant within the 
first year of initiating sex (Guttmacher Institute 2014). 

New Reproductive Technologies 
Practices such as surrogate mothering, in vitro fertiliza-
tion, and new biotechnologies of gene splicing, clon-
ing, and genetic engineering mean that reproduction 
is no longer inextricably linked to biological parents. A 
child may be conceived through means other than sex-
ual relations between one man and one woman. One 
woman may carry the child of another. Offspring may 
be planned through genetic engineering. A sheep can 
be cloned (that is, genetically duplicated). So can mon-
keys. Are humans next? With such developments, those 
who could not otherwise conceive children (infertile 
couples, single women, or lesbian couples) are now 
able to do so, raising new questions: To whom are such 
new technologies available? Which groups are most 
likely to sell reproductive services? Which groups are 
most likely to buy? What are the social implications of 
such changes? 

These questions have no simple answers, but soci-
ologists would point first to the class, race, and gen-
der dimensions of these issues (Roberts 2012, 1997). 
Poor women, for example, are far more likely than 
middle-class or elite women to sell their eggs or offer 
their bodies as biological incubators. Groups that can 
afford new, costly methods of reproduction may do so 
at the expense of women whose economic need places 
them in the position of selling themselves for financial 
necessity. 

Breakthroughs in reproductive technology raise 
especially difficult questions for makers of social 
policy. Developments in the technology of repro-
duction have ushered in new possibilities and free-
doms but also raise questions for social policy. With 
new reproductive technologies, there is potential for 
a new eugenics movement. Sophisticated prenatal 
screenings make it possible to identify fetuses with 
presumed defects. Might society then try to weed out 
those perceived as undesirables—the disabled, cer-
tain racial groups, certain sexes? Will parents try to 
produce “designer children”? If boys and girls are dif-
ferently valued, one sex may be more often aborted, a 
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▲ Figure 12.4). Furthermore, even among those self-
identified as “pro-life,” 69 percent support abortion 
when the woman’s life or physical health is endan-
gered. Half of those identifying as pro-choice think 
abortion should be illegal in the second trimester 
(Saad 2014, 2011). Clearly, more complex views are 
involved in thinking about abortion than simple 
labels can suggest. 

The right to abortion was first established in con-
stitutional law by the Roe v. Wade decision in 1973. In 
Roe v. Wade, the Supreme Court ruled that at differ-
ent points during a pregnancy, separate but legitimate 
rights collide—the right to privacy, the right of the state 
to protect maternal health, and the right of the state to 
protect developing life. To resolve this conflict of rights, 
the Supreme Court ruled that pregnancy occurred in 
trimesters: In the first, women’s right to privacy with-
out interference from the state prevails; in the second, 
the state’s right to protect maternal health takes prece-
dence; in the third, the state’s right to protect develop-
ing life prevails. In the second trimester, the government 
cannot deny the right to abortion, but it can insist on 
reasonable standards of medical procedure. In the 
third, abortion may be performed only to save the life or 
health of the mother. More recently, the Supreme Court 
has allowed states to impose restrictions on abortion, 
but it has not, to date, overturned the legal framework 
of Roe v. Wade. 

Data on abortion show that it occurs across social 
groups, although certain patterns emerge. The abortion 

37%

28%

21%

11%

3%

Legal under most
circumstances

Legal only in a few
circumstances

Legal under any
circumstances

No opinion

Illegal in all circumstances

▲ Figure 12.4 Attitudes toward Abortion Attitudes 
toward the legality of abortion have been fairly steady over 
time. As you can see, the majority of Americans support 
abortion rights, at least under some circumstances. 
Data: Gallup Poll. 2014 (May). Abortion. Princeton, NJ: The Gallup Poll. 
www.gallup.com

frequent practice in India and China—two of the most 
populous nations on earth. Because of population 
pressures, state policy in China, for example, encour-
ages families to have only one child. Because girls 
are less valued than boys, aborting and selling girls is 
common and has created a U.S. market for adoption 
of Chinese baby girls. 

There are no traditions to guide us on such ques-
tions. Although the concept of reproductive choice 
is important to most people, choice is conditioned by 
constraints of race, class, and gender inequalities in 
society. Like other social phenomena, sexuality and 
reproduction are shaped by their social context. 

Abortion 
Abortion is one of the most seriously contested politi-
cal issues. The public is sharply divided on whether 
they identify as “pro-choice” (47  percent) or “pro-
life” (46 percent), but this varies according to various 
social factors. College graduates and those with post-
graduate degrees are more likely to identify as pro-
choice. Women, young people, and those identifying 
as Democrats are more likely to identify as pro-choice 
(Saad 2014). Identifying with these labels is differ-
ent though than other attitudes toward abortion (see  

New technologies, such as artificial insemination where 
sperm is injected into an egg, raise new questions about 
ethics and social policies regarding reproductive rights.
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rate has declined since 1980, from a rate of 25.1 per 1000 
women in 1990 to 21.6 in 2010 (among women aged 15 
to 44). As you can see in ▲ Figure 12.5, the number of 
deaths from illegal abortions plummeted in the years 
following the Roe v. Wade decision. Young women 
(aged 20 to 29) are the most likely group to get abor-
tions; the second most likely group is women under 20. 
Black and Hispanic women are three times more likely 
to have abortions than White women; poor women 
are four times more likely to have abortions than other 
women. You may be surprised to learn that the majority 
of women having abortions (80 percent) have already 
had at least one birth (U.S. Census Bureau 2014b; Boon-
stra et al. 2006). 

The abortion issue provides a good illustration of 
how sexuality has entered the political realm. Abor-
tion rights activists and antiabortion activists hold 
very different views about sexuality and the roles of 
women. Antiabortion activists tend to believe that 
giving women control over their fertility breaks up the 
stable relationships in traditional families. They tend 
to view sex as something that is sacred, and they are 
disturbed by changes that make sex less restrictive. 
This belief has been fueled by the activism of the reli-
gious right, where strong passions against abortion 
have driven issues about sexual behavior directly into 
the political realm. Abortion rights activists, on the 
other hand, see women’s control over reproduction as 
essential for women’s independence. They also tend 
to see sex as an experience that develops intimacy and 
communication between people who love each other. 
The abortion debate can be interpreted as a struggle 
over the right to terminate a pregnancy as well as a 

battle over differing sexual values and a referendum 
on the nature of men’s and women’s relationships 
(Luker 1984). 

Pornography and the Sexualization 
of Culture 
Little social consensus has emerged about the accept-
ability and effects of pornography. Part of this debate 
is about defining what is obscene. The legal definition 
of obscenity is one that changes over time and in dif-
ferent political contexts. Public agitation over pornog-
raphy has divided people into those who think it is 
solidly protected by the First Amendment, those who 
want it strictly controlled, those who think it should be 
banned for moral reasons, and those who think it must 
be banned because it harms women. 

An ongoing question in research is whether view-
ing pornography promotes violence against women. 
This is a complex question and one that has mixed 
results in research studies, in part because the connec-
tion is difficult to observe directly. Verbal and physical 
abuse of women in pornography is shockingly com-
mon. One analysis of popular pornographic videos 
found that 88 percent of scenes in such videos include 
physical aggression against women—hitting, gagging, 
and slapping, for example. Moreover, these aggressive 
scenes depict women as either enjoying it or respond-
ing neutrally (Bridges et al. 2010).

Many experimental studies have found a correla-
tion between men’s viewing of pornography and sexu-
ally aggressive behavior. Studies also link consumption 
of pornography to a greater acceptance of rape myths. 

Deaths from abortion declined dramatically after
legalization.
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▲ Figure 12.5 Deaths from Abortion: Before and After Roe v. Wade 
*By the end of 1970, four states had repealed their antiabortion laws, and eleven states had reformed them.
Source: Boonstra, Heather, Rachel Benson Gold, Cory L. Richards, and Lawrence B. Finer. 2006. Abortion in Women’s Lives, New York:  
Guttmacher Institute, 2006, p. 13. 
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Remember, however, that correlation is not cause.  
As it turns out, men who are sexually aggressive are 
more frequent consumers of pornography, meaning 
that the correlation between viewing pornography and 
violent attitudes is as much the result of men who are 
already sexually aggressive being more likely to con-
sume pornography, as it is the use of pornography per se  
(Malamuth et al. 2011).

The connection between violence against women 
and consumption of pornography is not settled, but 
there is a different way to look at the issue—beyond 
the attitudes and behaviors of those who view it. 
Instead, think of pornography as an economic indus-
try where, as in other industries, there are owners, 
bosses, and “employees.” Seen in this way, the vio-
lence and dehumanization that happens to women 
in pornography is not just about images and their 
impact, but is about how women as sex workers are 
exploited (Voss 2012; Boyle 2011; Weitzer 2009). 
Women who have limited economic opportunities 
may turn to work in the pornographic industry as the 
best possible means of supporting themselves and 
their dependents, even if the product that results is 
completely dehumanizing to them. 

One thing that is certain about pornography is 
that it permeates contemporary culture. Once avail-
able only in more “underground” places like X-rated 
movie houses, pornography is now far more public 
than in the past. Hotel rooms have a huge array of por-
nographic films available on television; pornographic 
spam appears regularly in people’s email inboxes; 
casual references to pornography are made in popular 
shows on prime-time TV; and images that once would 
have seemed highly pornographic are now commonly 
found on widely distributed magazines such as Maxim, 
Cosmopolitan, and others. 

Pornography has also infiltrated the web. There 
are now over 4.2 million pornographic websites, a 
2.8-billion-dollar industry. Researchers estimate 
that worldwide, men spend an average of $3000 per 
second purchasing pornographic material (Johnson 
2011; Ropelato 2007). These figures do not account 
for women’s use of pornography, nor do they capture 
the extent to which pornography is viewed on the web 
for free. 

The United States is both the largest producer and 
exporter of “hard-core” porn on the web. Studies of 
Internet porn also find that the most popular website 
searches are for Black and Asian porn sites; Blacks and 
Asians have the most porn sites devoted to them, fol-
lowed by Latinos—a reflection of the sexualized imag-
ery of racism. Sites devoted to “teen porn” also tripled 
between 2005 and 2013 (Ruvolo 2011). 

Pornography clearly reflects the racism and 
sexism that are endemic in society. Highly sexu-
alized expressions and images are so widely seen 

throughout society that one commentator has said 
we are experiencing the pornification of culture (Levy 
2005). Does this indicate that society has become 
more sexualized? 

According to a major report from the American 
Psychological Association (APA), the answer is yes. The 
APA defines sexualization as including any one of the 
following conditions: 

●● People are judged based only on sexual appeal or 
behavior, to the exclusion of other characteristics. 

●● People are held to standards that equate physical 
attractiveness with being sexy. 

●● People are sexually objectified—meaning made into 
a “thing” for others’ use. Sexuality is inappropri-
ately imposed on a person (American Psychological  
Association 2007) 

The APA report then details the specific consequences, 
especially for young girls, of a culture marked by sexual-
ization. This report shows that overly sexualizing young 
girls harms them in psychological, physical, social, and 
academic ways. Young girls may spend more time tend-
ing to their appearance than to their academic stud-
ies; they may engage in eating disorders to achieve an 
idealized, but unattainable image of beauty; or they 
may develop attitudes that put them at risk of sexual 
exploitation. Although the focus of this report is on 
young girls, one cannot help but wonder what effects 
the “pornification of culture” also has on young boys, as 
well as adult women and men. 

Despite public concerns about pornography, most 
people believe that pornography should be protected by 
the constitutional guarantees of free speech and free press. 
Yet people also believe that pornography dehumanizes 
women; women especially think so. Public controversy 
about pornography is not likely to go away because it taps 
so many different sexual values among the public. 

Teen Pregnancy 
Each year about 370,000 teenage girls (under age  19) 
have babies in the United States (see ■  Map 12.1). 
The United States has the highest rate of teen preg-
nancy among developed nations, even though levels 
of teen sexual activity around the world are roughly 
comparable. Teen pregnancy has declined since 1990, 
a decline caused almost entirely from the increased use 
of birth control (▲  Figure 12.6). Contrary to popular  
stereotypes, the teen birthrate among African American 
women has declined more than for White women (U.S. 
Census Bureau 2014 ; see also ▲ Figure 12.7). Most teen 
pregnancies are unplanned, due largely to inconsistent 
use of birth control (Guttmacher Institute 2014). 

Beginning in the early 1980s, the federal govern-
ment encouraged abstinence policies, putting money 
behind the belief that encouraging chastity was the best 
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way to reduce teen pregnancy. Under programs that 
encourage abstinence, young people are encouraged 
to take “virginity pledges,” promising not to have sexual 
intercourse before marriage. Do such pledges work? 

In one of the most comprehensive and carefully 
controlled studies of abstinence, researchers compared 
a large sample of teen “virginity pledgers” and “non-
pledgers” who were matched on social attitudes such 
as religiosity and attitudes toward sex and birth control. 
The study compared the two groups over a five-year 
period. Results showed that over time, there were no 
differences in the number of times those in each group 
had sex, the age of first sex, or the practice of oral or 
anal sex. The main difference between the two groups 
was that pledgers were less likely to use birth control 
when they had sex. Also, five years after having taken 

an abstinence pledge, pledgers denied having done so. 
The researchers concluded that not only are abstinence 
pledges ineffective (supporting other research findings) 
but that taking the pledge makes pledgers less likely to 
protect themselves from pregnancy and disease when 
having sex (Rosenbaum 2009). Consistent with these 
findings are other studies that find that abstinence poli-
cies account for a very small portion of the decline in 
teen pregnancy—probably only about 10 percent of the 
difference (Santelli et al. 2007; Boonstra et al. 2006). 

Although the rate of teen pregnancy has declined, 
so has the rate of marriage for teens who become preg-
nant. Now, most babies born to teens will be raised by 
single mothers—a departure from the past when teen 
mothers often got married. What concerns people about 
teen parents is that teens are more likely to be poorer 

Teen Births by State
What sociological factors would you 
say explain these regional differences in 
the teen birthrate? 

Source: Ventura, Stephanie J., Brady E. 
Hamilton, and T. J. Mathews. 2014. “National 
and State Patterns of Teen Births in the United 

States, 1940–2013.” National Vital Statistics 
Report. 63 (August). www.cdc.gov
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than other mothers, although sociologists have cau-
tioned that this is because teen mothers are more likely 
poor before getting pregnant (Luker 1996). Teen parents 
are among the most vulnerable of all social groups. 

Debunking Society’s Myths←
Myth: providing sex education to teens only encourages 
them to become sexually active.
Sociological Perspective: Comprehensive sex education 
actually delays the age of first intercourse; abstinence-
only education has not been shown to be effective in 
delaying intercourse (Risman and Schwartz 2002). 

Teenage pregnancy correlates strongly with pov-
erty, lower educational attainment, joblessness, and 
health problems. Teen mothers have a greater inci-
dence of problem pregnancies and are most likely 
to deliver low-birth-weight babies, a condition asso-
ciated with myriad other health problems. Teen 
parents face chronic unemployment and are less 
likely to complete high school than those who delay 

childbearing. Many continue to live with their par-
ents, although this is more likely among Black teens 
than among Whites. 

Although teen mothers feel less pressure to marry 
now than in the past, if they raise their children alone, 
they suffer the economic consequences of raising chil-
dren in female-headed households—the poorest of all 
income groups. Teen mothers report that they do not 
marry because they do not think the fathers are ready 
for marriage. Sometimes their families also counsel 
them against marrying precipitously. These young 
women are often doubtful about men’s ability to sup-
port them. They want men to be committed to them and 
their child, but they do not expect their hopes to be ful-
filled (Edin and Kefalas 2005). Research shows that low-
income single mothers are distrustful of men, especially 
after an unplanned pregnancy. They think they will have 
greater control of their household if they remain unmar-
ried. Many teen mothers also express fear of domestic 
violence as a reason for not marrying (Edin 2000). 

Why do so many teens become pregnant given 
the widespread availability of birth control? Teens 
typically delay the use of contraceptives until several 

▲ Figure 12.6 Teen Birthrate (by Age and for Unmarried Teens) Despite public concerns about teen pregnancy, the rate 
of births to teen women is now lower than at any previous time. But, as you see in Figure 12.6b, births to unmarried teens increased, 
even while the birthrate in general was declining. How do you explain both facts? In Figure 12.6b, what explains the decline in births 
to unmarried teens since about 1990? What sociological factors might explain why such behaviors change over time?
Source: Ventura, Stephanie J., Brady E. Hamilton, and T. J. Mathews. 2014. “National and State Patterns of Teen Births in the United States,  
1940–2013.” National Vital Statistics Report 63 (August). www.cdc.gov
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▲ Figure 12.8 Teen Contraceptive Use, 1982–2010 These data include teenaged (15 to 19) women’s contraceptive 
use. The data indicate contraceptive methods used in the past month, not necessarily those used regularly. How do social 
factors influence whether or not a young woman uses contraception? 
Source: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. 2014. Health United States 2013. Hyattsville, MD: National Center for Health Statistics.  
www.cdc.gov
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▲ Figure 12.7 Teen Birthrate (per 1000 Women)  
by Race/Ethnicity, 1990–2012 Despite public beliefs  
to the contrary, teen pregnancy among all racial/ethnic 
groups has declined substantially. What factors explain this 
decline?
Source: Ventura, Stephanie J., Brady E. Hamilton, and T. J. Mathews. 
2014. “National and State Patterns of Teen Births in the United States, 
1940–2013.” National Vital Statistics Report 63 (August). www.cdc.gov

months after they become sexually active. Teens who 
do not use contraceptives when they first have sex are 
twice as likely to get pregnant as those who use contra-
ception. In recent years, the percentage of teens using 
birth control has increased, although, as you can see 

in ▲ Figure 12.8, patterns of contraceptive use change 
over time (Guttmacher Institute 2014). 

Sociologists have argued that the effective use of 
birth control requires a person to identify himself or 
herself as sexually active (Luker 1975). Teen sex, how-
ever, tends to be episodic. Teens who have sex on a cou-
ple of special occasions may not identify themselves as 
sexually active and may not feel obliged to take respon-
sibility for birth control. Despite many teens initiating 
sex at an earlier age, social pressure continues to dis-
courage them from defining themselves openly, or even 
privately, as sexually active. 

Teen pregnancy is integrally linked to gender 
expectations of men and women in society. Some teen 
men consciously avoid birth control, thinking it takes 
away from their manhood. Teen women often romanti-
cize motherhood, thinking that becoming a mother will 
give them social value they do not otherwise have. For 
teens in disadvantaged groups, motherhood confers a 
legitimate social identity on those otherwise devalued 
by society. Although their hopes about motherhood are 
not realistic, they indicate how pessimistic the teenag-
ers feel about their lives that are often marked by pov-
erty, a lack of education, and few good job possibilities. 
For young women to romanticize motherhood is not 
surprising in a culture where motherhood is defined as 
a cultural ideal for women, but the ideal can seldom be 
realized when society gives mothers little institutional 
or economic support.

Sexual Violence 
Before the development of the feminist movement, 
sexual violence was largely hidden from public view. 
One great success of the women’s movement has been 
to identify, study, and advocate better social policies 
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to address the problems of rape, sexual harassment, 
domestic violence, incest, and other forms of sexual 
coercion. Sexual coercion is not just a matter of sexual-
ity; it is also a form of power relations shaped by social 
inequality between women and men. In the forty years 
or so that these issues have been identified as serious 
social problems, volumes of research have been pub-
lished on these different subjects, and numerous orga-
nizations and agencies have been established to serve 
victims of sexual abuse and to advocate reforms in 
social policy. 

Rape and sexual violence were covered in Chap-
ter 7 on deviance and crime, in keeping with the argu-
ment that these are forms of deviant and criminal 
behavior, not expressions of human sexuality. Here we 
point out that various forms of sexual coercion (rape, 
domestic violence, and sexual harassment) can best be 
understood (and therefore changed) by understanding 

how social institutions shape human behavior and how 
social interactions are influenced by social factors such 
as gender, race, age, and class. 

Take, for example, the phenomenon now known 
as acquaintance rape (sometimes also called date 
rape). Acquaintance rape is forced and unwanted 
sexual relations by someone who knows the victim 
(even if only a brief acquaintance). This kind of rape is 
common on college campuses, although it is also the 
most underreported form of rape. Researchers esti-
mate, based on surveys, that 15 to 25 percent of college 
women experience some form of acquaintance rape 
(Fisher et al. 2000).

Studies show that although rape is an abuse of 
power, it is related to people’s gender attitudes. Holding 
stereotypical attitudes about women is strongly related 
to adversarial sexual beliefs, accepting rape myths, and 
tolerating violence against women (Deming et al. 2013). 

Violence against women is more likely to occur in 
some contexts than others, especially in organizations 
that are set up around a definition of masculinity as 
competitive, where alcohol abuse occurs, and where 
women are defined as sexual prey. This is one explana-
tion given for the high incidence of rape in some col-
lege fraternities (Armstrong et al. 2006; Stombler and 
Padavic 1997; Martin and Hummer 1989). 

Research on violence against women also finds 
that Black, Hispanic, and poor White women are more 
likely to be victimized by various forms of violence, 
including rape (U.S. Bureau of Justice Statistics 2012a). 
African American and White women report the highest 
incidence of intimate partner violence; Latinas, Asian 
Americans, and Pacific Islanders have the lowest inci-
dence (Catalano 2012).

Images such as this pregnant Barbie glorify pregnancy 
and can influence the unrealistic attitudes of young girls.
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Debunking Society’s Myths←
Myth: Campus parties are inherently dangerous places 
because they encourage violence against women.
Sociological Perspective: Not all parties are dan-
gerous places for women, but certain individual and 
organizational characteristics make some parties risky 
places for sexual violence. At the individual level, con-
cerns about one’s social status and holding traditional 
sexual values put one at risk in the party scene. At the 
organizational level, parties where men have a “home 
turf” advantage and women do not; where excessive 
drinking is encouraged; where men know each other 
more than the women know each other; and where 
traditional sexual/gender scripts are played out make 
women especially prone to sexual violence (Armstrong 
et al. 2006).

In sum, sociological research on sexual violence 
shows how strongly sexual coercion is tied to the sta-
tus of diverse groups of women in society. Rather than 
explaining sexual coercion as the result of malad-
justed men or the behavior of victims, feminists have 

encouraged a view of sexual coercion that links it to an 
understanding of dominant beliefs about the sexual 
dominance of men and sexual passivity of women. 
Researchers have shown that those holding the most 
traditional gender role stereotypes are most tolerant 
of rapists and least likely to give credibility to victims 
of rape (Deming et al. 2013). Understanding sexual 
violence requires an understanding of the sociology of 
sexuality, gender, race, and class in society. 

Sex and Social Change 
As with other forms of social behavior, sexual behavior 
is not static. Sexual norms, beliefs, and practices emerge 
as society changes. Some major changes affecting sex-
ual relations come from changes in gender roles. Tech-
nological change and emphasis on consumerism in the 
United States also affect sexuality. As you think about 
sex and social change, you might try to imagine what 
other social factors influence human sexual behavior. 

The Sexual Revolution: Is It Over? 
The sexual revolution refers to the widespread 
changes in men’s and women’s roles and the greater 
public acceptance of sexuality as a normal part of 
social development. Many changes associated with 
the sexual revolution have been changes in women’s 
behaviors. The sexual revolution has narrowed the dif-
ferences in sexual experiences of men and women. 
The feminist and gay and lesbian movements have put 
the sexual revolution at the center of public attention 
by challenging gender role stereotyping and sexual 
oppression, profoundly changing our understanding 
of gay and lesbian sexuality. The sexual revolution has 
meant greater sexual freedom, especially for women, 
but it has not eliminated the influence of gender in 
sexual relationships. 

Some argue that the sexual revolution has created 
some new challenges, especially for women whose 
gender and sexual roles have changed so much. Soci-
ologist Leslie Bell calls this the “paradox of sexual 
freedom”—meaning that women, especially younger 
women, are now expected to build successful careers 
while at the same time meeting the cultural ideals that 
are laid out for them as sexually fulfilled women (Bell 
2013). Women are now told they should be success-
ful and independent but also have fulfilling, intimate 
relationships. The messages that permeate popular 
culture, as we have seen throughout this book, make it 
all seem easy if you are just sexy enough, thin enough, 
attractive to men, but not too pushy, sexually active, or 
demanding. This sexual revolution may have changed 
people’s attitudes and expectations, but it has also pro-
duced new dilemmas as people navigate this changed 
social environment.

The social structure of power influences both why sexual 
assault occurs and how it is prosecuted ... or not.

public awareness of the problem of battered women has 
increased in recent years, although there is no evidence 
that battering itself has lessened.
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Technology, Sex, and Cybersex 
Technological change has also brought new possibili-
ties for sexual freedom. One significant change is the 
widespread availability of the birth control pill. Sex is no 
longer necessarily linked with reproduction; new sex-
ual norms associate sex with intimacy, emotional ties, 
and physical pleasure (Freedman and D’Emilio 1988). 
These sexual freedoms are not equally distributed 
among all groups, however. For women, sex is still more 
closely tied to reproduction than it is for men because 
women are still more likely to take the responsibility for 
birth control. Contraceptives are not the only technol-
ogy influencing sexual values and practices. Now the 
Internet has introduced new forms of sexual relations 
as many people seek sexual stimulation from porno-
graphic websites or online sexual chat rooms. Cybersex, 

as sex via the Internet has come to be known, can trans-
form sex from a personal, face-to-face encounter to a 
seemingly anonymous relationship with mutual online 
sex. This introduces new risks, such as by sexual preda-
tors who use the Internet. The Internet has introduced 
new forms of deviance that are very difficult to control. 

Commercializing Sex 
At the same time that there are new sexual freedoms 
for women, many worry that this will only increase 
their sexual objectification. Furthermore, sexuality is 
becoming more and more of a commodity in our highly 
consumer-based society. Girls are being sexualized at 
younger ages, evidenced by the marketing of thongs to 
very young girls, the promotion of “sexy” dolls sold to 
young girls, and the highly sexualized content of media 
images that young boys and girls consume (Levy 2005). 
Often, these images are extremely violent and depict 
women as hypersexual victims of men’s aggression, 
such as the popular video game, Grand Theft Auto. 

Definitions of sexuality in the culture are heavily 
influenced by the advertising industry, which narrowly 
defines what is considered “sexy.” Thin women, White 
women, and rich women are all depicted as more sexu-
ally appealing in mainstream media. Images defining 
“sexy” also are explicitly heterosexual. The commer-
cialization of sex uses women and, increasingly, men 
in demeaning ways. Although the sexual revolution 
has removed sexuality from many of its traditional 
constraints, inequalities of race, class, and gender still 
shape sexual relationships and values. 

The combination of sexualization and commoditi-
zation means that people become “made” into things 
for others’ use. When people are held to narrow defi-
nitions of sexual attractiveness or are seen as valuable 
solely for their sexual appeal, you have social conditions 
that are ripe for exploitation and damage people’s sense 
of self-worth and value (American Psychological Asso-
ciation 2007). Even in what seems to be an increasingly 
“free” sexual society, sexuality is still nested in American 
culture within a system of power relations—power rela-
tions that, despite the sexual revolution, continue to 
influence how different groups are valued and defined. 

In what sense is sexuality, seemingly so personal 
an experience, a part of social structure? 
Sexual relationships develop within a social and cul-
tural context. Sexuality is learned through socialization, 
is channeled and directed by social institutions, and 
reflects the race, class, and gender relations in society. 

What evidence is there of contemporary sexual 
attitudes and behavior? 
Contemporary sexual attitudes vary considerably by 
social factors such as age, gender, race, and religion. 
Sexual behavior has also changed in recent years, with 
mixed trends in both liberal and conservative sexual 

Chapter Summary

The popular Bratz dolls are being marketed to young girls, 
selling an image of women as sexual objects.
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SExUALITy  305

values. In general, attitudes on issues of premarital sex 
and gay and lesbian rights have become more liberal, 
though this depends on social characteristics such as 
age, gender, and degree of religiosity, among others. 

How is sexuality related to other social 
inequalities? 
Sexuality intertwines with gender, race, and class 
inequality. This is especially revealed in the sexual ste-
reotypes of different groups, as well as in the double 
standard applied to men’s and women’s sexual behav-
iors, such as in the hooking up culture. 

What does sociological theory have to say about 
sexual behavior? 
Functionalist theory depicts sexuality in terms of its con-
tribution to the stability of social institutions. Conflict 
theorists see sexuality as part of the power relations and 
economic inequality in society. Symbolic interaction 
focuses on the social construction of sexual identity. 

Feminist theory uncovers the power relationships 
that frame different sexual identities and behaviors, as 
well as linking sexuality to other forms of inequality. 

How do homophobia and heterosexism influence 
lesbian and gay experience? 
Homophobia is the fear and hatred of gays and les-
bians. Heterosexism refers to institutional structures 

that define heterosexuality as the only socially legiti-
mate sexual orientation. Both produce relationships 
of power that define gays and lesbians as a social 
minority group. 

How is sexuality related to contemporary  
social issues? 
Sexuality is related to some of the most difficult social 
problems—including birth control, abortion, reproduc-
tive technologies, teen pregnancy, pornography, and 
sexual violence. Such social problems can be under-
stood by analyzing the sexual, gender, class, and racial 
politics of society. 

How is sex related to social change? 
The sexual revolution refers to widespread changes in 
the roles of men and women and a greater acceptance 
of sexuality as a normal part of social development. 
The sexual revolution has been fueled by social move-
ments, such as the feminist movement and the gay 
and lesbian rights movement. Technological changes, 
such as development of the pill, have also created new 
sexual freedoms. Now, sexuality is influenced by the 
growth of cyberspace and its impact on personal and 
sexual interactions. At the same time, sex is treated as a 
commodity in this society, bought and sold and used to 
sell various products. 
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Suppose you were to ask a large group of people in the 
United States to describe their families. Many would 
describe divorced families. Some would describe sin-

gle-parent families. Some would describe stepfamilies with 
new siblings and a new parent stemming from remarriage. 
Others would describe gay or lesbian households, perhaps 
with children present. Also included would be adoptive fami-
lies and families with foster children. Others would describe 
the so-called traditional family with two parents living as 
husband and wife in the same residence as their biological 
children. Families have become so diverse that it is no longer 
possible to speak of “the family” as if it were a single thing. 

The traditional family ideal—a father employed as the 
breadwinner and a mother at home raising children—has long 
been the dominant cultural norm, communicated through a 
variety of sources, including the media, religion, and the law. 
Few families now conform to this ideal (see ▲ Figure 13.1), 
and the number of families that ever did is probably fewer 
than generally imagined (Coontz 1992). Regardless of their 
form, families now face new challenges, such as managing 
the demands of family plus work or struggling to meet family 
needs when work disappears. Many families feel that they are 
under siege by changes in society that are dramatically altering 
all family experiences. Some of these changes are immedi-
ate, such as the loss of work in economically hard times or the 
strain on families from a family member’s illness. Other changes 

Families and Religion
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are long-term changes in the social structure of 
society, such as women’s increased work roles and 
accompanying changes in men’s roles; population 
changes (such as aging and immigration); and even 
things like the increased reliance on technology, 
which can alter communication patterns in families. 

→Thinking Sociologically 

What are some of the popular television shows about fam-
ily life? Spend some time systematically observing one or 
more of these shows. What do they communicate about 
the family ideal? Are the images consistent with the actual 
data on families shown in this chapter?
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▲ Figure 13.1 The Changing Character of U.S. 
Families, 1980–2010 Over the thirty-year period from 
1980 to 2010, the composition of U.S. families has changed 
considerably. What are the major changes that you can iden-
tify from this figure? What sociological factors do you think 
help explain this change and, similarly, what other changes in 
society do such changes in the composition of families then 
create? 
Data: U.S. Census Bureau. 2013. The 2012 Statistical Abstract. 
Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Commerce. www.census.gov

Family diversity is the norm in American society, with no one type of family shaping people’s experience.
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Many view the changes taking place in fami-
lies as positive. Women have new options and 
greater independence. Fathers are discovering 
that there can be great pleasure in domestic and 
child-care responsibilities. Change, however, also 
brings difficulties: balancing the demands of family 
and employment, coping with the interpersonal 
conflicts caused by changing expectations, and 
striving to make ends meet in families without 
sufficient financial resources. These changes 
bring new questions to the sociological study of 
families. 

Family affairs are believed to be private, but as 
an institution, the family is very much part of the 
public agenda. Many people believe that “fam-
ily breakdown” causes society’s greatest prob-
lems—thus the intense national discussion around 
so-called family values. Public policies shape family 
life directly and indirectly, and family life is now 
being openly negotiated in political arenas, corpo-
rate boardrooms, and courtrooms, as well as in the 
bedrooms, kitchens, and “family” rooms of indi-
vidual households. 
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Defining the Family 
The family is a social institution, that is, an established 
social system that emerges, changes, and persists 
over time. Institutions are “there”; we do not reinvent 
them every day, although people adapt in ways that 
make institutions constantly evolve, such as is the 
case with how families have changed over time. The 
family refers to a primary group of people—usually 
related by ancestry, marriage, or adoption—who form 
a cooperative economic unit to care for offspring 
and each other and who are committed to maintain-
ing the group over time (adapted from Lamanna and 
Riedmann 2012: 10). 

Families are part of what are more broadly con-
sidered to be kinship systems. A kinship system is 
the pattern of relationships that define people’s rela-
tionships to one another within a family. Kinship sys-
tems vary enormously across cultures and over time. 
In some societies, marriage is seen as a union of indi-
viduals. In others, marriage is seen as creating alliances 
between groups. In some kinship systems, marriages 
are arranged, possibly even involving a broker whose 
job is to conduct the financial transactions and arrange 
marriage ceremonies (Lu 2005). In still other kinship 
systems, maintaining multiple marriage partners may 
be the norm. Kinship systems can generally be catego-
rized by: 

●● how many marriage partners are permitted at one 
time;

●● who is permitted to marry whom;
●● how descent is determined;
●● how property is passed on;
●● where the family resides; and
●● how power is distributed.

Polygamy is the practice of men or women having mul-
tiple marriage partners. Polygamy usually involves one 
man having more than one wife, technically referred to 
as polygyny. Polyandry is the practice of a woman hav-
ing more than one husband, an extremely rare custom. 
Within the United States, polygamy is commonly asso-
ciated with Mormons, even though only a few Mormon 
fundamentalists (estimated to be only about 2 percent 
of the state population of Utah) now practice polygamy; 
those who practice polygamy do so without official 
church sanction (Brooke 1998). 

Monogamy is the practice of a sexually exclu-
sive marriage with one spouse at a time. Monogamy 
is the most common form of marriage in the United 
States and other Western industrialized nations. In the 
United States, monogamy is a cultural ideal that is pre-
scribed through law and promoted through religious 
teachings. Lifelong monogamy is not always realized, 
however, as evidenced by the high rate of divorce and 
extramarital affairs. Many sociologists characterize 

modern marriage as serial monogamy in which indi-
viduals may, over a lifetime, have more than one mar-
riage, but only one spouse at a time (Lamanna and 
Riedmann 2012). 

In addition to defining appropriate marriage part-
ners, kinship systems shape the distribution of prop-
erty in society by determining descent. Patrilineal 
kinship systems trace descent through the father; 
matrilineal kinship systems, through the mother. 
Bilateral kinship (or bilineal kinship) traces descent 
through both. You can see the continuing influence of 
patrilineal kinship in contemporary society by noting 
how children are typically given the name of the father, 
not the mother. Even though practices are evolving, it 
is still quite common for women to take men’s names 
when they marry. Matrilocal and patrilocal are terms 
used to describe where a married couple resides. In 
some societies, married couples are expected to move 
into the husband’s residence—or even the husband’s 
family residence. 

Kinship systems also determine who one can 
marry. Even without specific laws, society estab-
lishes normative expectations about appropriate 
marriage partners. In general, people in the United 
States marry people with very similar social char-
acteristics, such as class, race, religion, and educa-
tional backgrounds. Interracial marriage, although 
increasing, is still relatively infrequent—only about 
7  percent of married couples (U.S. Census Bureau 
2012a). Although interracial marriages are not com-
mon, a tremendous amount of energy has historically 
been put into preventing them. Laws have prohibited 
marriage between various groups, including between 
Whites and African Americans and between Whites 
and Chinese, Japanese, Filipinos, Hawaiians, Hin-
dus, and Native Americans. Not until 1967 were laws 
prohibiting interracial marriage declared unconsti-
tutional by the U.S. Supreme Court (Kennedy 2003; 
Takaki 1989). 

Extended Families 
Extended families are the whole network of parents, 
children, and other relatives who form a family unit. 
Sometimes extended families, or parts thereof, live 
together, sharing their labor and economic resources. 
In some contexts, “kin” may refer to those who are not 
related by blood or marriage but who are intimately 
involved in the family support system and are con-
sidered part of the family (Stack 1974). Othermothers 
may be a grandmother, sister, aunt, cousin, or a mem-
ber of the local community, but she is someone who 
provides extensive child care and receives recognition 
and support from the community around her (Collins 
1990: 119). This term emerged from the experience 
of African American women, whose historically dual 
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responsibilities in the family and work have meant that 
they have a history of creating alternative means of 
providing family care for children. Now this is a com-
mon practice for many families, including the Obama 
“first family”: Upon moving to the White House, the 
Obamas brought Michelle Obama’s mother, Marian 
Robinson, with them to assist with raising the Obama 
daughters, Malia and Sasha. 

The system of compadrazgo among Chicanos is 
another example of an extended kinship system. In 
this system, the family is enlarged by the inclusion 
of godparents, to whom the family feels a connec-
tion that is the equivalent of kinship. The result is an 
extended system of connections between “fictive kin” 
(those who are not related by birth but are considered 
part of the family) and actual kin that deeply affects 
family relationships among Chicanos (Baca Zinn  
et al. 2014). 

Nuclear Families 
In the nuclear family, a married couple resides 
together with their children. Like extended families, 
nuclear families develop in response to economic 
and social conditions. The origin of the nuclear family 
in Western society is tied to industrialization. Before 
industrialization, families were the basic economic 
unit of society. Large household units produced and 
distributed goods, whether in small communities or 
large plantation or feudal systems where slaves and 
peasants provided most of the labor. Production took 
place primarily in households, and all family mem-
bers were seen as economically vital. Household and 
production were united, with no sharp distinction 

between economic and domestic life. Women per-
formed and supervised much of the household work, 
engaged in agricultural labor, and produced clothes 
and food. The work of women, men, and children was 
also highly interdependent. Although the tasks each 
performed might differ, together they were a unit of 
economic production. 

With industrialization, paid labor was performed 
mostly away from the home in factories and public 
marketplaces. The transition to wages for labor cre-
ated an economy based on cash rather than domes-
tic production. Families became dependent on the 
wages that workers brought home. The shift to wage 
labor was accompanied by an assumption that men 
should earn the “family wage” (that is, be the bread-
winner). The family wage system paid men as paid 
laborers more than women, leaving women more eco-
nomically dependent on men. A man’s status was also 
enhanced by having a wife who could afford to stay 
at home—a privilege seldom accorded to working-
class or poor families. The family wage system is still 
reflected in the unequal wages of men and women 
and in the belief of some that men should be the pri-
mary breadwinner. 

The unique social conditions that racial–eth-
nic families have faced also affect the development 
of family systems. Disruptions posed by the experi-
ences of slavery, migration, and urban poverty affect 
how families are formed, their ability to stay together, 
the resources they have, and the problems they face. 
For example, historically, Chinese American labor-
ers were explicitly forbidden to form families by state 
laws designed to regulate the flow of labor. Only a 
small number of merchant families were exempt 
from the law. 

During the westward expansion of the United 
States, many Mexicans who had settled in the south-
west were displaced. The loss of their land disrupted 
their families and kinship systems. Some then found 
work in the mines that needed labor as the nation 
was industrializing. Employers thought they had 
better control over workers if they did not have their 
families with them so families were typically prohib-
ited from living with the working member (usually a 
man). One result was the development of prostitu-
tion camps that followed workers from place to place 
(Dill 1988).

Families continue to be influenced by social 
structural forces. Some families, particularly those 
with marginal incomes, find it necessary for the entire 
family to work to meet the economic needs of a house-
hold. Migration to a new land and exposure to new 
customs also disrupt traditional family values. The 
ability to form and sustain nuclear families is directly 
linked to the economic, political, and racial organiza-
tion of society.

Diversity can occur within families, as with this mixed- 
race family.
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→  See for YourSelF ←
Analyzing Family Structures
What is the kinship structure of your family? Make a list 
of all the people you consider to be part of your family. 
list them by name and then by your relationship (that 
is, father, sister, partner, othermother, and so forth). 

Then, using the concepts that describe kinship systems, 
identify the specific form of kinship that describes your 
family (nuclear, extended, matrilineal, patriarchal, and 
so forth). Are there characteristics of your family that 
suggest any need to revise these concepts? How does 
your family structure compare to that of other students 
in your class?

Picture this: A young couple, stars in 
their eyes, holding hands, intimacy in their 
demeanor. Newly in love, the couple imag-
ines a long and happy life together. When 
you visualize this couple, who do you see? 
If your imagination reflects the sociological 
facts, odds are that you did not imagine 
this to be an interracial couple. Although 
interracial couples are increasingly com-
mon (and have long existed), people are 
more likely to form relationships with those 
of their same race—as well as social class, 
for that matter. What do sociologists know 
about interracial dating and marriage?

First, patterns of interracial dating are 
influenced by race, gender, and ethnic-
ity. Among college students, for example, 
Black men and women are least likely to 
date (or even hook up) with a person of 
a different race, although Black men are 
more likely to do so than Black women. 
Hispanic and Asian students are more likely 
to date outside their group than Black 

Interracial Dating and Marriage
students, and White students are least 
likely to do so of all (McClintock 2010).

These patterns continue in marriage. 
Interracial marriages are on the rise, 
although they are still a small percent-
age of marriages formed. Hispanics and 
Whites are the most likely interracial 
couples; Asians and Hispanics are those 
most likely to marry someone outside 
of their own group. Whites are the least 
likely to do so (Pew Research Center 
2010; see also ▲ Figure 13.2). 

People in interracial relationships 
report negative reactions from their 
families; the majority of these were not 
extremely hostile but strong enough to 
put pressure on the interracial couple 
(Childs 2005; Dalmage 2000). Although 
most Blacks and Whites profess to have 
a color-blind stance toward interracial 
marriages, when pressed, they raise 
numerous qualifications and concerns 
about such pairings (Bonilla-Silva 2013). 

Regardless of these attitudes, interra-
cial marriage is on the rise, and attitudes 
are changing. But the facts about inter-
racial dating and marriage show how 
something seemingly “uncontrollable,” 
such as love, is indeed shaped by many 
sociological factors.

Sources: Childs, Erica Chito. 2005. Navigat-
ing Interracial Borders: Black-White Couples 
and Their Social World. New Brunswick, NJ: 
Rutgers University Press; Dalmage, Heather M. 
2000. Tripping on the Color Line: Black-White 
Multiracial Families in a Racially Divided World. 
New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press.

understanding diversity
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▲ Figure 13.2 Intermarriage 
Rates by Race and Ethnicity A small 
percentage of all marriages are interracial/
interethnic (4 percent in 2010), but the 
percentage of newlyweds who married 
someone of another race or ethnicity is 
higher, especially among some groups. 
How would you explain the sociologi-
cal factors that might affect these group 
differences in rates of intermarriage?
Source: Pew Research Center. 2010. Marrying 
Out: One-in-Seven New U.S. Marriages is 
Interracial or Interethnic. Washington, DC: Pew 
Research Center. www.pewsocialtrends.org

This marriage is unusual in that the most common form of 
Black-White marriages are ones between a Black man and 
a White woman. 
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Sociological Theory  
and Families 
Is the family a source of stability or change in society? 
Are families organized around harmonious interests, or 
are they sources of conflict and differential power? How 
do new family forms emerge, and how do people nego-
tiate the changes that affect families? These questions 
and others guide sociological theories of the family  
(see ◆ Table 13.1). 

Functionalist Theory and Families 
Functionalist theorists interpret the family as filling par-
ticular societal needs, including socializing the young, 
regulating sexual activity and procreation, providing 
physical care for family members, and giving psycho-
logical support and emotional security to individuals. 
According to functionalism, families exist to meet these 
needs and to ensure a consensus of values in society. In 
the functionalist framework, the family is conceptual-
ized as a mutually beneficial exchange, wherein women 
receive protection, economic support, and status in 
return for emotional and sexual support, household 
maintenance, and the production of offspring (Glenn 
1986). At the same time, men in traditional marriages 
get the services that women provide—housework, nur-
turing, food service, and sexual partnership. Function-
alists also see families as providing care for children, 
who are taught the values that society and the fam-
ily support. In addition, functionalists see the family 
as regulating reproductive activity, including cultural 
sanctions about sexuality. 

According to functionalist theory, when societies 
experience disruption and change, institutions such 
as the family become disorganized, weakening social 
cohesion. Currently, some analysts interpret the family 
as “breaking down” under societal strains. Functional-
ist theory suggests that this breakdown is the result of 
the disorganizing forces that rapid social change has 
fostered. 

Functionalists also note that, over time, other insti-
tutions have begun to take on some functions originally 
performed solely by the family. For example, as chil-
dren now attend school earlier in life and stay in school 
for longer periods of the day, schools (and other care-
givers) have taken on some functions of physical care 
and socialization originally reserved for the family. 
Functionalists would say that the diminishment of the 
family’s functions produces further social disorganiza-
tion because the family no longer carefully integrates 
its members into society. To functionalists, the family 
is shaped by the template of society. Such things as the 
high rate of divorce and the rising numbers of female-
headed and single-parent households are the result of 
social disorganization. 

Conflict Theory and Families 
Conflict theory interprets the family as a system of 
power relations that reinforces and reflects the inequal-
ities in society. Conflict theorists also are interested 
in how families are affected by class, race, and gender 
inequality. This perspective sees families as the units 
through which the advantages, as well as the disad-
vantages, of race, class, and gender are acquired. Con-
flict theorists view families as essential to maintaining 

 ◆ Table 13.1 Theoretical Perspectives on Families

Functionalism Conflict Theory Symbolic Interaction Feminist Theory

Families Meet the needs of society 
to socialize children and 
reproduce new members

Reinforce and support power 
relations in society

Emerge as people inter-
act to meet basic needs 
and develop meaningful 
relationships

Are gendered institutions 
that reflect the gender 
hierarchies in society

Teach people the norms 
and values of society

Inculcate values consistent 
with the needs of dominant 
institutions

Are where people learn 
social identities through  
their interactions with  
others

Are a primary agent of 
gender socialization

Are organized around a 
harmony of interests

Are sites for conflict and 
diverse interests of different 
family members

Are places where people 
negotiate their roles and 
relationships with each  
other

Involve a power imbal-
ance between men and 
women

Experience social disor-
ganization (“breakdown”) 
when society undergoes 
rapid social changes

Change as the economic 
organization of society 
changes

Change as people develop 
new understandings of  
family life

Evolve in new forms as 
the society becomes 
more or less egalitarian
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The family is the major institution where socialization of 
children occurs.
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inequality in society because they are the vehicles 
through which property and social status are acquired 
(Baca et al. 2014). 

The conflict perspective also emphasizes that 
families in the United States are shaped by capitalism. 
The family is vital to capitalism because it produces 
the workers that capitalism requires. Accordingly, per-
sonalities within families are shaped to the needs of a 
capitalist system; thus, families socialize children to 
become obedient, subordinate to authority, and good 
consumers. Those who learn these traits become the 
kinds of workers and consumers that capitalism needs. 
Families also serve capitalism in other ways; giving a 
child an allowance teaches a child capitalist habits 
involving money. 

Whereas functionalist theory conceptualizes the 
family as an integrative institution (meaning it has 
the function of maintaining social stability), conflict 
theorists depict the family as an institution subject 
to the same conflicts and tensions that character-
ize the rest of society. Families are not isolated from 
the problems facing society as a whole. The strug-
gles brought on by racism, class inequality, sexism, 
homophobia, and other social conflicts are played 
out within family life. 

Symbolic Interaction Theory 
and Families 
Symbolic interaction emphasizes that meanings people 
give to their behavior and that of others is the basis of 
social interaction. Those who study families from this 
perspective tend to take a more microscopic view of 
families. Symbolic interaction theorists might ask how 

different people define and understand their family 
experience. Symbolic interaction studies how people 
negotiate family relationships, such as deciding who 
does what housework, how they will arrange child care, 
and how they will balance the demands of work and 
family life. 

To illustrate, when people get married, they form 
a new relationship and new identities with specific 
meanings within society. Some changes may seem 
very abrupt—a change of name certainly requires 
adjustment, as does being called a husband or wife. 
Other changes are more subtle—how one is treated by 
others and the privileges couples enjoy (such as being 
a recognized legal unit). Symbolic interaction theory 
interprets the marriage relationship as socially con-
structed; that is, it evolves through the definitions that 
others in society give it as well as through the evolv-
ing definition of self that married partners make for 
themselves. 

The symbolic interaction perspective understands 
that roles within families are not fixed, but rather evolve 
as participants define and redefine their behavior 
toward each other. Symbolic interaction is especially 
helpful in understanding changes in the family because 
it supplies a basis for analyzing new meaning systems 
and the evolution of new family forms over time. 

Feminist Theory and Families 
Feminist theory has contributed new ways of concep-
tualizing the family by focusing sociological analyses 
on women’s experiences in the family and by mak-
ing gender a central concept in analyzing the family 
as a social institution. Feminist theories of the family 
emerged initially as a criticism of functionalist the-
ory. Feminist scholars argued that functionalist the-
ory assumed that the gender division of labor in the 
household is functional for society. Feminists have 
also been critical of functional theory for assuming an 
inevitable gender division of labor within the family. 
Feminist critics argue that, although functionalists 
may see the gender division of labor as functional, 
it is based on stereotypes about men’s and women’s 
roles. 

Influenced by the assumptions of conflict theory, 
feminist scholars do not see the family as serving the 
needs of all members equally. Quite the contrary, 
feminists have noted that the family is one of the 
primary institutions producing the gender relations 
found in society. Feminist theory conceptualizes 
the family as a system of power relations and social 
conflict. In this sense, it emerges from conflict the-
ory, but adds that the family is a gendered institution 
(see Chapter 11). Each of the different theoretical 
perspectives illuminates different features of family 
experiences. 

The family is the major institution where socialization of 
children occurs.

Ju
pi

te
rim

ag
es

/P
ho

to
s.

co
m

03083_ch13_ptg01.indd   313 18/08/15   10:35 AM

Copyright 2017 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).
Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.
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→Thinking Sociologically 

Apply sociological theory to thinking about your own 
family. What do each of the theories identified here 
(functionalism, conflict theory, symbolic interaction, 
feminist theory) reveal about your family?

Diversity among 
Contemporary American 
Families 
Today, the family is one of the most rapidly changing 
of all of society’s institutions. Families are systems of 
social relationships that emerge in response to social 
conditions that, in turn, shape the future direction of 
society. There is no static or natural form for the family. 
Change and variation in families are social facts. 

Among other changes, families today are smaller 
than in the past. There are fewer births, and they are 
more closely spaced, although these characteristics of 
families vary by social class, region of residence, race, 
and other factors. Because of longer life expectancy, 
childbearing and child rearing now occupy a smaller 
fraction of parents’ adult life. During earlier periods, 
death (often from childbirth) was more likely to claim 
the mother than the father of small children. Men in 
the past would have been more likely than now to raise 
children on their own after the death of a spouse. That 
trend is now reversed; women are now more likely to 
be widowed with children, and death, once the major 
cause of early family disruption, has been replaced by 
divorce (Cherlin 2010; Rossi and Rossi 1990). 

Demographic and structural changes have re sulted 
in great diversity in family forms. Married couples now 
make up a smaller proportion of households than was 
true even thirty years ago. Single-parent households 
have increased dramatically. Divorced and never-
married people make up a larger proportion of the pop-
ulation. Overall, married-couple families make up about 
half of all households. Single-parent households (typi-
cally headed by women), post-childbearing couples, gay 
and lesbian couples, childless households, and single 
people are increasingly common (U.S. Census Bureau 
2012b). Now people may also spend more years caring 
for elderly parents than they did raising their children. 

Female-Headed Households 
One of the greatest changes in family life is the increase 
in the number of families headed by women. One-
quarter of all children live with one parent, the vast 
majority of whom (87  percent) live with their mother. 
Although a large number of those living with one parent 
do so because of divorce, the largest number live with 

one parent who has never been married. One-quarter 
of all households are headed by women, although the 
number of households headed by single fathers has 
also increased. The odds of living in a single-parent 
household are even greater for African American and 
Latino children (U.S. Census Bureau 2012b). 

The two primary causes for the growing number 
of women heading their own households are the high 
rate of pregnancy among unmarried teens and the high 
divorce rate, with death of a spouse also contributing. As 
discussed in Chapter 12, even though the rate of preg-
nancy among teenagers has declined, the proportion of 
teen births occurring outside marriage has increased. 

Many people see the increase of female-headed 
households as representing a breakdown of the family 
and a weakening of social values. An alternative view, 
however, is that the rise of female-headed households 
reflects the growing independence of women, some of 
whom are making decisions to raise children on their 
own. Not all female-headed households are women 
who have never married; many are divorced and wid-
owed women whose circumstances may be quite dif-
ferent from those of a younger, never-married woman. 

Some claim that female-headed households are 
linked to problems such as delinquency, the school 
dropout rate, children’s poor self-image, and other 
social problems. Sometimes the cause of these troubles 
is attributed explicitly to the absence of men in the fam-
ily. Sociologists, however, have not found the absence 
of men as the basis for such problems. Rather, the pres-
ence of economic pressure faced by female-headed 
households, compared with that of male-headed 
households, puts female-headed households under 
great strain of the threat of poverty. Add to this fact 
that of the mothers who are supposed to receive child 
support, fewer than half actually get the full amount 
and one-quarter never receive any at all (U.S. Census 
Bureau 2014). Among female-headed households with 
children, one-third live below the poverty line, with 
the rates of poverty highest among Black and Hispanic 
female-headed households (DeNavas-Walt and Proc-
tor 2014). It is not the makeup of households headed 
by women that is a problem but the fact that they are 
most likely to be poor. This phenomenon was discussed 
in Chapter 8 as the feminization of poverty. 

Debunking Society’s Myths←
Myth: Absence of fathers is the cause of numerous 
social problems; if these fathers would just adopt “family 
values,” families would be stronger and children wouldn’t 
get into so much trouble.
Sociological Perspective: The mere presence of a man 
in a family does not in itself prevent family problems. 
Concerns about father-absent families are typically 
directed at poor, not middle-class, families. Research 
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on never-married, poor African American fathers finds 
that they typically want to provide for their children, may 
spend a lot of time with their children, and want to be 
good fathers, but find that their life opportunities make it 
difficult to do so (Edin and nelson 2013; Coles and green 
2009; Hamer 2001). 

Although women head the majority of single-
parent families, families headed by a single father are 
increasing. Male-headed households are, however, less 
likely than female-headed households to experience 
severe economic problems. Unlike female-headed 
households where a man is not present to help with 
housework and children, single fathers commonly get 
domestic help from women—either girlfriends, daugh-
ters, or mothers (Popenoe 2001). 

Married-Couple Families 
Married-couple families, long the social norm in U.S. 
society, are rapidly changing. No longer does marriage 
refer only to heterosexual couples, as same-sex marriage 
is increasingly common. One of the biggest changes 
affecting married couples, especially heterosexual cou-
ples, is the increased participation of women in the paid 
labor force. This change has added new challenges to 
family life. Families now are able to sustain a median 
income level only by having both partners in the paid 

labor force. As a result, families are experiencing sub-
stantial social speedup, a term reflecting the common 
feeling among working parents that there is too much 
to do and too little time to do it. 

Women’s labor force participation has created 
other changes in family life. One is the number of mar-
ried couples who have commuter marriages, when work 
requires one partner in a dual-career couple to reside in 
a different city, separated by jobs too distant for a daily 
commute. The common image of a commuter marriage 
is one consisting of a prosperous professional couple, 
each holding important jobs, flashing credit cards, and 
using airplanes like taxis. However, working-class and 
poor couples also do their share of long-distance com-
muting: Agricultural workers follow seasonal work; 
skilled laborers sometimes have to leave their families 
to find jobs; and many families cross national borders 
in search of work, often separating one or both parents 
and children. Although their commute may be less 
glamorous than that of professional spouses, they are 
commuting nonetheless. When all types of commuter 
marriages are included, this form of marriage is more 
prevalent than is typically imagined. 

Stepfamilies 
Because of the rise in divorce and remarriage, step-
families are now fairly common in the United States. 
They take numerous forms, including married adults 

Cultural norms about motherhood and 
fatherhood come from many places, but 
the media are certainly strong influences 
on how family ideals—and the ideals 
for mothers and fathers—are created in 
society. Media images of the family have 
certainly changed since the inception 
of television. In the 1930s, “Hollywood 
codes”—that is, official rules in Holly-
wood about what could and could not be 
seen in movies and, later, on television—
meant that families were always shown 
with two parents, marriage intact, father 
working, and mom staying at home. 
Parents never talked about sex; indeed, 
it appeared as though they never had it 
because the codes forbade any nudity 
and required that scenes of passion not 
excite the audience. As a result, bedroom 

Idealizing Family Life
scenes between married couples typi-
cally only showed twin beds.

Now, family images on television are 
more diverse. Programs like Modern 
Family, The New Normal, and Two and 
a Half Men show very different images 
of family life. Still, the media continue 
to construct an ideal for family life—one 
that continues to stereotype men and 
women in family roles. Earlier research, 
based on systematic content analysis 
of the media, found the following: Most 
family characters are middle class. Men 
appearing with children are most likely 
to be shown outside; they are also more 
likely to be seen with boys, not girls.

●● Fathers are infrequently seen with 
infants.

●● Fathers are shown playing with, read-
ing to, talking with, and eating with 
children, but not preparing meals, 
cleaning house, changing diapers,  
and so forth.

●● Women are disproportionately shown 
in family settings in the media.

If you were to systematically study con-
temporary family shows, would you find 
the same results? What has changed? 
What has not? What gender stereotypes 
do you find in family shows? How do the 
images in the media influence people’s 
views of ideal family roles? 

Sources: Kaufman, Gayle. 1999. “The Portrayal  
of Men’s Family Roles in Television Commercials.” 
Sex Roles 41 (September): 439–458; Coltrane, 
Scott, and Melinda Messineo. 2000. “The  
Perpetuation of Subtle Prejudice: Race and 
Gender Imagery in 1990s Television Advertising.” 
Sex Roles 42 (March): 363–389.

a sociological eye on the media
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with stepchildren, cohabiting stepparents, and step-
parents who do not reside together (Stewart 2001). 
About 40 percent of marriages involve stepchildren. 
Stepfamilies may face a difficult period in the tran-
sition when two families blend, introducing people 
to a “new” family. Parents and children may have to 
learn new roles when they become part of a stepfam-
ily. Children accustomed to being the oldest child in 
the family, or the youngest, may find that their sta-
tus in the family group is suddenly transformed. New 
living arrangements may require children to share 
rooms, toys, and time with people they perceive as 
strangers. 

In stepfamilies, the parenting roles of mothers and 
fathers suddenly may expand to include more children, 
each with his or her needs. Jealousy, competition, and 
demands for time and attention can make the relation-
ships within stepfamilies tense. The problems are com-
pounded by the absence of norms and institutional 
support systems for stepfamilies. Without norms to 
follow, people have to adapt by creating new language 
to refer to family members and new relationships. 
Many develop strong relationships within this new 
kinship system; others find the adjustment extremely 
difficult, resulting in a high probability of divorce 
among remarried couples with children (Baca Zinn  
et al. 2014). 

Gay and Lesbian Households 
The increased visibility of gay and lesbian families has 
challenged the traditional understanding of families 
as only heterosexual. A growing number of states have 
recognized gay marriages as legal. Even without state 
support, many gay and lesbian couples form long-term, 
primary relationships that they define as marriage. 
Like other families, gay and lesbian couples share liv-
ing arrangements and household expenses, make deci-
sions as partners, and in many cases, raise children 
(Mezey 2008). 

As we saw in Chapter 12, the number of Americans 
who think same-sex marriage should be legal (55 per-
cent) has increased quite dramatically (McCarthy 
2014). Same-sex marriage tends to be more acceptable 
in the eyes of younger people than older groups, rais-
ing the question of whether social support for gay mar-
riages will increase over time or whether young people 
will shift their values as they age. 

Public opinion polls do not tell the whole story 
about acceptance of same-sex couples. Although 
more people now express support for the formal rights 
of same-sex couples, fewer people accept the informal 
rights that heterosexual couples enjoy—such as show-
ing affection in public (Doan et al. 2014). Gains in the 
approval of formal rights for same-sex couples are 
important, but on a day-to-day basis, the less formal 

ways that couples experience acceptance are just 
as significant. It also remains the case that, in many 
states, gays and lesbians who form strong and lasting 
relationships do so without formal institutional sup-
port. Without the full benefits of citizenship—both 
formal and informal—same-sex couples have had to 
be innovative in producing new support systems.

Debunking Society’s Myths←
Myth: The extent to which the public accepts same-sex 
relationships is best indicated by the increase in public 
support for the right of same-sex couples to marry. 
Sociological Perspective: Sociologists make a distinc-
tion in formal rights and informal privileges. Formal rights 
would include the legal right to marry; informal privileges 
mean such things as being able to demonstrate affection 
in public without ridicule or consequence. Sociological 
research finds that even though more people are accept-
ing of formal rights for same-sex couples, they are less 
accepting of the informal privileges than heterosexual 
couples (Doan et al. 2014).

Gay and lesbian couples also tend to be more flex-
ible and less gender-stereotyped in their household 
roles than heterosexual couples. Lesbian households, 
in particular, are more egalitarian than are either het-
erosexual or gay male couples. Money also has less 
effect on the balance of power in lesbian relationships 
than is true for heterosexual couples. However, where 
one partner is the primary breadwinner and the other 
the primary caregiver for children, the partner staying 
at home becomes economically vulnerable and less 
able to negotiate her needs, just as in heterosexual rela-
tionships (Sullivan 1996). 

The new family forms that lesbian and gay cou-
ples are creating mean that they have to actively con-
struct new meanings of such things as motherhood. 
Researchers find that they do so in ways that are col-
laborative, including elaborate networks of family and 
friends (Dalton and Bielby 2000; Dunne 2000). To date, 
most gay fathers are those who have children from a 
previous heterosexual marriage, although the number 
of gay men adopting children is increasing.

Public debate about gay marriage often centers 
on the implications for children raised in gay and les-
bian families. Research on children in gay and lesbian 
households finds that, for the most part, there is little 
difference in outcomes for children raised in gay and 
lesbian households compared to those raised in het-
erosexual households. What differences are found 
result from other factors—not just the parents’ sexual 
orientation. The greatest differences are the result 
of the homophobia that is directed against children 
in lesbian and gay families, who are very likely to be 
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stigmatized by others. Such children are also less likely 
to develop stereotypical gender roles and are more 
open-minded about sexual matters, although they are 
no more likely to become gay themselves (Stacey and 
Biblarz 2001). If we lived in a society more tolerant of 
diversity, the differences that emerge might be viewed 
as strengths, not deficits. 

Single People 
Single people, including those never married, wid-
owed, divorced, and separated, today constitute half 
of the population (of those over age 15; U.S. Census 
Bureau 2013). Some of the increase is a result of the 
rising number of divorced people, but there has also 
been an increase in the number of those never married 
(31 percent of the population over age 15 and one-third 
of those aged 30 to 34). Men and women are also marry-
ing at a later age—at age 26 on average for women, age 
28 for men, compared with age 21 for women and age 
23 for men in 1980 (Copen et al. 2012). 

Among singles, patterns of establishing intimate 
relationships have changed significantly. “Hooking 
up”—a phrase referring to a casual sexual alliance 
between two people—has supplanted dating as the 
pattern by which young people get to know each other. 
Courtship no longer follows preestablished norms. 
Hooking up is widespread on college campuses and 
influences the campus culture, although only a minor-
ity of students engages in it (about 40  percent of col-
lege women). Hooking up carries multiple meanings. 
For some, it means kissing; for others, it means sexual-
genital play, but not intercourse; for some, it means 
sexual intercourse. The vagueness of the term contrib-
utes to its becoming a shared cultural phenomenon. A 
majority of college women say that hooking up makes 
them feel desirable, but also awkward, and they are 
wary of getting a bad reputation from hooking up too 
often. The majority of college women still want to meet 
a spouse while at college (Hamilton and Armstrong 
2009; Bogle 2008). 

The path to a committed relationship, possibly 
marriage, involves increasing phases of commitment 
and sexual exclusivity. Many people find the same 
sexual and emotional gratification in single life as they 
would in marriage. Being single is also no longer the 
stigma it once was, especially for women. Increasing 
numbers of single people are also forming new types 
of families. As one example, sociologist Rosanna Hertz 
has studied women who become mothers by choice 
outside of marriage. In some cases, these are women 
who have not found marriage partners or do not want 
one. Some are lesbian; many are not. Hertz has studied 
how these women form new family structures, drawing, 
for example, on kin and friendship networks for familial 
support (R. Hertz 2006). 

Such changes in family patterns reflect an impor-
tant sociological conclusion: The particular form of the 
family per se does not predict happiness so much as 
other social factors, including financial resources, the 
presence of conflict and violence, and the presence of 
stressful life problems. 

Cohabitation (living together) has become increas-
ingly common. Some of the increase is the result of 
better census taking, but the increase is also real. 
Almost two-thirds of married couples now live together 
before marriage, compared to only 10 percent in 1970. 
Although some cohabit because they are critical of the 
existing norms surrounding marriage (Elizabeth 2000), 
living together has become a common pattern prior to 
marriage, leading many to ask if living together before 
marriage stabilizes or destabilizes marriage. 

Comparing those who lived together before marriage 
and those who did not, current research finds that co-
habiting couples report little difference in the quality of 
marriage compared to couples who did not live together 
before marriage. The greatest predictor of marital quality 
among those who lived together seems to be the presence 
of children. That is, those couples who had children prior 
to marriage report lower-equality marriages than those 
who did not have children prior to marriage. Regardless 
of cohabitation prior to marriage, however, research-
ers also find that all couples report lower quality in their 
marriages over time (Tach and Halpern-Meekin 2009). 

In addition to couples living together, a grow-
ing number of single people are remaining in their 
parents’ homes for longer periods of time. Known as 
the boomerang generation, or “accordion families,” 
young people in their twenties are returning home 
when they would normally be expected to live inde-
pendently. A much higher proportion of young adults 
now live with their parents than at any time since the 
1940s. Nearly one-third (three in ten) young adults 
between ages 25 and 34 now live with their parents, 
compared to only 11  percent in 1980 (Parker 2012). 
For most, this is for financial reasons, although the 
particulars differ across social class. Working-class 
young adults tend to have never left while young 
people in middle- and upper-middle class fami-
lies are more likely to “boomerang”— that is, return 
home to save rent money while perhaps establish-
ing a career or attending school (Klinenberg 2012; 
Newman 2012). 

Marriage and Divorce 
Even with the extraordinary diversity of family forms 
in the United States, the majority of people will still 
marry at some point in their lives (see ▲ Figure 13.3). 
Indeed, the United States has the highest rate of mar-
riage of any Western industrialized nation, as well as a 
high divorce rate. 
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Marriage 
The picture of marriage as a consensual unit based on 
intimacy, economic cooperation, and mutual goals 
is widely shared, although marital relationships also 
involve a complex set of social dynamics, including 
cooperation and conflict, different patterns of resource 
allocation, and a division of labor. Sociologists must 
be careful not to romanticize marriage to the point 
that they miss other significant social patterns within 
marriage. 

Gender roles are a significant reality of family life, 
shaping power dynamics within marriage, as well as 
the allocation of work, the degree of marital happi-
ness, the likelihood of marital violence, and even the 
leisure time that each partner has. Although people 
do not like to think of marriage as a power relation-
ship, gender shapes the power that men and women 
have within marriage, as it does in other relationships. 
For one thing, sociologists have long found that the 
amount of money a person earns establishes that per-
son’s relative power within the marriage, including the 
ability to influence decisions, the degree of autonomy 
and independence held by each partner, and the con-
trol of expectations about family life. Despite changes 
in women wanting to work outside the home, men in 

most marriages (64 percent) are the sole or major earn-
ers (Raley et al. 2006). Studies also find that even when 
wives earn substantially more than their husbands, 
rare as that is, couples tend to negotiate marital power 
within the confines of traditional gender expectations 
(Tichenor 2005). 

Within marriage, gender also shapes the divi-
sion of household labor. Women do far more work in 
the home and have less leisure time (Sarkasian and 
Gerstel 2012). Most employed mothers do two jobs—
the so-called second shift of housework after work-
ing all day in a paid job (Hochschild and Machung 
1989)—a pattern that exists not just in the United 
States, but in other nations as well (see ▲ Figure 13.4). 
Indeed, sociologists have now even identified the third 
shift of women’s work—that is, the greater amount of 
help that women compared to men give to family and 
friends, such as assisting those who are sick, prepar-
ing holiday celebrations, planning family visits, and so 
forth (Gerstel 2000). It is little wonder that people are 
feeling that they have less and less time. 

Are men more involved in housework than in the 
past? Yes and no. Men report that they do more house-
work, but they devote only slightly more of their time 
to housework than in the past. Estimates vary regard-
ing the amount of housework that men do, but studies 
generally find a large gap between the number of hours 
women give to housework and child care and the hours 
men give (Offer 2014; Sayer and Fine 2011). Even among 
couples where both partners are employed, women 
still do more of the housework in most cases. Fathers 
do more when there is a child under two in the house, 
but the increase is mostly accounted for by the amount 
of child care men provide, not the housework they do. 
The end result is that men have more time for leisure 
than do women (Craig and Mullan 2013). Sociologists 
have found that the allocation of housework is greatly 
affected by men’s and women’s experience in their own 
families of origin; those from households with a more 
egalitarian division of labor are likely to carry this into 
their own relationships (Cunningham 2001). 

Despite a widespread belief that young professional 
couples are the most egalitarian, studies find that there 
is little difference across social class in the amount of 
housework that men do. Even women who are earning 
more than their husbands do more of the housework 
(Tichenor 2005). Hispanic and Asian women tend to 
devote more time to housework than do White or Black 
women, though there are smaller gender differences 
in the housework men and women do among African 
American couples, possibly because of the long pattern 
of Black women’s likelihood of employment (Craig and 
Mullan 2013). Within all families, housework and other 
forms of family care are negotiated, but typically within 
the confines of existing gender ideologies (Legerski and 
Cornwall 2010). 
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▲ Figure 13.3 Marital Status of the U.S. Population 
by Race What differences in marital status do you observe 
here, comparing different racial–ethnic groups? What might 
explain some of the differences you see?  
Data: U.S. Census Bureau. 2013. America’s Families and Living 
Arrangements. Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Commerce.  
www.census.gov
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Although marriage can be seen as a romantic and 
intimate relationship between two people, it can also be 
seen within a sociological context. Marriage relation-
ships are shaped by a vast array of social factors, not just 
the commitment of two people to each other. You see 
this especially when examining marital conflicts. Life 
events, such as the birth of a child, job loss, retirement, 
and other family commitments, such as elder care or 
caring for a child with special needs, all influence the 
degree of marital conflict and stability (Moen et al. 
2001). As conditions in society change, people make 
adjustments within their relationships, but how well 
they can cope within a marriage depends on a large 
array of sociological, not just individual, factors. 

Divorce 
The United States leads the world not only in the number 
of people who marry, but also in the number of people 
who divorce. More than sixteen million people have 
divorced but not remarried in the population today; 
more women are in this group than men because women 
are less likely to remarry following a divorce. Since 1960, 
the rate of divorce has more than doubled, although it 
has declined recently since its all-time high in 1980.

You will often hear that one in every two marriages 
ends in divorce, but this is a misleading statistic. The 
marriage rate is 7.1 marriages per 1000 people and the 
divorce rate, 3.5 per 1000 people (U.S. Census Bureau 
2012a). At first glance, it appears that there are half 
as many divorces as marriages. The marriage rate is, 

however, the number of marriages formed in a year and 
does not include the number of continuing marriages; 
thus, divorce is not as widespread as one in every two of 
all marriages. 

Still, the rate of divorce is high and has risen since 
1950, though it has been declining since 1980. The like-
lihood of divorce is also not equally distributed across 
all social groups. Divorce is more likely for couples 
who marry young, while in their teens or early twen-
ties. Second marriages are more likely than first mar-
riages to end in divorce. Divorce is somewhat higher 
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▲ Figure 13.4 Men’s and Women’s leisure 
Worldwide This graph shows the greater number 
of leisure minutes per day that men report relative to 
women. What social factors do you think affect men’s 
greater leisure in these different countries?  
Source: OECD. 2009. Society at a Glance—OECD Social Indica-
tors. www.oecd.org/els/social/indicators/SAG
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Research Question: Much research 
has documented the fact that women 
do the majority of the housework and 
child care within families. Why? Many 
have explained it as the result of gender 
socialization—women learn early on to 
be nurturing and responsible for others, 
whereas men are less likely to do so. Yet, 
things are changing, and some men are 
more involved in the “care work” of fam-
ily life. What explains whether men will 
be more engaged in family care work?

Research Method: Sociologists Naomi 
Gerstel and Sally Gallagher studied a 
sample of 188 married people. They 
interviewed ninety-four husbands and 
ninety-four wives, married to each other; 
the sample was 86 percent White and 
14 percent African American but was too 
small to examine similarities or differ-
ences by race.

Research Results: You might expect 
that men who had attitudes expressing 

Men’s Caregiving
support for men’s family responsibilities 
would be more involved in family care 
(defined by Gerstel and Gallagher to 
include elder care, child care, and vari-
ous household tasks). This is not what 
Gerstel and Gallagher found. Gender 
attitudes did not influence men’s involve-
ment in caregiving.

Rather, the characteristics of the 
men’s families were the most influential 
determinant of their engagement in 
housework and child care. Men whose 
wives spent the most time helping kin 
and men who had daughters were more 
likely to help kin. Having sons had no 
influence. In addition, men with more 
sisters tended to spend less time helping 
with elder parents than men with fewer 
sisters. Furthermore, men’s employ-
ment (measured as hours employed, job 
flexibility, and job stability) did not affect 
their involvement in care work.

Conclusions and Implications: It is 
the social structure of the family, not 

gender beliefs, that shapes men’s 
involvement in family work. As the 
researchers put it, “It is primarily the 
women in men’s lives who shape 
the amount and types of care men 
provide” (Gerstel and Gallagher 2001: 
211). This study shows a most impor-
tant sociological point: Social struc-
ture, not just individual attitudes, is the 
most significant determinant of social 
behavior.

Questions to Consider
1. Who does the work in your family? 

Is it related to the social organiza-
tion of your family, as Gerstel and 
Gallagher find in other families?

2. Do you think that men’s gen-
der identity changes when they 
become more involved in care 
work? What hinders and/or facili-
tates men’s engagement in this 
kind of work?

Source: Gerstel, Naomi, and Sally Gallagher. 
2001. “Men’s Caregiving: Gender and the 
Contingent Character of Care.” Gender & 
Society 15 (April): 197–217.

doing sociological research

among low-income couples, a fact reflecting the strains 
that financial problems create. Divorce is also some-
what higher among African Americans than among 
Whites, partially because African Americans make up 
a disproportionate part of lower-income groups. His-
panics have a lower rate of divorce than either Whites 
or Blacks, probably the result of religious influence. It 
has long been the case that marriages where the wife 
has more education than the husband were more likely 
to end in divorce, but that tendency has disappeared 

among more recently married couples. Sociologists 
interpret this as indicative of a shift away from rigid gen-
der expectations in marriage (Schwartz and Han 2014).

A number of factors contribute to the current 
high rate of divorce in the United States. Demographic 
changes (shifts in the composition of the population) 
are part of the explanation. The rise in life expectancy, 
for example, has an effect on the length of marriages. In 
earlier eras, people died younger, and thus the average 
length of marriages was shorter. Some marriages that 

Is It True?*

True False

1. Half of all marriages end in divorce.

2. Children who grow up in gay or lesbian families are likely to become gay.

3. Single people are a larger proportion of the population than was true in the past.

4. Children are better off growing up in a home where mothers are not employed.

5. Putting in long hours at work is bad for the health of families.

*The answers can be found on the next page.

03083_ch13_ptg01.indd   320 18/08/15   10:35 AM

Copyright 2017 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).
Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



FAMIlIES AnD RElIgIOn  321

Is It True? (Answers)

1. FAlSE. The divorce rate is based on the number of divorces in one year per 1000 people in the population; the marriage 
rate, the number of marriages in one year per 1000 people. This does nOT mean that half of all marriages end in divorce 
because marriages made in one year can last many years beyond, and thus not all marriages are counted. 

2. FAlSE. There is little difference in outcomes for children growing up in gay or lesbian households relative to those living in 
heterosexual households, including their later sexual orientation (Stacey and Biblarz 2001).

3. TRUE. The number of never-married people has increased substantially since the 1970s, as have the number of divorced 
people in the population (U.S. Census Bureau 2013).

4. FAlSE. Researchers find no negative influence of parental employment per se on children; far more significant are other 
conditions, especially the economic stability of the family and other stresses for children that emerge from conflict and 
violence (Perry-Jenkins et al. 2000).

5. FAlSE. Although balancing the demands of work and family is stressful for women and men, various factors shape whether 
family members’ health is negatively affected. Men’s longer working hours actually reduce stress for the wife, mainly because of 
the increased resources the increased work brings to the family. Wives’ longer working hours, on the other hand, predict worse 
health for husbands, explained by their lessening of time for exercise as family demands increase (Kleiner and Pavalko 2014).

earlier would have ended with the death of a spouse 
may now be dissolved by divorce. Still, cultural factors 
also contribute to divorce. 

In the United States, individualism is a cultural 
norm, placing a high value on a person’s satisfac-
tion within marriage. The cultural orientation toward 
individualism may predispose people to terminate 
a marriage in which they are personally unhappy. In 
other cultural contexts (including this society years 
ago), marriage, no matter how difficult, may be seen 
as an unbreakable bond, regardless of whether one is 
unhappy. Even with the American belief in individual-
ism, people still value the ideal of lifelong romantic love 
and the security of a long-term partner, whether or not 
they are able to actually achieve this (Hull et al. 2010). 

Changes in women’s roles also are related to the 
rate of divorce. Women today are now less financially 
dependent on husbands than in the past, even though 
they still earn less. As a result, the economic interde-
pendence that once bound women and men as a mari-
tal unit is no longer as strong. Although most married 
women would be less well off without access to their 
husband’s income, they could probably still support 
themselves. This can make it possible for people to end 
marriages that they find unsatisfactory. 

For people in unhappy marriages, divorce, though 
painful and financially risky, can be a positive option 
(Kurz 1995). The belief that couples should stay together 
for the sake of the children is now giving way to a belief, 
supported by research, that a marriage with protracted 
conflict is more detrimental to children than divorce. 
Although there are periodic public outcries about the 
negative effect of divorce on children, many other fac-
tors influence their long-term psychological and social 
adjustment. Few children feel relieved or pleased by 
divorce; feelings of sadness, fear, loss, and anger are 

common, along with desires for reconciliation and 
feelings of conflicting loyalties. Most children adjust 
to divorce reasonably well after a year or so. Moreover, 
children’s adjustment is influenced most by factors that 
precede the divorce. 

The single most important factor influencing 
children’s poor adjustment to divorce is marital vio-
lence and prolonged discord (Amato et al. 2007; 
Amato 2010). The emotional strain on children is sig-
nificantly reduced if the couple remains amicable. If 
both parents remain active in the upbringing of the 
children, the evidence shows that children do not suf-
fer from divorce. Especially important is the ability of 
the mother to be an effective parent after a divorce. 
Her ability to be effective can be influenced by the 
resources she has and her ongoing relationship with 
the father (Baxter et al. 2011). 

In the aftermath of divorce, many fathers become 
distant from their children. Sociologists have argued 
that the tradition of defining men in terms of their role 
as breadwinners minimizes the attachment they feel for 
their children. If the family is then disrupted, they may 
feel that their primary responsibility, as financial pro-
vider, is lessened, leaving them with a diminished sense 
of obligation to their children. 

Family Violence 
Generally speaking, the family is depicted as a private 
sphere where members are nurtured and protected, 
existing away from the influences of the outside world. 

Although this is the experience of many, families 
also can be locales for violence, disruption, and con-
flict. Family violence, hidden for many years, is a phe-
nomenon that has recently been the subject of much 
sociological research. 
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Domestic Violence and Abuse 
Estimates of the extent of domestic violence are hard to 
come by and notoriously unreliable because the major-
ity of cases of domestic violence go unreported. The 
National Centers for Disease Control estimates that 
33 percent of women will be raped, physically assaulted, 
or stalked by an intimate partner in their lifetime (Black et 
al. 2011). Men also experience partner violence, although 
far less frequently. Women who experience violence are 
also twice as likely as men to be injured. Violence also 
occurs in gay and lesbian relationships, although silence 
around the issue may be even more pervasive given the 
marginalized status of gays and lesbians. Men living with 
male partners are just as likely to be raped, assaulted, 
or stalked as are women living with men, but the inci-
dence of violence against women by women partners is 
about half as likely as heterosexual violence. Researchers 
conclude that this is because most domestic violence is 
committed by men. Violence is usually accompanied by 
emotionally abusive and controlling behavior (Renzetti 
et al. 2010; Tjaden and Thoennes 2000).

One of the most common questions asked about 
domestic violence is why victims stay with their abuser. 
First, despite the belief that battered women do not leave 
their abusers, the majority do leave—at least for a period 
of time—and they seek ways to prevent further victim-
ization. Some do not leave, and others leave and then 
return. Why? The answers are complex and stem from 
sociological, psychological, and economic problems. 
Victims tend to believe that the batterer will change, but 
they also find they have few options. Victims may also 
perceive that leaving will be more dangerous, because 
violence can escalate when an abuser thinks he (or she) 
has lost control. Many women are unable to support 
their children and meet their living expenses without 
a husband’s income. Mandatory arrest laws in cases of 
domestic violence can exacerbate this problem because 
they may, despite their intentions, discourage a woman 
from reporting violence for fear her batterer will lose 
his job (Miller 1997). Sociological analyses of violence 
in the family have led to the conclusion that women’s 
relative powerlessness in the family is at the root of high 
rates of violence against women. Because most violence 
in the family is directed against women, the imbalance 
of power between men and women in the family is  
the source of most domestic violence. Because women  
are relatively powerless within the society, they may not 
have the resources to leave their marriage. 

Child Abuse 
Violence within families also victimizes many chil-
dren who experience child abuse. Not all forms of 
child abuse are alike. Some people consider repeated 
spanking to be abusive; others think of this as legitimate 
behavior. Child abuse, however, is behavior that puts 

children at risk and may include physical violence and 
neglect. As with battering, the exact incidence of child 
abuse is difficult to know. In 2012, 3.8 million children 
were reported to child protective services at least once 
around the nation. Given the difficulty of measuring the 
actual extent of child abuse, this could be a misleading 
number. What is known of those instances reported is 
that the most frequent reports involve children between 
birth and one year of age (Children’s Bureau 2012). 

Victimization is almost evenly distributed between 
boys (49  percent of reports) and girls (51  percent 
of reports). White children are 45  percent of those 
where there are reports; African American children, 
22  percent; and Hispanic children, 21  percent. Afri-
can Americans and Hispanics are overrepresented in 
these reports of abuse. This could be because of higher 
rates of victimization in these populations, but it could 
also be that abuse is less hidden in communities more 
likely to be scrutinized by social service agencies and 
the police. The most common forms of child abuse are 
neglect (78 percent of reports); physical abuse (18 per-
cent); and sexual abuse (9 percent). Whereas men are 
the most likely perpetrators of domestic and sexual vio-
lence, women are just as likely to be the perpetrators of 
child abuse as are men (Children’s Bureau 2012). 

Research on child abuse finds a number of factors 
associated with abuse, including chronic alcohol use by 
a parent, unemployment, and isolation of the family. 
The absence of social supports—in the form of social 
services, community assistance, and cultural norms 
about the primacy of motherhood—is related to child 
abuse, because most abusers are those with weak com-
munity ties and little contact with friends and relatives 
(Baca Zinn et al. 2014). 

Incest 
Incest is a particular form of child abuse involving sex-
ual relations between people who are closely related. 
A history of incest has been related to a variety of other 
problems, such as drug and alcohol abuse, runaways, 
delinquency, and various psychological problems, in -
clud  ing the potential for violent partnerships in adult 
life. Studies find that fathers and uncles are the most fre-
quent incestuous abusers. Incest is most likely in families 
where mothers are debilitated (such as by mental illness 
or alcoholism). In such families, daughters often take on 
the mothering role, being taught to comply with men’s 
demands to hold the family together. Scholars have linked 
women’s powerlessness within families to the dynamics 
surrounding incest (Fischer 2003; Herman 1981). 

Elder Abuse 
The National Center on Elder Abuse estimates that 
between one and two million elders are abused in the 
United States, but it is difficult to gauge the true extent 
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of the problem. Elder abuse tends to be hidden in the 
privacy of families, and victims are reluctant to talk 
about their situations, so estimates are only approxima-
tions. What is known is that reports of elder abuse have 
increased. Whether this reflects an actual increase or 
more reporting is open to speculation (National Center 
on Elder Abuse 2014; Teaster 2000). 

Why are the elderly abused? One explanation is that 
caring for the elderly is very stressful for a caregiver—
usually a daughter who may be employed in addition to 
caring for the elderly person. Abusers are most likely to 
be middle-aged women and (sadly) the daughter of the 
victim—the person most likely to be caring for the older 
person. Sons, however, are most likely to be engaged 
in direct physical abuse, accounting for almost half of 
the known physical abuses. Sometimes the physical 
abuser is a husband, where the abuse is a continuation 
of abusive behavior in the marriage. The same factors 
that affect family life in any generation contribute to the 
problem of elder abuse (Teaster 2000). 

Changing Families  
in a Changing Society 
Like other social institutions, the family is in a constant 
state of change, particularly as new social conditions 
arise and as people in families adapt to the changed 
conditions of their lives. Some changes affect only a 
given family—the individual changes that come from 
the birth of a new child, the loss of a partner, divorce, 
migration, and other life events. These changes are what 
C. Wright Mills referred to as “troubles” (see Chapter 1). 
Some may even be happy events; the point is that they 
are changes that happen at an individual level, as people 
adjust to the presence of a new child, adjust to a breakup 
with a long-term partner, or grieve the loss of a spouse. 

As Mills would have pointed out, many microso-
ciological events that people experience in families 
have their origins in the broader macrosociological 
changes affecting society as a whole (see, for example, 
▲ Figure 13.5). These may be long-term changes (such 
as changes in women’s roles we have been noting), or 
they may be particular to a given time in history. For 
example, what impact do difficult economic times, 
such as depressions and recessions, have on families? 

This is a question that has been examined through 
sociological research. What happens to families during 
times of economic duress? Economic problems can lead 
to a broken family, but research has also found patterns 
by which families adapt to stress. One example comes 
from sociological work by Jennifer Sherman. Sherman 
studied a rural community where there was massive 
job loss when the local plant shut down. She found that, 
even under financial strain, families were more likely 
to stay together when men in the family were flexible 

in their gender roles, such as men taking on additional 
household work and child care while mothers take on 
more employment (Sherman 2009). Those who are 
rigid in their outlook and roles may have more trouble 
adjusting to social change. 

A recent project by sociologist Marianne Coo-
per also looked at how families adapted to the stress 
generated from the economic recession that began in 
2008. She found that how families adapt to economic 
insecurity varies across the three social class groups 
she studied. Upper-income families actually dealt with 
economic insecurity by what she called “upscaling”—
that is, yearning for more than what they already had. 
Their worry that they did not have enough paradoxi-
cally increased their stress, even though they were the 
more economically privileged group in her research. 
Middle-income families, on the other hand, down-
scaled, resigning themselves to living with less and try-
ing to convince themselves that they could do just fine 
with fewer material resources. Low-income families 
were the most likely group to turn to religion as a way 
of easing their insecurity, although, like middle-class 
families, they too downscaled their material expecta-
tions. Cooper’s work focuses on the emotion work that 
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▲ Figure 13.5 Multigenerational Households over 
Time Living in an extended family household was common 
before World War II, but, as you can see, the trend was a 
decline in this form of living arrangement until fairly recently. 
Sociologists explain the decline as the result of several 
changes in society, including the growth of nuclear family-
centered suburbs, a decline in immigration in the post-World 
War II period, and a general rise in the affluence of the 
population. This trend reversed around 1980, as you can see 
in this line graph. What changes in society do you think have 
been influencing the rise in multigenerational households? Is 
there evidence of these trends in your own family? Why?  
Source: Pew Research Center. 2010. “The Return of the Multi-
Generational Family Household. Data from U.S. Decennial Census  
Data, 1940–2000.” Washington, DC: Pew Research Center.  
www.pewsocialtrends.org
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families do when faced with insecure times. She also 
found that women were more likely than men to do the 
worrying (Cooper 2014). 

Changes in family life come for various reasons, 
economic changes being one of them. Other long-term 
structural changes are also changing people’s expecta-
tions about families. Young people, in particular, have 
new expectations, particularly about men’s and women’s 
roles in the family. The influence of the feminist move-
ment, along with the greater employment of women, has 
particularly led younger people to have more egalitar-
ian expectations about family life. Sociologist Kathleen 
Gerson has extensively studied young adults and their 
expectations for family and work life. She has found that 
young adults want relationships where both partners 
combine work and family, but also found that men and 
women differ significantly in what she calls their “fall-
back position”—that is, what they would do if their ideal 
egalitarian arrangements either are not realized or fail. 
Men, Gerson found, are far more likely than women to 
say they would “fall back” on a traditional arrangement, 
that is, men working and women staying home. On the 
other hand, women say that their fallback is to be self-
reliant. Gerson concludes that both men and women 
will need to be more flexible in their gender and family 
roles if they are to weather the changes that will likely 
impact families in the future (Gerson 2010). 

Global Changes in Family Life 
Changes in the institutional structure of families are 
also being affected by the process of globalization. The 
increasing global basis of the economy means that 
people often work long distances from other family 
members—a phenomenon that occurs at all points on 
the social class spectrum, although the experience of 
such global mobility varies significantly by social class. A  
corporate executive may accumulate thousands—even 
millions—of first-class flight miles, crossing the globe to 
conduct business. A regional sales manager may spend 
most nights away from a family, likely staying in mod-
estly priced motels and eating in fast-food franchises 
along the way. Truckers may sleep in the cabs of their 
tractor trailers after logging extraordinary numbers of 
hours of driving in a given week. Laborers may move 
from one state or country to the next, following the pat-
tern of the harvest, living in camps away from families, 
and being paid by the amount they pick. 

Global patterns of work and migration have created 
a new family form, the transnational family, defined 
as families where one parent (or both) lives and works 
in one country while his or her children remain in the 
country of origin. A good example is found in Hong 
Kong, where most domestic labor is performed by Fili-
pina women who work on multiple-year contracts man-
aged by the government, typically on a live-in basis. They 

leave their children in the Philippines, usually cared for 
by a relative, and send money home; the meager wages 
they earn in Hong Kong far exceed the average income 
of workers in the Philippines. This pattern is so common 
that the average Filipino migrant worker supports five 
people at home; one in five Filipinos directly depends 
on migrant workers’ earnings (Parreñas 2001). 

One need not go to other nations to see such trans-
national patterns in family life. In the United States, 
Caribbean women and African American women have 
had a long history of having to leave their children 
with others while they sought employment in different 
regions of the country. Central American and Mexican 
women may come to work in the United States while 
their children stay behind. Mothers may return to see 
their children whenever they can, or alternatively, chil-
dren may spend part of the year with their mothers, part 
with other relatives. 

Mothers in transnational families have to develop 
new concepts of their maternal role, because their situ-
ation means giving up the idea that biological mothers 
should raise their own children. Many have expanded 
their definition of motherhood to include breadwin-
ning, traditionally defined as the role of fathers. Trans-
national women also create a new sense of home, one 
not limited to the traditional understanding of “home” 
as a single place where mothers, fathers, and their chil-
dren reside (Parreñas 2005; Hondagneu-Sotelo 2001). 

Families and Social Policy 
Family social policies are the subject of intense 
national debate. How people think about families—
and whether they consider certain forms of relation-
ships as family—very much shapes public debates 
about family policies (Powell et al. 2010). What 
responsibility does society have to help parents  
balance the demands of work and family? Is educa-
tional failure a result of social problems in the fam-
ily? Many issues on the front lines of national social 
policy engage intense discussions of families. Some 
claim the family is breaking down. Others celebrate 
the increased diversity among families. Many blame 
the family for the social problems our society faces. 
Drugs, low educational achievement, crime, and vio-
lence are often attributed to a crisis in “family values,” 
as if rectifying these attitudes is all it will take to solve 
our nation’s difficulties. 

The family is the only social institution that typically 
takes the blame for all of society’s problems. Is it reason-
able to expect families to solve social problems? Families 
are afflicted by most of the structural problems that are 
generated by racism, poverty, gender inequality, and 
class inequality. Expecting families to solve the prob-
lems that are the basis for their own difficulties is like 
asking a poor person to save us from the national debt. 
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 ◆ Table 13.2 Maternity Leave Benefits: A Comparative Perspective

Country Length of Maternity Leave
Percentage of Wages Paid  
in Covered Period Provider of Coverage

Zimbabwe 90 days 100% Employer

Cuba 18 weeks 100% Social Security

Iran 90 days 67% for 16 weeks Social Security

China 90 days 100% Employer

Saudi Arabia 10 weeks 50 or 100% Employer

Canada 17–18 weeks 55% for 15 weeks Employment insurance

germany 14 weeks 100% Social Security to a ceiling; employer 
pays difference

France 16–26 weeks 100% Social Security

Italy 5 months 80% Social Security

Japan 14 weeks 60% Social Security or health insurance

Russian Federation 140 days 100% Social Security

Sweden 14 weeks 450 days, 100% paid Social Security

United Kingdom 26 weeks 90% for 6 weeks; flat rate 
thereafter

92% public funds; remainder from 
employer

United States 12 weeks 0% Solely at discretion of employer

Source: United nations. 2005. The World’s Women 2005: Trends and Statistics. new York: United nations.

Balancing Work and Family 
Balancing the multiple demands of work and family is 
one of the biggest challenges for most families. With 
more parents employed, it is difficult to take time from 
one’s paid job to care for newborn or newly adopted 
children, tend to sick children, or care for elderly 
parents or other family members. As more families 
include two earners, more people feel pulled in mul-
tiple directions, always strategizing to find the time to 
get everything done. Work institutions are structured 
on a gendered model of the male breadwinner, where 
family and work are assumed to be separate, nonin-
tersecting spheres. Now though there is significant 
“spillover” between family and work—work seeping 
into the home and home also affecting people’s work 
(Moen 2003). 

The Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA), 
adopted by Congress in 1993, is meant to provide help 
for these conflicts. The FMLA requires employers to 
grant employees a total of twelve weeks in unpaid leave 
to care for newborns, adopted children, or family mem-
bers with a serious health condition. The FMLA is the 
first law to recognize the need of families to care for 
children and other dependents. A number of condi-
tions, however, limit the effectiveness of the FMLA, not 
the least of which is that the leave is unpaid, making it 

impossible for many employed parents. Many workers 
in firms where there are family-friendly policies worry 
that taking advantage of these policies will harm their 
prospects for career advancement (Blair-Loy and Whar-
ton 2002). Currently, only 15  percent of workers have 
child-care benefits available to them from employers 
(Long 2007). Among industrialized nations, the United 
States provides the least in support for maternity and 
child-care policies (see ◆ Table 13.2). 

Child Care 
Family leave policies, much as they are needed, also do 
not address the ongoing needs for child care. Half of all 
working families have child-care expenses; the other 
half either have unpaid relatives or friends provid-
ing care or they arrange their work schedules to coin-
cide with school hours. On average, child care equals 
about 9  percent of family earnings—the second larg-
est expense in the household budget (following rent or 
mortgage). Low-income families pay an even higher 
percent of their earnings on child care—14 percent of 
earnings (Giannarelli and Barsimantov 2000). 

Many parents struggle to find good and afford-
able child care for their children, some relying on rela-
tives for care; others, on paid providers; and some, a 
combination of both. In the United States, one-half of 
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three-year-olds and two-thirds of four-year-olds now 
spend much of their time in child-care centers. But 
the national approach is one of patching together dif-
ferent programs and primarily relying on private ini-
tiatives for care. Compare this with France. Although 
participation is voluntary, almost all parents in France 
enroll young children in the école maternelle system, 
where a place is guaranteed to every child aged 3 to 6. 
These child-care centers are integrated with the school 
system and are seen as a form of early education. 
Moreover, in the United States, child-care costs match 
tuition costs at public universities, but child care in 
France is seen as a social responsibility and is paid by 
the government. National norms about whether fami-
lies are a private or public responsibility clearly shape 
social policy (Clawson and Gerstel 2002; Folbre 2001). 

Care work—work that sustains life, including child 
care, elder care, housework, and other forms of house-
hold labor—is increasingly provided to middle- and 
upper-class families by women of color and immigrant 
women (Duffy 2011). Nannies, cleaners, and personal 
attendants now do much of the domestic work that wives 
and mothers once provided. These trends raise many 
new questions for sociologists, such as how work is nego-
tiated outside of the public labor market, how “mother-
ing” is defined when it is provided by multiple people, 
how domestic workers care for their own families, and 
what work conditions exist in the lives of domestic labor-
ers (Hondagneu-Sotelo 2001). Clearly, new social poli-
cies are needed to address the needs of diverse families. 

Elder Care 
The shrinking size of families means that the propor-
tion of elderly people is growing faster than the number 
of younger potential caretakers. As life expectancy has 
increased and people live longer, elder care becomes 
a greater and greater need. Family members provide 
almost all long-term care for the elderly—work that is 
often taken for granted.

Women, who shoulder much of the work of elder 
care, can now expect to spend more years as the child of 
an elderly parent than as the mother of children under 
eighteen. The effects of the burden of care are apparent 
in the stress that women report from this role. Women 
also believe they are better at elder care than their hus-
bands and brothers, but with the rapid increase in the 
older population that lies ahead, these social norms 
may have to change. As the U.S. population ages, social 
policies will likely need to respond to this growing need. 

Because families are so diverse, different fami-
lies need different social supports. Family leave poli-
cies that give parents time off to care for their children 
or sick relatives are helpful but of little use to people 
who cannot afford to take time off work without pay. 
Greater employer support for child care can help men 

and women meet family needs. Some policies will ben-
efit some groups more than others—one reason why 
policymakers need to be sensitive to the diversity of 
family experiences. Social policies cannot solve all the 
problems that families face, but they can go a long way 
toward creating the conditions under which diverse 
family units can thrive. 

Defining Religion 
Religion has a profound effect on society and human 
behavior. This is easily observed in daily life outside the 
family. Church steeples dot the landscape. Invocations 
to a religious deity occur at the beginning of many pub-
lic gatherings. The news frequently reports on events 
generated by religious conflict. 

Religious beliefs have led to conflict, but religious 
beliefs have also been the soul of some of the most 
liberating social movements, including the civil rights 
movement and other human rights movements around 
the world. Some of life’s sweetest moments are marked 
by religious celebration, and some of its most bitter 
conflicts persist because of unshakable religious con-
viction. Religion is both an integrative force in society 
and the basis for many of our most deeply rooted social 
conflicts.

Sociologists study religion as both a belief sys-
tem and a social institution. The belief systems of 
religion have a powerful hold on what people think 
and how they see the world. The patterns and prac-
tices of religious institutions are among the most 
important influences on people’s lives. Sociologists 
are interested in several questions about religion: 

Religious socialization is a powerful source of people’s  
values; most of the time, children take on the religious  
orientation of their family of origin.
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How are religious belief and practice related to other 
social factors, such as social class, race, age, gender, 
and level of education? How are religious institu-
tions organized? How does religion influence social 
change? In using sociology to understand religion, 
what is important is not what one believes about reli-
gion, but one’s ability to examine religion objectively 
in its social and cultural context. 

What is religion? Most people think of it as a cat-
egory of experience separate from the mundane acts of 
everyday life, perhaps involving communication with a 
deity or communion with the supernatural (Johnstone 
1992). Sociologists define religion as an institutional-
ized system of symbols, beliefs, values, and practices 
by which a group of people interprets and responds to 
what they feel is sacred and that provides answers to 
questions of ultimate meaning (Johnstone 1992; Glock 
and Stark 1965). The elements of this definition bear 
closer examination: 

1. Religion is institutionalized. Religion is more than 
just beliefs: It is a pattern of social action organized 
around the beliefs, practices, and symbols that peo-
ple develop to answer questions about the mean-
ing of existence. As an institution, religion presents 
itself as larger than any single individual; it persists 
over time and has an organizational structure into 
which members are socialized. 

2. Religion is a feature of groups. Religion is built 
around a community of people with similar beliefs. 
Religion is a cohesive force among believers 
because it is a basis for group identity and gives peo-
ple a sense of belonging to a community or organi-
zation. Religious groups can be formally organized, 
as in the case of bureaucratic churches, or they may 
be more informally organized, ranging from prayer 
groups to cults. Some religious communities are 
extremely close-knit, as in convents. Other religious 
communities are more diffuse, such as people who 
identify themselves as Protestant but attend church 
only on Easter. 

3. Religions are based on beliefs that are consid-
ered sacred. The sacred is that which is set apart 
from ordinary activity for worship, seen as holy, 
and protected by special rites and rituals. The 
sacred is distinguished from the profane, which is 
of the everyday world and specifically not religious 
(Chalfant et al. 1987; Durkheim 1947/1912). Each 
religion defines what is to be considered sacred; 
most religions have sacred objects and sacred sym-
bols. The holy symbols are infused with special reli-
gious meaning and inspire awe. 

A totem is an object or living thing that a reli-
gious group regards with special reverence. A statue 
of Buddha is a totem and so is a crucifix hang-
ing on a wall. Among the Zuni (a native American 

group), fetishes are totems; these are small, intri-
cately carved animal objects representing different 
dimensions of Zuni spirituality. A totem is impor-
tant not for what it is, but for what it represents. To 
a Christian taking communion, a piece of bread 
is defined as the flesh of Jesus; eating the bread 
unites the communicant mystically with Christ. To 
a nonbeliever, the bread is simply that—a piece of 
bread (McGuire 2008). Likewise, Native Americans 
hold certain ground to be sacred and are deeply 
offended when the holy ground is disturbed by 
industrial or commercial developers who see only 
potential profit. 

4. Religion establishes values and moral proscrip-
tions for behavior. A proscription is a constraint 
imposed by external forces. Religion typically 
establishes proscriptions for the behavior of believ-
ers, some of them quite strict. For example, the 
Catholic Church defines living together as sexual 
partners outside marriage as a sin. Often religious 
believers come to see such moral proscriptions as 
simply “right” and behave accordingly. At other 
times, individuals may consciously reject moral 
proscriptions, although they may still feel guilty 
when they engage in a forbidden practice. Of 
course, what people believe and what they do can 
be very contradictory, perhaps best exemplified by 
the various scandals recently reported involving 
sexual abuse of young boys by Catholic priests. 

5. Religion establishes norms for behavior. Reli-
gious belief systems establish social norms about 
how the faithful should behave in certain situa-
tions. Worshippers may be expected to cover their 
heads in a temple, mosque, or cathedral, or to wear 
certain clothes. Such behavioral expectations may 
be quite strong. The next time you are at a gather-
ing where a prayer is said before a meal, note how 
many people bow their heads, even though some 
of those present may not believe in the deity being 
invoked. 

6. Religion provides answers to questions of ulti-
mate meaning. The ordinary beliefs of daily life 
are secular beliefs and may be institutionalized, 
but they are specifically not religious. Science, 
for example, generates secular beliefs based on 
particular ways of thinking—logic and empirical 
observations are at the root of scientific beliefs. 
Religious beliefs, in contrast, often have a super-
natural element. They emerge from spiritual needs 
and may provide answers to questions that can-
not be probed with the profane tools of science 
and reason. Think of the difference in how religion 
and science explain the origins of life. Whereas sci-
ence explains this as the result of biochemical and 
physical processes, different religions have other 
accounts of the origin of life.

Religious socialization is a powerful source of people’s  
values; most of the time, children take on the religious  
orientation of their family of origin.
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→  See for YourSelF ←
For one week, keep a daily log, noting every time you see 
an explicit or implicit reference to religion. At the end 
of the week, review your notes and ask yourself how 
religion is connected to other social institutions. Based on 
your observations, how do you interpret the relationship 
between the sacred and the secular in this society? 

The Significance  
of Religion in the  
United States 
The United States is one of the most religious societies 
in the world. Two-thirds of Americans think religion can 
solve all or most of society’s problems. Most (80  per-
cent) say they depend on god to make decisions in their 
daily lives, and a majority (60  percent) think god has 
set the course of their lives (Shieman 2010). Religion is, 
for millions of people, the strongest component of their 
individual and group identity. Much of the world’s most 
celebrated art, architecture, and music has its origins in 
religion, whether in the classical art of western Europe, 
the Buddhist temples of the east, or the gospel rhythms 
of contemporary rock. 

Religion is also strongly related to a number of 
social and political attitudes. Religious identification 
is a good predictor of how traditional a person’s beliefs 
will be. People who belong to religious organizations 
that encourage intolerance of any form are most likely 

to be racially prejudiced. However, there is not a simple 
relationship between religious belief and prejudice, 
because religious principles are also often the basis for 
lessening racial prejudice. Those with deeper religious 
involvement tend to have more traditional gender atti-
tudes. Homophobia has also been linked to religious 
belief, although some religious congregations have 
actively worked to encourage the participation of gays 
and lesbians. 

The Dominance of Christianity 
Despite the U.S. Constitution’s principle of the separa-
tion of church and state, Christian religious beliefs and 
practices dominate U.S. culture. Indeed, Christianity is 
often treated as if it were the national religion. It is com-
monly said that the United States is based on a Judeo-
Christian heritage, meaning that our basic cultural 
beliefs stem from the traditions of the pre-Christian Old 
Testament of the Bible (the Judaic tradition) and the 
gospels of the New Testament. The dominance of Chris-
tianity is visible everywhere. State-sponsored colleges 
and universities typically close for Christmas break, not 
Yom Kippur. Christmas is a national holiday, but not 
Ramadan, the most sacred holiday among Muslims. 
Despite the dominance of Christianity, however, the 
pattern of religion in the United States is a mosaic one. 

Measuring Religious Faith 
Religiosity is the intensity and consistency of practice 
of a person’s (or group’s) faith. Sociologists measure 
religiosity both by asking people about their religious 

Religious spirituality takes many forms but produces feelings of awe and reverence among believers, as in this Orthodox Christian  
baptism and this Jain ceremony of soaking in vermillion in recognition of a sacred tradition.
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beliefs and by measuring membership in religious 
organizations and attendance at religious services 
(see ▲ Figure  13.6). As you can see, about half the 
nation attends religious services more or less regu-
larly, although a significant proportion seldom or never 
do so. Over time, attendance at religious services has 
declined somewhat (Newport 2013). 

The majority of people in the United States iden-
tify themselves as Protestant or Catholic, though there 
is great religious diversity within the nation. Moreover, 
the number of Americans who say they are religious 
but do not have a particular denomination has grown. 
This change reflects the growth of nondenominational 
congregations that are only loosely affiliated with tra-
ditional denominations; most of these are evangelical 
(Newport 2012b).

The other change you can see is the number of 
Americans who describe themselves as evangelical 
Christians—those who take their religions (almost 
always Protestants) very seriously and believe that they 
have a religious calling. Forty percent of Americans 
describe themselves as evangelical; 70 percent of Black 
Americans say they are evangelical. The significance 
of evangelical religion extends beyond religious faith, 
as being evangelical is significantly related as well to 
a host of conservative political beliefs (Newport and  
Carroll 2005).

Forms of Religion 
Religions can be categorized in different ways accord-
ing to the specific characteristics of faiths and how 
religious groups are organized. In different societies 
and among different religious groups, the form religion 
takes reflects differing belief systems and reflects and 
supports other features of the society. Believing in one 
god or many, worshipping in small or large groups, and 

associating religious faith with gender roles all contrib-
ute to the social organization of religion and its relation-
ship to the rest of society.

Religiosity varies significantly among different 
groups in society. Church membership and attendance 
is higher among women than men and more prevalent 
among older than younger people. African Americans 
are more likely than Whites to belong to and attend 
church. On the whole, church membership and atten-
dance fluctuate over time; membership has decreased 
slightly since 1940, but attendance has remained largely 
the same since. Large, national religious organizations, 
such as the mainline Protestant denominations, have 
lost many members, whereas smaller, local congrega-
tions have increased membership. 

In recent years, there has been a decrease in the 
number of people who think that religion can answer 
all or almost all of today’s problems. Changes in immi-
gration patterns have also affected religious patterns in 
the United States, with Muslims, Buddhists, and Hindus 
now accounting for several million believers (Haddad 
et al. 2003). One of the greatest changes has been a tre-
mendous increase in the number identifying as evan-
gelical Protestants, but Islam has also been one of the 
fastest-growing religions in the United States in recent 
years (Gallagher 2003; Dudley and Roozen 2001). 

One basic way to categorize religions is by the 
num   ber of gods or goddesses adherents worship. 
Monotheism is the worship of a single god. Christian-
ity and Judaism are monotheistic in that both Chris-
tians and Jews believe in a single god who created the 
universe. Monotheistic religions typically define god 
as omnipotent (all-powerful) and omniscient (all-
knowing). Polytheism is the worship of more than 
one deity. Hinduism, for example, is extraordinarily 
complex, with millions of gods, demons, sages, and 
heroes—all overlapping and entangled in religious 

How important is religion
in your own life?

Very important 
56% Fairly important 

22%

Not very
 important 

22%

How often do you attend
church or synagogue?

At least once 
a week 28%

Never
19%

Seldom
26%

About once
a month

15% Almost every
week
11%

▲ Figure 13.6 Measuring Religiosity 
Source: Newport, Frank, 2013. “In U.S. 4 in 10 Report Attending Church in Last Week.” Princeton, NJ: The Gallup Poll. www.gallup.com

Religious spirituality takes many forms but produces feelings of awe and reverence among believers, as in this Orthodox Christian  
baptism and this Jain ceremony of soaking in vermillion in recognition of a sacred tradition.
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mythology. Within Hinduism, the universe is seen as so 
vast that it is believed to be beyond the grasp of a single 
individual, even a powerful god (Grimal 1963). 

Religions may also be patriarchal or matriarchal. 
Patriarchal religions are those in which the beliefs 
and practices of the religion are based on male power 
and authority. Christianity is a patriarchal religion; 
the ascendancy of men is emphasized by the role of 
women in the church, the instruction given on relations 
between the sexes, and even the language of worship 
itself. Matriarchal religions are based on the centrality 
of female goddesses, who may be seen as the source 
of food, nurturance, and love, or who may serve as 
emblems of the power of women (McGuire 2008). In 
societies based on matriarchal religions, women are 
more likely to share power with men in the society at 
large. Likewise, in highly sexist, patriarchal societies, 
religious beliefs are also likely to be patriarchal. 

Sociological Theories  
of Religion 
The sociological study of religion probes how religion 
is related to the structure of society. Recall that one 
basic question sociologists ask is, “What holds society 
together?” Coherence in society comes from both the 
social institutions that characterize society and the 
beliefs that hold society together. In both instances, reli-
gion plays a key role. From the functionalist perspective 
of sociological theory, religion is an integrative force 
in society because it has the power to shape collective 
beliefs. In a somewhat different vein, the sociologist 
Max Weber saw religion in terms of how it supported 
other social institutions. Weber thought that religious 
belief systems provided a cultural framework that sup-
ported the development of specific social institutions 

in other realms, such as the economy. From yet a third 
point of view, based on the work of Karl Marx and con-
flict theory, religion is related to social inequality in 
society (see ◆ Table 13.3).

Emile Durkheim: The Functions 
of Religion
Emile Durkheim argued that religion is functional for 
society because it reaffirms the social bonds that peo-
ple have with each other, creating social cohesion and 
integration. Durkheim believed that the cohesiveness 
of society depends on the organization of its belief sys-
tem. Societies with a unified belief system are highly 
cohesive; those with a more diffuse or competing belief 
system are less cohesive. 

Religious rituals are symbolic activities that ex -
press a group’s spiritual convictions. Making a pil-
grimage to Mecca, for example, is an expression of 
religious faith and a reminder of religious belonging. 
In Durkheim’s view, religious rituals are vehicles for the 
creation, expression, and reinforcement of social cohe-
sion. Groups performing a ritual are expressing their 
identity as a group. Whether the rituals of a group are 
highly elaborated or casually informal, they are sym-
bolic behaviors that sustain group awareness of unify-
ing beliefs. Lighting candles, chanting, or receiving a 
sacrament are behaviors that reunite the faithful and 
help them identify with the religious group, its goals, 
and its beliefs (McGuire 2008). Durkheim believed 
that religion binds individuals to the society in which 
they live by establishing what he called a collective 
consciousness, the body of beliefs common to a com-
munity or society that gives people a sense of belong-
ing. In many societies, religion establishes the collective 
consciousness and creates in people the feeling that 
they are part of a common whole.

 ◆ Table 13.3 Theoretical Perspectives on Religion

Functionalism Conflict Theory Symbolic Interaction

Religion and the 
social order

Is an integrative force in 
society

Is the basis for intergroup conflict; 
inequality in society is reflected in 
religious organizations, which are 
stratified by factors such as race, 
class, or gender

Is socially constructed and 
emerges with social and historical 
change

Religious beliefs Provide cohesion in the social 
order by promoting a sense of 
collective consciousness

Can provide legitimation for oppres-
sive social conditions

Are socially constructed and 
subject to interpretations; can 
also be learned through religious 
conversion

Religious practices 
and rituals

Reinforce a sense of social 
belonging

Define in-groups and out-groups, 
thereby defining group boundaries

Are symbolic activities that 
provide definitions of group and 
individual identity
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Emile Durkheim theorized that public rituals provide 
cohesion in society.

03083_ch13_ptg01.indd   330 18/08/15   10:35 AM

Copyright 2017 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).
Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



FAMIlIES AnD RElIgIOn  331

Durkheim’s analysis of religion suggests some of 
the key ideas in symbolic interaction theory, particu-
larly in the significance he gave to symbols in religious 
behavior. Symbolic interaction theory sees religion as 
a socially constructed belief system, one that emerges 
in different social conditions. From the perspective of 
symbolic interaction, religion is a meaning system that 
gives people a sense of identity, defines one’s network 
of social belonging, and confers one’s attachment to 
particular social groups and ways of thinking. 

Max Weber: The Protestant Ethic 
and the Spirit of Capitalism 
Theorist Max Weber also saw a fit between the religious 
principles of society and other institutional needs. In 
his classic work, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of 
Capitalism, Weber argued that the Protestant faith sup-
ported the development of capitalism in the Western 
world. He began by noting a seeming contradiction: 
How could a religion that supposedly condemns exten-
sive material consumption coexist in a society (such as 
the United States) with an economic system based on 
the pursuit of profit and material success? 

Weber argued that these ideals were not as contra-
dictory as they seemed. As the Protestant faith devel-
oped, it included a belief in predestination—one’s 
salvation is predetermined and a gift from god, not 
something earned. This state of affairs created doubt 
and anxiety among believers, who searched for clues in 
the here and now about whether they were among the 
chosen—called the “elect.” According to Weber, mate-
rial success was taken to be one clue that a person was 
among the elect and thus favored by god, which drove 
early Protestants to relentless work as a means of con-
firming (and demonstrating) their salvation. As it hap-
pens, hard work and self-denial—the key features of the 

Protestant ethic—lead not only to salvation but also 
to the accumulation of capital. The religious ideas sup-
ported by the Protestant ethic therefore fit nicely with 
the needs of capitalism. According to Weber, these aus-
tere religionists stockpiled wealth, had an irresistible 
motive to earn more (that is, eternal salvation), and 
were inclined to spend little on themselves, leaving a 
larger share for investment and driving the growth of 
capitalism (Weber 1958/1904). 

Karl Marx: Religion, Social Conflict, 
and Oppression 
Durkheim and Weber concentrated on how religion 
contributes to the cohesion of society. Religion can also 
be the basis for conflict, as we see in the daily headlines 
of newspapers. In the Middle East, differences between 
Muslims and Jews have caused decades of political 
instability. These conflicts are not solely religious, but 
religion plays an inextricable part. Certainly religious 
wars, religious terrorism, and religious genocide have 
contributed to some of the most violent and tragic epi-
sodes of world history. The image of religion in history 
has two incompatible sides: piety and contemplation 
on the one hand, battle flags on the other. In the United 
States, domestic conflicts over ethical issues such as 
abortion, assisted suicide, and school prayer evolve 
from religious values even though they are played out 
in the secular world of politics and public opinion. Con-
flict theory illuminates many of the social and political 
conflicts that engage religious values. 

The link between religion and social inequality 
is also key to the theories of Karl Marx. Marx saw reli-
gion as a tool for class oppression. According to Marx, 
oppressed people develop religion, with the urging 
of the upper classes, to soothe their distress (Marx 
1972/1843). The promise of a better life hereafter makes 
the present life more bearable, and the belief that “god’s 
will” steers the present life makes it easier for people to 
accept their lot. To Marx, religion is a form of false con-
sciousness (see Chapter 8) because it prevents people 
from rising up against oppression. He called religion 
the “opiate of the people” because it encourages passiv-
ity and acceptance. 

Marx saw religion as supporting the status quo 
and being inherently conservative (that is, resisting 
change and preserving the existing social order). To 
Marx, religion promotes stratification because it sup-
ports a hierarchy of people on earth and the subordi-
nation of humankind to divine authority. Christianity, 
for example, supported the system of slavery. When 
European explorers first encountered African people, 
they regarded them as godless savages, and they justi-
fied the slave trade by arguing that slaves were being 
converted to the Christian way of life. Principles of 
Christianity thus legitimated the system of slavery in 

Emile Durkheim theorized that public rituals provide 
cohesion in society.
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the eyes of the slave owners and allowed them to see 
themselves as good people, despite their enslavement 
of other human beings. 

At the same time, religion can be the basis for liber-
ating social change. In the civil rights movement in the 
United States and in Latin American liberation move-
ments, the words and actions of religious organizations 
have been central in mobilizing people for change. 
This does not undermine Marx’s main point, however, 
because there remains ample evidence of the role of 
religion in generating social conflict and resisting social 
change. 

Symbolic Interaction: Becoming 
Religious 
Recall that symbolic interaction theory states that 
people act toward things on the basis of the meaning 
things have for them and that those meanings emerge 
through social interaction. This can explain much about 
human behavior that is based in religious ideas. Seen 
from outside the faith, religious practices (kneeling in 
church, wearing a yarmulke, making a pilgrimage to 
Mecca, or chanting) may seem peculiar or different, 
but within the faith, these and other religious practices 
carry meaning—meaning that is deeply important to 
religious believers. Not only does symbolic interaction 
explain particular religious behaviors, it also explains 
how other behaviors may be based in the meanings that 
religion holds for people. For example, we have earlier 
said that even something as reprehensible as suicide 
bombings can be understood if you understand how 
religious zealots interpret the meaning of religious texts. 

Symbolic interaction theory can also help you 
understand how people become religious, a process 
sociologists call religious socialization. Religious social-
ization may be a slow and gradual process, such as in 
how children learn religious values over time. Religious 
socialization can also be more dramatic, as when a per-
son joins a cult or some other extreme religious group. 
People may also reinterpret religious beliefs when they 
question their religious faith or even switch to a new 
religion, such as when a Christian converts to Judaism. 
The emphasis on meaning that is typical of symbolic 
interaction helps explain how the same religion can be 
interpreted differently by different groups or in different 
times. For example, how could Christian beliefs be used 
by some to make slavery seem legitimate, while at the 
same time they provided the belief system that helped 
others survive slavery and to fight against it? 

Symbolic interaction thus sees religious belief—and 
its meaning to different people—as essential for under-
standing many forms of social behavior. Symbolic inter-
action also helps explain how different religious beliefs 
and practices emerge in social and historical contexts—
contexts that shape what religion means to people. 

Diversity and Religious 
Belief 
The world is marked by diverse religious beliefs (see 
■ Map 13.1). Christianity has the largest membership, 
followed by Islam. But Hindus, Jews, Confucianists, 
Buddhists, and observers of folk religions also comprise 
the world’s religions (see ■ Map 13.2). In the United 
States, religious identification varies with a number 
of social factors, including age, income level, educa-
tion, and political affiliation. Younger people are more 
likely than older people to express no religious prefer-
ence. Those in higher income brackets are more likely 
to identify as Catholic or Jewish than those in lower 
income brackets, Fundamentalist Protestants are most 
likely to come from lower-income groups.

The Influence of Race  
and Ethnicity 
Race is one of the most significant indicators of religious 
orientation. African Americans are much more likely 
than Whites, Hispanics, or Asian Americans to say that 
religion is very important in their lives. Although most 
African Americans identify as Protestant (75 percent), a 
small, but growing number are Catholic (5 percent; Pew 
Research Center 2009). 

Many urban African Americans have also become 
committed Black Muslims, which involves strict 
regulation of dietary habits and prohibition of many 
activities, such as alcohol use, drug use, gambling, use 
of cosmetics, and hair straightening. The emphasis 
among Black Muslims on self-reliance and traditional 
African identity has earned it a fervent following, 
although the actual number of Black Muslims in the 
United States is relatively small. For many African 
Americans, religion has been a defense against the 
damage caused by racism. Churches have served as 
communal centers, political units, and sources of social 
and community support, making churches among 
the most important institutions within the African 
American community (Gilkes 2000). Religion also has 
been a strong force in Latino communities, with the 
largest number identifying as Catholic. There are now, 
however, a growing number of Latino Protestants, 
both in mainstream Protestant denominations and in  
fundamentalist groups. 

Asian Americans have a great variety of religious 
orientations, in part because the category “Asian Amer-
ican” is constructed from so many different Asian cul-
tures. Hinduism and Buddhism are common among 
Asians, but so is Christianity. As with all groups whose 
family histories include immigration, religious belief 
and practice among Asian Americans frequently 
changes between generations. The youngest generation 
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Religious Diversity in the United States, 2010

Simpson’s Diversity Index

0.92307–0.99999
(Highest 20% of counties)

0.86794–0.92306

0. 79813–0.86793

0.68607–0.79812

0.00000–0.68606
(Lowest 20% of counties)

Mapping America’s Diversity: Religious Diversity in the United States
The Simpson’s Diversity Index is a 
measure developed by the Asso-
ciation of Statisticians of American 
Religious Bodies. It calculates the 
likelihood of two individuals within a 
given county belonging to different 
religious groups. The lower the index, 

noted in the darkest shade, the less 
religious diversity in that county; con-
versely, the higher the index, noted in 
the lightest shade, the more reli-
gious diversity exists in that location. 
According to this map, where is there 
the most and least religious diversity? 

Do you think that affects such things 
as political values and other social 
issues in these different regions of 
the country?
Source: Association of Statisticians of 
American Religious Bodies. 2010.  
www.asarb.org

map 13.1

may not worship as their parents and grandparents did, 
although some aspects of the inherited faith may be 
retained. Within families, the discontinuity with a reli-
gious past brought on by cultural assimilation can be a 
source of tension between grandparents, parents, and 
children. Within the United States, Asian Americans 
often mix Christian and traditionally Buddhist, Confu-
cian, or Hindu beliefs, resulting in new religious prac-
tices (Pew Forum on Religion & Public Life 2012).

Muslims are a growing segment of U.S. society; 
two-thirds of Muslims are former immigrants, but a 
substantial portion (35 percent) are native born, either 
African American or others who have converted to this 
faith or were raised in a Muslim household. Despite ste-
reotypes about Muslim conservatism, Muslim Ameri-
cans are actually more liberal than the general public 
on many issues—for example, they are more likely to 

Religious diversity in the United States has become a common  
feature of everyday life, particularly in some urban areas.
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vote democratic. Muslim Americans are, though, gen-
erally less tolerant of homosexuality than the public 
at large (Pew Research Center 2007). Studies find that 
younger Muslims (those under thirty) tend to be more 
observant than older Muslims—perhaps explained by 
the heightened identity that has emerged since 9/11. 

Among Latinos, religious identity tends to be strong. 
Slightly more than half of Latinos (55 percent) are Evan-
gelical. Among Latinos of all faiths, people tend to wor-
ship in places that are primarily comprised of other 
Hispanics. This makes religion for Latinos a strong eth-
nic, as well as religious, identity (Pew Research Religion 
& Public Life Project 2014). 

Religious Organizations 
Sociologists have organized their understanding of 
the various religious organizations into three types: 
churches, sects, and cults. These are ideal types in the 
sense that Max Weber used the term. That is, the ideal 
types convey the essential characteristics of some social 
entity or phenomenon, even though they do not explain 
every feature of each entity included in the generic 
category. 

Churches are formal organizations that tend to 
see themselves, and are seen by society, as the pri-
mary and legitimate religious institutions. The term can 
be broadly applied to formal religious organizations, 
including temples and mosques. Such religious organi-
zations tend to be integrated into the secular world to a 

degree that sects and cults are not. They are sometimes 
closely tied to the state. Many churches are organized 
as complex bureaucracies with a division of labor and 
different roles for groups within, including a formally 
trained clergy and professional staff. Some churches 
may be smaller, less formal, with devoted, but less for-
mally trained, clergy. A new phenomenon for churches 
is the development of megachurches—those with mem-
berships numbering into the thousands. These are 
increasingly common. Not only do megachurches have 
huge attendance but they also may broadcast on huge 
screens, possibly even televising church services. 

Sects are groups that have broken off from an estab-
lished church. They emerge when a faction within an 
established religion questions the legitimacy or purity 
of the group from which they are separating. Many 
sects form as offshoots of existing religious organiza-
tions. Sects tend to place less emphasis on organization 
(as in churches) and more emphasis on the purity of 
members’ faith. The Shakers, for example, were formed 
by departing from the Society of Friends (the Quakers). 
They retain some Quaker practices, such as simplicity of 
dress and a belief in pacifism, but have departed from 
Quaker religious philosophy. The Shakers believe that 
the second coming of Christ is imminent, but that Christ 
will appear in the form of a woman (Kephart 1993). 

Sects tend to admit only truly committed mem-
bers, refusing to compromise their beliefs. Some sects 
hold emotionally charged worship services, although 
others, like the Amish, are more stoic. The Shakers, 

60º
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Viewing Society in Global Perspective: World Religions

map 13.2

©
 C

en
ga

ge
 L

ea
rn

in
g®

03083_ch13_ptg01.indd   334 18/08/15   10:35 AM

Copyright 2017 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).
Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



FAMIlIES AnD RElIgIOn  335

Headlines in the daily news make it 
obvious that religious fundamentalism 
is an increasing force in today’s world. 
Why is this happening now? Max Weber 
thought that the process of moderniza-
tion would lead to a more secular society 
but, in fact, religious fundamentalism has 
been on the rise in recent years—both 
in the United States and abroad. How do 
you explain this? Is it contrary to socio-
logical logic?

Religious fundamentalists are those 
who are “true believers.” They have very 
literal interpretations of religious texts 
and tend to be highly certain of their 
religious worldview. Religious fundamen-
talists tend to see the world in simplistic 
either/or terms—dividing people into 
either good or evil, godly or demonic. 
Such divisive imagery reduces the com-
plexity of human life into simplistic cate-
gories—categories that can fuel hate and 
conflict (Anthony et al. 2002). When 
such religious fanaticism is intertwined 
with the power of a state government or 
an armed militia, religiously inspired lead-
ers can become extremely dangerous. 

Religious fundamentalists tend to 
hold their belief as absolute—that is, 
having little doubt about the truth of 
their beliefs. Often, religious fundamen-
talists have a messianic and millennial 
view, believing that a moment will come 

The Rise of Religious Fundamentalism
when all truth is revealed—or a mes-
siah appears. Religious fundamentalism 
is intolerant of other beliefs and can 
provoke extreme violence. Religious 
extremism has fueled horrendous acts 
in various parts of the world, includ-
ing mass executions and genocide, 
enslavement, and other heinous crimes 
against humanity. Any religion, taken to 
an extreme, can be dangerous because 
extreme adherents think they are doing 
sacred work even when they are engag-
ing in violent, murderous behavior.

It is easy to see the acts of religious 
extremists as the work of misled indi-
viduals, but those who study religious 
extremism know that it has social origins. 
Religious extremism is learned, usually 
within a narrowly circumscribed social 
world, such as the madrassas—religious 
camps in Pakistan (and other areas) 
where young boys are taught a strict 
interpretation of Islam. For young boys 
uprooted from families by war, detached 
from other social contacts, and with no 
other education, it is easy to be social-
ized into a narrow worldview that gives 
them a cause to fight for (Rashid 2000).

Fundamentalist religious organiza-
tions tend to have charismatic leadership 
and to make sharp boundaries between 
believers and nonbelievers. Fundamen-
talists typically enforce strict behavioral 

rules, such as dress, comportment, per-
haps hairstyle, or eating and drinking hab-
its. Religious fundamentalists are morally 
fervent in trying to achieve their particular 
worldview. In most cases, religious funda-
mentalists are also very conservative on 
matters involving the family and appropri-
ate gender roles—stemming largely from 
their literal interpretation of religious 
texts (Emerson and Hartman 2006).

Religious fundamentalism in the 
United States surged starting in the 
1970s, very likely as a counterreaction 
to the marginalization of religion that 
had emerged during the social move-
ments of the 1960s. It has been fueled 
as well by a counterreaction to increas-
ing secularization and the increasing 
trend for commercialism to shape social 
relations. Religious fundamentalism can 
reflect a search for a firmly anchored 
identity and sense of community. In 
other parts of the world, where people 
perceive that their traditional way of life 
is being overtaken by Western influ-
ences, religious extremism can come 
from trying to defend a traditional way 
of life (Stern 2003; Pain 2002; Khashan 
and Kreidie 2001).

Seen in this light, perhaps Weber 
was partially right—that the tendency of 
modernization is toward secularization, 
but secularization then can produce a 
counterreaction in the form of a rise of 
religious fundamentalism.

what would a sociologist say?

for example, have such emotional services that they 
shake, shout, and quiver while “talking with the lord,” 
earning them their name. The only bodily contact 
permitted among the Shakers is during the unre-
strained religious rituals; they are celibate (do not 
have sexual relations) and gain new members only 
through adoption of children or recruitment of new-
comers (Kephart 1993). 

Cults, which are like sects in their intensity, are reli-
gious groups devoted to a specific cause or charismatic 
leader. Many cults arise within established religions 
and sometimes continue to peaceably reside within the 
parent religion simply as a fellowship of people with 
a particular, often mystical, dogma. As they are devel-
oping, it is common for tension to exist between cults 

and the society around them. Cults tend to exist out-
side the mainstream of society, arising when believers 
think that society is not satisfying their spiritual needs 
and attracting those who feel a longing for meaningful 
attachments. Internally, cults seldom develop an elabo-
rate organizational structure but are instead close-knit 
communities held together by personal attachment 
and loyalty to the cult leader. 

Cults form around leaders with great charisma, 
a quality attributed to individuals believed by their 
followers to have special powers (Johnstone 1992). 
Typically, followers are convinced that the charismatic 
leader has received a unique revelation or possesses 
supernatural gifts. Although there are exceptions, cult 
leaders are usually men, probably because men are 
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more likely to be seen as having the characteristics 
associated with charismatic leadership.

Debunking Society’s Myths←
Myth: People who join extreme religious cults are malad-
justed and have typically been quickly brainwashed by cult 
leaders.
Sociological Perspective: Conversion to a religious 
cult usually involves a gradual process of resocialization 
wherein the convert voluntarily develops new associations 
with others and develops a new worldview based on these 
new relationships.

Religion and Social Change 
What is the role of religion in social change? Durkheim 
saw religion as promoting social cohesion; Weber saw 
it as culturally linked to other social institutions; Marx 
assessed religion in terms of its contribution to social 
oppression. Is religion a source of oppression, or is it  
a source of personal and collective liberation from 
worldly problems? There is no simple answer to this 
question. Religion has had a persistent conservative 
influence on society, but it has also been an impor-
tant part of movements for social justice and human 
emancipation. 

One of the major changes in society is the increase 
in both membership and influence of evangelical 
groups. Such groups are affiliated with conservative 
political causes, dramatically increasing the influence 
of religion on politics. At the same time, there has been 
a decrease in the importance of religion to many people. 
As a social institution, religion is in transition. Religion, 
like other aspects of society, is also becoming more 

commercialized. A large self-help industry has devel-
oped in religious publication, and religious music is 
increasingly successful as a form of enterprise. All sorts 
of religious products are bought and sold in what soci-
ologists now call a “spiritual marketplace” (Wuthnow 
1998). Clearly, religion influences social change, but it 
is also influenced by the same changes that affect other 
social institutions. 

At the same time, religion continues to have an 
important role in liberation movements around the 
world. Throughout the world, liberation theologians 
have used the prestige and organizational resources 
of the Catholic Church to develop a consciousness of 
oppression among poor peasants and working-class 
people. Likewise, in the United States, churches have 
had a prominent role in the civil rights movement 
(Morris 1984; Marx 1967/1867). Churches supplied 
the infrastructure of the developing Black protest 
movements of the 1950s and 1960s, and the moral 
authority of the church was used to reinforce the 
appeal to Christian values as the basis for racial jus-
tice. Now they continue to be important places for the 
mobilization of Black politics and provide an impor-
tant source of community support—often when other 
institutions have abandoned the Black community 
(Zuckerman 2002).

The role of women is also changing in most religious 
organizations. Women have long been denied the right 
to full participation in many faiths. Some religions still 
refuse to ordain women as clergy, but the public gen-
erally supports the ordination of women. Women now 
make up a large portion of divinity students. Whereas 
traditional religious images of women have provided 
the basis for the subordination of women, those ste-
reotypes are eroding. In sum, religion is a force of both 
social change and social stability.

How are different kinship systems defined? 
All societies are organized around a kinship system, 
varying in how many marriage partners are allowed, 
who can marry whom, how descent is determined, 
family residence, and power relations within the family. 
Extended family systems develop when there is a need 
for extensive economic and social cooperation. The 
nuclear family is the result of the rise of Western indus-
trialization that separated production from the home. 

What does sociological theory contribute to our 
understanding of families? 
Functionalism emphasizes that families have the func-
tion of integrating members to support society’s needs. 
Conflict theorists see the family as a power relationship, 

related to other systems of inequality. Symbolic interac-
tion takes a more microscopic look at families, emphasiz-
ing how different family members experience and define 
their family experience. Feminist theory emphasizes the 
family as a gendered institution and is critical of perspec-
tives that take women’s place in the family for granted. 

What changes characterize the diversity in 
contemporary families? 
One of the greatest changes in families has been the 
increase in female-headed households, which are most 
likely to live in poverty. The increase in women’s labor 
force participation has also affected families, resulting in 
dual roles for women. Stepfamilies face unique problems 
stemming from the blending of two households. Gay and 

Chapter Summary
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lesbian households are also more common and chal-
lenge traditional heterosexual definitions of the family. 
Single people make up an increasing portion of the pop-
ulation, due in part to the later age when people marry. 

Is marriage declining? 
The United States has both the highest marriage rate 
and the highest divorce rate of any industrialized 
nation. The high divorce rate is explained as the result 
of a cultural orientation toward individualism and per-
sonal gratification, as well as structural changes that 
make women less dependent on men within the family. 

Why is family violence such a problem? 
Family violence takes several forms, including partner 
violence, child abuse, incest, and elder abuse. Power rela-
tionships within families, as well as gender differences in 
the division of labor, help explain domestic violence. 

What major changes are affecting contemporary 
families? 
Changes at the global level are producing new forms 
of families—transnational families—where at least 
one parent lives and works in a nation different from 
the children. Social policies designed to assist families 
should recognize the diversity of family forms and the 
interdependence of the family with other social condi-
tions and social institutions. 

What are the elements of a religion? 
Sociologists are interested in religion because of the 
strong influence it has in society. Religion is an insti-
tutionalized system of symbols, beliefs, values, and 
practices by which a group of people interprets and 
responds to what they feel is sacred and that provides 
answers to questions of ultimate meaning. 

How do sociologists measure the significance  
of religion for people, and what forms does  
religion take? 
The United States is a deeply religious society. Christi-
anity dominates the national culture, even though the 

U.S. Constitution specifies a separation between church 
and state. Religiosity is the measure of the intensity and 
practice of religious commitment. 

How do the different sociological theories 
analyze religion? 
Durkheim understood religions and religious rituals 
as creating social cohesion. Weber saw a fit between 
the ideology of the Protestant ethic and the needs of a 
capitalistic economy. Religion is also related to social 
conflict. Marx saw religion as supporting societal 
oppression and encouraging people to accept their lot 
in life. Symbolic interaction theory focuses on the pro-
cess by which people become religious. Religious con-
version involves a dramatic transformation of religious 
identity and involves several phases through which 
individuals learn to identify with a new group and lose 
other existing social ties. 

What diversity exists in religious faith and 
practice? 
The United States is a diverse religious society. Prot-
estants, Catholics, Jews, and, increasingly, Muslims 
make up the major religious faiths in the United States. 
Religious extremism can emerge in any religion and is 
generated by certain societal characteristics. 

How is a religion organized? 
Churches are formal religious organizations. They are 
distinct from sects, which are religious groups that 
have withdrawn from an established religion. Cults are 
groups that have also rejected a dominant religious 
faith, but they tend to exist outside the mainstream of 
society. 

How has religion been affected by social change? 
In recent years, there has been an enormous growth in 
conservative religious groups. Religion is a conservative 
influence in society, but religion also has an important 
part in movements for human liberation, including the 
civil rights movement and the move to ordain women 
in the church. 
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The United States is thought to have the best education 
system in the world. Compared to underdeveloped 
countries, Americans are expected to have brighter 

futures because American schools are presumed to pro-
duce better-educated students. In the United States, anyone, 
regardless of race, class, or gender, can allegedly attend high 
quality schools. Do all Americans get a quality education? If 
not, who does and who does not? 

These questions ask you to examine the character of 
education as a social institution—one that, like other social 
institutions, has a social structure. The social structure of edu-
cational institutions means that, for some, schooling provides 
a path to a good job; for others, schooling provides minimal 
knowledge with little opportunity for success. 

There is much public debate around the issue of 
education. Teacher unions are under fire. Urban schools in 
many American cities are facing serious budgetary and per-
formance problems. Higher education is changing in the 
character of the student body and how educational content 
is delivered. The high cost of college prevents many from 
attending and leaves those who do asking if the high cost 
makes it worthwhile. Sociologists ask: How has the role of 
formal education in society changed over time? How can we 
provide quality education to all Americans? How is education 
linked to America’s place in a global economy?

Education and Health Care
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Chapter Summary 359

●● Understand the role of 
schools in society 

●● Compare and 
contrast theoretical 
perspectives on 
education 

●● Explain the 
connection between 
education and  
social mobility 

●● Outline the race and 
class inequalities 
within education 

●● Summarize the principal 
ideas regarding 
educational reform 

●● Describe the social 
organization of health 
care in the United 
States

●● Report data on 
inequality in health 
and health care in the 
United States 

●● Compare and contrast 
theoretical perspectives 
on health care 

●● Summarize the principal 
ideas regarding health 
care reform

in this chapter, you will learn to:
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Schooling and Society 
Education in any society is about the transmission of 
knowledge. In some societies, such as the United States, 
education is highly formalized—indeed, even regulated 
by government (at least for public institutions). In other 
societies, education may be less formal, perhaps provided 
solely through the transmission of knowledge by elders 
or family members (for example, home schooling is the 
norm in some protected religious communities). In the 
United States, education teaches formal knowledge, such 
as reading, writing, and arithmetic, as well as cultural 
knowledge, such as morals, values, and ethics. Educa-
tion prepares the young for entry into society and is thus 
a form of socialization. Sociologists refer to the more for-
mal, institutionalized aspects of education as schooling.

In a highly technological society such as the United 
States, education is increasingly necessary for future 
opportunities. Why then do some of our schools resem-
ble prisons where entering students are searched and the 
physical environment is dilapidated and bleak? Other 
schools look like beautiful campuses, places with modern 
facilities and sophisticated scientific equipment. To put 
these inequities in perspective, let us briefly look at how 
education in the United States has developed over time. 

The Structure of Education
During the nineteenth century, education was consid-
ered a luxury, available only to White, male children of the 
upper classes; it was not required for most jobs (Cookson 
and Persell 1985). In 1900, federal guidelines made edu-
cation compulsory, yet state laws requiring at tend ance 
were generally enforced only for White Americans and 
then only through eighth grade. ▲  Figure  14.1 shows 
how high school graduation rates have increased 
steadily over thirty years, most dramatically for Hispanic 
students. Inequality still exists, however, with the highest 
educational attainment for White Americans. 

There are traditionally three kinds of education in 
the United States: public education, private education, 

and homeschooling. Among public schools, there are 
now charter schools—those that receive public funds, 
but that are not subject to the same rules and regu-
lations as other public schools. Charter schools are 
attended by choice, sometimes by a lottery system. 
Many have a specialized curriculum. Although charter 
schools are still accountable to local and state school 
authorities, many think they offer an alternative to fail-
ing public schools. The number of students enrolled in 
charter schools has dramatically increased, from just 
under a half million in the 2000–2001 school year to 
over 2.1 million in the 2011–2012 school year (National 
Center for Education Statistics 2013). 

Criticism about charter schools focuses on the illu-
sion of choice. Although most charter schools claim 

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90 91% 89%

63%61%

100

1993 1999 2009 2013

79%77%

87%
94%

84%

75%

87%
82%

White Black Hispanic

▲ Figure 14.1 Percentage of 18- to 24-Year-Olds Who 
Have Completed High School by Race: Recent Trends 
The population of high school graduates is evolving, with a 
greater percentage of Hispanic students graduating each year. 
SOURCE: U.S. Census Bureau 2013, Current Population Survey, School 
Enrollment Supplement. www.census.gov/hhes/school/data/cps/
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Inequality in education is very apparent in the physical facilities of poor versus wealthy schools. This inequality is further 
reflected in educational opportunities within schools.
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that all families can choose a charter school, the poli-
cies actually reflect and extend racial disparities. School 
choice and voucher programs, while attempting a 
“color-blind” admissions process, in reality create a 
divide between “good” and “bad” schools. White fami-
lies have privileged access to better education and leave 
the neighborhood public school. The result is segre-
gated schools (Roda and Wells 2013).

Private schools are another type of education in the 
United States. Approximately 5.3 million students are 
currently enrolled in private schools (National Center 
for Education Statistics 2013). After the Brown v. Board 
of Education Supreme Court decision in 1954 that 
ruled separate schools for Black and White children 
unconstitutional, many White parents took children 
out of public schools and more private schools devel-
oped. Now, fearful of the quality of public education, 
many families who can afford to do so enroll their chil-
dren in private schools. This leaves many public school 
systems poorly funded with large minority student 
populations—creating a cycle of school failure for some 
and success for others. Although the charter school 
movement offers better options for working-class and 
minority students, White families continue to have 
greater access to charter and private schools. 

In homeschooling, children are educated at home, 
most often by a mother. Homeschooling now educates 
about 3  percent of school-aged children. The most 
common reasons parents give for homeschooling are 
criticisms of the environment and academic instruction 
in the public schools and the desire for more parental 
involvement in education (National Center for Educa-
tion Statistics 2013). Research studies vary in what they 
find regarding the academic achievement of home-
schooled children compared to other students, but 
there is little evidence suggesting any difference in how 
prepared students are for college (Murphy 2014). 

Higher education is also facing many challenges. The 
cost of attending a four-year college or university is higher 
now than in any time in history. Although federal loans 
can help students attend college, outstanding debt on  
these loans now tops 1.2 trillion dollars (Chopra 2013). 
Students are graduating with more debt, so that even if 
they find a high-paying job, they are unable to achieve 
financial independence. Higher education in the United 
States is facing a crisis as more parents are asking if attend-
ing college is worth it. The answer is still yes because 
research still finds a high “return” on education—in 
terms of material well-being over time; this is especially 
true for women (DiPrete and Buchmann 2014).

Education in Global Perspective 
For years, the United States has been heralded as hav-
ing the best school system in the world. Once at the top 
of the list of national scores in math and science, the 

United States now ranks thirty-fifth out of forty nations 
in student math achievement scores and twenty-ninth 
out of forty on science tests (Darling-Hammond 2010). 

What explains this decline in the nation’s standing? 
Most of it has to do with the enormous inequality that 
characterizes U.S. schools and the failure of American 
education to address the needs of poor, African 
American, and Latino students. Unlike other nations, 
the United States spends more on students from higher 
socioeconomic backgrounds, leaving those in poor and 
racially segregated schools disadvantaged on educa-
tional achievement (Darling-Hammond 2010). 

These facts mean that inequality in education 
(examined further in a later section of this chapter) is 
strongly linked to the nation’s standing in the global com-
munity. In other nations, students spend more time in 
school, raising questions about whether the school year 
should be extended for U.S. students. An extended school 
year is one possible solution. Other recommendations 
have been made, including funding for early education, 
increased teacher training, and better resources for all 
students across race and class lines. The 2003 No Child 
Left Behind Act (NCLB) was one attempt to increase stu-
dent achievement by holding teachers and school officials 
accountable for test scores. Debate over the effectiveness 
of this initiative has left more questions than answers. The 
debates about U.S. education in a global context have no 
easy answers, but can be well informed by more research. 

The Sociology 
of Education: Theoretical 
Perspectives 
As with other social institutions, sociological theory 
provides perspectives that illuminate public concerns 
about education. Questions about the purposes of edu-
cation, how education is organized, and who education 
serves are addressed in different ways by the major the-
oretical perspectives in sociology. 

Functionalist Theory 
Functionalist theory in sociology argues that education 
accomplishes the following consequences, or “functions,” 
for a society. First is socialization. As we have already 
seen, socialization takes place in the family, but the fam-
ily is not the sole location of socialization. Schools also 
have a socializing influence through passing on “book 
knowledge” in the form of information and skills. Schools 
also pass on cultural heritage and history, including 
values, beliefs, habits, and norms—in short, culture. Some 
of this is explicit in the schools, such as learning a language 
or the music and art of one’s culture. Learning culture can 
also be implicit—such as guiding students through norms 
around punctuality, discipline, and manners. 
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Occupational training is another function of edu-
cation, especially in an industrialized society such as 
the United States. In less technologically based soci-
eties, jobs and training may be passed from parent to 
child. A significant number of occupations and profes-
sions today are still passed on from parents to offspring, 
particularly among the upper classes (such as a father 
passing on a law practice to his son) or among certain 
highly skilled occupations (plumbers, ironworkers, 
and electricians).  In today’s highly technological soci-
ety, though, higher levels of education are increasingly 
necessary to secure a job with a livable wage. 

Social control, or the regulation of deviant behav-
ior, is also a function of education, although a less 
obvious one. Such indirect, subtle consequences 
emerging from the activities of institutions are called 
latent functions of the institution. Increased urbaniza-
tion and immigration beginning in the late nineteenth 
century were accompanied by rises in crime, over-
crowding, homelessness, and other urban ills. One 
perceived benefit of compulsory education (that is, 
one latent function) was that it kept young people off 
the streets and out of trouble. There is a hidden curric-
ulum in schools—a latent function of education; that 
is, schools not only “function” to give skills and train-
ing, but they also teach students norms, identities, and 
other forms of social learning that are not part of the 
formal curriculum. 

Conflict Theory 
In contrast to functionalist theory, which emphasizes 
how education unifies and stabilizes society, con-
flict theory emphasizes the power and inequality that 
are part of education as a social institution. Inequal-
ity in education occurs along numerous lines, with 
class, race, and gender among the most significant. 
The higher one’s social class, the more likely one will 
have higher educational attainment. Racial differences 
in education have also produced what is called the 
achievement gap—with volumes of research and heated 
public debate about the causes and consequences of 
this gap. Women now also outpace men in completing 
college (DiPrete and Buchmann 2014), although a gen-
der gap persists is in science, technology, engineering, 
and mathematic majors, or STEM disciplines. Men still 
outnumber women in these fields, fields that are widely 
believed to be important for global competition and 
employment. 

These facts support the argument of conflict theo-
rists that educational institutions are a site for pro-
ducing and reproducing inequality in our society. 
Educational and behavioral expectations are reinforced 
in schools, from preschool through college and beyond. 
Education is designed to produce workers for the con-
tinued growth of a capitalist economy. Those people in 

society, given the opportunity for educational advance-
ment, are the same ones awarded opportunities within 
the economic structure of the United States. 

Debunking Society’s Myths←
Myth: Schools are the great equalizing mechanism 
because everyone in the United States has a chance for a 
good public education. 
Sociological Perspective: Schools reproduce inequality. 
One reason is because public schools are funded through 
local property taxes, thus schools in high-income areas 
receive better funding per pupil than those in low-income 
and poor neighborhoods (Downey and Gibbs 2010).

Schools are also systems of power—not just on 
the level of teacher–student relationships, but also as 
a social system. School boards, principals, parents, 
teachers, and unions all vie for power and control in a 
system that ties them together—not just in stability and 
cooperation as functionalist theory presumes, but also 
in conflict and through power dynamics, the insight of 
conflict theory. 

Symbolic Interaction Theory 
Symbolic interaction theory focuses on how people 
interpret social interaction—in other words, some of 
the subjective dimensions of education and school-
ing. This is well illustrated in what has come to be 
known as the teacher expectancy effect—the effect 
of teacher expectations on a student’s actual perfor-
mance. When students and teachers interact, certain 

Contrary to the impression given in this photo, girls are  
frequently underrepresented in scientific and technical  
classes in school, particularly in upper grades and in college.
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expectations arise on the part of both. The teacher may 
expect or anticipate certain behaviors, good or bad, 
from students. Through the operation of the teacher 
expectancy effect, these expectations can actually cre-
ate the very behavior in question. Thus fulfilled, the 
behavior is actually caused by the expectation rather 
than the other way around. For example, if a White 
teacher expects Latino boys to perform below aver-
age on a math test relative to White students, over time 
the teacher may act in ways that encourage the Latino 
boys to get below-average math test scores. The point 
is that what the teacher expects students to do affects 
what they will do. Teachers’ expectations can dramati-
cally influence how much students learn independent 
of their actual ability. 

Insights into the teacher expectancy effect come 
from symbolic interaction theory. In a classic study, 
Rosenthal and Jacobson (1968) told teachers of several 
grades in an elementary school that certain children 
in their class were academic “spurters,” who would 
increase their performance that year. The rest of the 
students were called “nonspurters.” The researchers 
selected the “spurters” list completely at random, unbe-
knownst to the teachers. The distinction had no relation 
to an ability test the children took early in the school 
year, although the teachers were told (falsely) that it 
did. At the end of the school year, although all students 
improved somewhat on the achievement test, those 
labeled “spurters” made greater gains than those desig-
nated “nonspurters.” Although more recent sociological 

Contrary to the impression given in this photo, girls are  
frequently underrepresented in scientific and technical  
classes in school, particularly in upper grades and in college.

Research Question: Random searches, 
zero-tolerance policies, metal detectors, 
surveillance cameras, security guards—
the presence of these things in our 
public schools makes it seem as though 
the school system is a police state. 
What effect does such a strong security 
system have on today’s students? Is this 
excessive discipline necessary and effec-
tive? These are the questions that drove 
sociologist Aaron Kupchik to study the 
climate of punishment in today’s schools. 

Research Method: Kupchik and his 
research assistants spent two years 
observing classrooms, hallways, and 
disciplinary meetings in four high schools 
located in two different states. In each 
state, two high schools were largely 
White and middle class; two, mostly 
poor with students predominantly from 
racial–ethnic minority backgrounds. 
In addition to participant observation, 
Kupchik interviewed 100 people, includ-
ing students, parents, teachers, security 
staff, police, and administrators, and ana-
lyzed data from questionnaires that were 
given to all juniors in each of the four 
schools. This was a very comprehensive 
research design. 

Research Results: Kupchik found that 
an atmosphere of punishment, not of 

Homeroom Security

learning, predominates in each of these 
schools and guides the interaction 
between students, faculty, and staff. 
Although poor, minority students are 
most likely subjected to such punish-
ment, this climate also characterizes the 
treatment of White, middle-class schools. 
Students in each school perceived that 
the rules were unfair. The primary finding 
coming from this research is that the 
practices of punishment and discipline 
far outweigh the threat of actual 
wrongdoing. No doubt, Kupchik argues, 
high schools are sites of bullying, crime, 
and victimization, but the level of security 
in schools now is disproportionate to the 
actual risk of crime and wrongdoing. 

Conclusion and Implications: Ironi-
cally, Kupchik concludes that increased 
security and surveillance in schools 
actually increases student wrongdoing. 
Why? Because students will follow rules 
if they think they are fair, but will thwart 
them if they perceive the rules as unfair. 
Moreover, the fixation on rules and 
punishment overlooks the real problems 
students face—the context in which 
student wrongdoing actually emerges. 
With the priority given to punishment in 
schools, students’ actual needs are not 
being met, and taxpayer dollars may not 
be used to greatest effect. 

Questions to Consider 
1. What kind of security was in place 

in the high school you attended? 
Was it effective? Did it decrease or 
increase misbehavior? 

2. Why has there been such an 
emphasis on what Kupchik calls 
“homeroom security” in recent 
years? Do enhanced security prac-
tices in the schools address student 
needs?

Source: Kupchik, Aaron. 2010. Homeroom 
Security: School Discipline in an Age of Fear. 
New York: New York University Press.
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research has attempted to replicate this study, true rep-
lication is nearly impossible. Studies continue to show 
evidence that teacher expectations influence outcomes, 
but this is mediated by many factors beyond labeling of 
students (Jussim and Harber 2005). 

How are expectations converted into perfor-
mance? The powerful mechanism of the self-fulfilling 

prophecy, in which merely applying a label has the 
effect of justifying it, affects performance (Ballan-
tine and Spade 2015). In other words, if a student is 
defined (labeled) as a certain type, the student often 
becomes that type. You can see how such a process 
might also be deeply affected by race, class, and gen-
der stereotypes.

A very good example of this is the concept of ste-
reotype threat. This refers to the fact that perceived 
negative stereotypes about one’s group can actually 
affect one’s academic performance. A series of exper-
iments have repeatedly shown that when students 
perceive that they are being judged by a negative ste-
reotype, their performance, such as on tests, actually 
declines. This holds true for both students of color 
and women (Steele and Aronson 1995; Steele 2010). 
Stereotypes about women and minorities regarding 
educational abilities in math and science lead to anxi-
ety for the students and can also affect their choice 
of college majors, leaving science, engineering, and 
math courses, for example, if stereotypes about them 
are invoked.  One of the brilliant insights of symbolic 
interaction theory is that the meaning attributed to a 
behavior can be a powerful predictor of what a person 
becomes. Each of the three core sociological theories 
offers an important perspective on education (see  
◆ Table 14.1). 

Does Schooling Matter? 
How much does schooling really matter? Does more 
schooling actually lead to a better job, more annual 
income, and enhanced opportunities? Parents and 

The self-fulfilling prophecy occurs when students believe 
they cannot perform well academically because their 
teachers have low expectations of them. Often these low 
expectations are based on stereotypes about race, class, 
and gender, rather than on actual student performance. 
Unfortunately, when students accept these lower expec-
tations and believe them to be true, their performance 
confirms it.
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 ◆ Table 14.1 Sociological Theories of Education

Functionalism Conflict Theory Symbolic Interaction

Education in society Fulfills certain societal needs  
for socialization and training;  
“sorts” people in society  
according to their abilities

Reflects other inequities in  
society, including race, class, and  
gender inequality, and perpetuates 
such inequalities by tracking  
practices, for example

Emerges depending on the  
character of social interaction  
between groups in schools

Schools Inculcate values needed by  
the society

are hierarchical institutions  
reflecting conflict and power  
relations in society

are sites where social  
interaction between groups (such 
as teachers and students) influ-
ences chances for individual  
and group success

Social change Means that schools take on  
functions that other institu-
tions, such as the family,  
originally fulfilled

Threatens to put some groups  
at continuing disadvantage in  
the quality of education

Can be positive as people  
develop new perceptions of  
formerly stereotyped groups
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students who invest money and time into higher edu-
cation want to see the payoff at the end, but how much 
schooling matters, and for whom, is not just about indi-
vidual success or failure. How education is organized 
as a social institution and how education is related to 
systems of inequality in society are the larger sociologi-
cal questions. 

One way that sociologists measure a person’s 
social class or socioeconomic status (SES) is to deter-
mine the person’s amount of schooling, income, and 
type of occupation. Sociologists call these the indi-
cators of SES. In the general population, there is a 
strong relationship between formal education and 
occupation. Although the relationship is not perfect, 
it is true that the higher a person’s occupational status, 
the more formal education he or she is likely to have 
received. Thus, on average, doctors, lawyers, profes-
sors, and nuclear physicists spend many more years 
in school than garbage collectors and shoe shiners. 
This relationship is strong enough that you can often, 
although not always, guess a person’s level of educa-
tional attainment just by knowing his or her occupa-
tion. There are indeed instances of laborers, such as 
taxi drivers who have PhDs, but they are relatively rare. 
Also rare is the reverse: the self-educated, self-made 
individual who completed only high school and is now 
the CEO of a major corporation.

Schools are stratifying institutions; that is, they 
sort people into different categories, based on social 
factors such as one’s social class, race, gender, and 
even perceived social worth. Schools themselves are 
stratified institutions, but they also build on the strati-
fication that exists in the society at large. This is the 
case not just in the United States, but in other societies 
as well. 

In England, for example, the education cur-
riculum is divided into five key stages over thirteen 
years of school. All students take a series of exams 
in many subjects, called the General Certificate of 
Secondary Education, at the end of the eleventh year. 
In China, the educational system is about subject-
specific knowledge. The “gaokao” system is the col-
lege entrance exam program for all Chinese students. 
How students perform on the exam is nearly the only 
determinant for how and where students are placed. 
And in Japan, an examination given at age 12 deter-
mines even more rigidly a child’s subsequent educa-
tional opportunities. Students who wish to continue 
their education at a college or university must score 
high enough to gain admission to prep schools. 
Exams in these countries create an explicit stratifying 
mechanism for sorting students into an educational 
system that tracks them into successful professions—
or not. 

In the United States, educational stratification is not 
so explicit and, until recently, was not based solely on 
test scores—an issue discussed later in this chapter. But 
education is a stratified system, and it produces social 
mobility at the same time that it reproduces inequalities 
otherwise found in society. 

Look, for example, at the connection between 
income, education, and social factors such as gender. 
Although, the higher one’s education, the higher one’s 
income on the whole, it is nonetheless true that the aver-
age income for women is less than the average income 
for men at each education level. The median weekly 
earnings for women with a college degree are $1043. 
For men with a college degree, the average weekly 
earnings are $1395. Of course, some of this is because 
women tend to get degrees in different fields than men. 
Still, the connection between education, income, and 
gender holds across all levels of education (U.S. Bureau 
of Labor Statistics 2014b). 

Education and Social Mobility 
Education has traditionally been viewed in the United 
States as a way out of poverty and low social standing—
that is, as the main route to upward social mobility. The 
assumption has been that a person can overcome mod-
est beginnings by staying in school. 

There is some truth to this. Those with more edu-
cation do have higher earnings, better jobs, and more 
perceived social worth. Much sociological research, 
however, has demonstrated that the effect of education 
on a person’s eventual job and income greatly depends 
on the social class that the person was born into (Bowles 
et al. 2005).

Class and race also work together to “protect” the 
upper classes from downward social mobility. Educa-
tion is used by the upper classes to avoid downward 
mobility by such means as sending their children 
to elite private secondary schools. Among middle-
class Whites, education considerably improves the 
chances of getting middle-class jobs, yet access to 
upper-class positions is limited. Among those of the 
working class, chances of getting a good education 
are not impossible, but they involve a lot of social 
support, financial aid, and, sometimes, just plain 
luck. For the chronically unemployed—the under-
class—chances of getting a good education are mini-
mal. In sum, education is strongly affected by social 
class origins. Occupation and income are heavily 
influenced by social class and by education. These 
interrelationships are summarized in ▲ Figure 14.2, 
which shows that social class origin affects occupa-
tion and income both directly and indirectly by way 
of education. 
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Would it have ever occurred to you 
that the party scene on many college 
campuses contributes to class inequality? 
How so? Sociologists Elizabeth A. Arm-
strong and Laura T. Hamilton studied the 
college party scene and its ramifications 
by actually living in a college residence 
hall for an extended period of time and 
observing and interviewing the women 
who lived there. They lived with the 
women for a full year but continued inter-
viewing them through their graduation 
when they then followed up with them. 

Their book (Paying for the Party) 
highlights how different the experi-
ence of college is for middle-class and 
working-class students. Even seem-
ingly small differences between women 
from privileged families and women 
from solidly middle-class families led to 
different outcomes for students as they 
progressed through college and into the 
job market. 

Social Class and the College Party Scene
Armstrong and Hamilton found that 

women with more financial resources 
are able to graduate without debt, go 
on spring break trips, join sororities, 
buy alcohol, and fully participate in the 
party culture on campus. Women with 
fewer financial resources are less likely 
to experience the college culture this 
way. These differences extend to their 
postgraduate lives, altering opportu-
nities for employment and graduate 
school. The researchers identified three  
“pathways” that students experience 
in college. One focuses on partying, 
another on professional develop-
ment, and a third focuses on improving 
class status with a college education. 
College, particularly college parties, 
provides opportunities to meet peers 
for career advancement, for mar-
riage, and for friendship networks. The 
students with fewer financial resources 
do not have the same opportunities to 

participate in the college culture that 
will create networks and open doors 
for them. Working-class students 
are actually disadvantaged by a party 
culture that, to many, just seems like a 
lot of fun. In the end, as Armstrong and 
Hamilton conclude, the party culture on 
college campuses is one way that the 
educational system reproduces class 
inequality.  

Is there a party culture on your 
campus? If so, are there differences 
between students who frequently go 
out for parties, often order pizza, or 
can participate in other college activi-
ties that require money? Armstrong 
and Hamilton make the argument that 
more privileged students have a dif-
ferent orientation or attitude toward 
college than other students. Do you 
agree? 

Source: Armstrong, Elizabeth A., and Laura 
T. Hamilton. 2013. Paying for the Party: How 
College Maintains Inequality. Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press.

understanding diversity

Social class
origin and
race–ethnicity

Educational
attainment

Occupation
and income

▲ Figure 14.2 Relationship of Social Class,  
Race–Ethnicity, Education, Occupation, and Income 
This figure shows how social class origin affects occupation 
and income both directly and indirectly by way of education.
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become increasingly important as testing has become 
the major measure of school success under educational 
reforms such as No Child Left Behind. 

There are three major criticisms regarding the use 
of standardized tests. First, the tests tend to measure 
only limited ranges of abilities (such as quantitative 
aptitude or verbal aptitude) while ignoring other cog-
nitive endowments such as creativity, musical ability, 
spatial perception, or even political skill and athletic 
ability (Zwick 2004; Freedle 2003). 

Second, the tests possess at least some degree of 
cultural and gender bias—and also a strong social class 
bias. As a result, they may perpetuate rather than reduce 
inequality between different cultural, racial, gender, 
and class groups. Many studies show that although 
standardized ability tests are somewhat capable of pre-
dicting future school performance for White men, most 
studies show less accurate forecasts for the success of 
minorities, especially Hispanics, African Americans, 
and American Indians; they also predict school perfor-
mance less accurately for women than for men. In other 
words, the extent to which the tests accurately predict 
later college grades is compromised for minorities, 
women, and people of working-class origins. 

Testing and Accountability 
The education system in the United States has relied 
heavily upon the idea that intelligence, or ability, or 
potential is a single trait—one that can be gauged 
according to the numerical results of standardized 
tests. Whether standardized tests are a strong mea-
sure of ability—and, in some forms, achievement—has 
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▲ Figure 14.3 SaT Scores and Family 
Income Higher family income means higher SAT 
verbal and SAT math scores. 
Source: The College Board. Copyright © 2010. National 
Report on College-Bound Seniors. Reproduced with 
permission. www.collegeboard.com

Third, SATs actually do not predict school per-
formance very well for all groups. For example, SAT 
scores are only modestly accurate predictors of college 
grades even for White students (Zwick 2004). This fact 
is not well known. Grade point average in high school 
(and school class rank as well) is also only a modestly 
accurate predictor of success in college. High school 
grades are about as accurate as the SATs in predicting 
college grades—maybe even a little better (Alon and 
Tienda 2007). 

In general, average scores for tests such as the 
SAT differ across different groups. Whites score higher 
on average than minorities, and the higher a person’s 
social class, the higher his or her test score is likely to 
be. This is where the intelligence debate begins. The 
segregation of schools discussed previously indi-
cates clear reasons for poor test scores among some 
students. Lack of resources in schools, inadequate 
teacher training, and unsafe conditions are environ-
mental factors that likely contribute to below-average 
academic performance. 

Still, occasional claims are made that differences in 
test scores are somehow genetically inherited. A noto-
rious example was the publication of a book, The Bell 
Curve in 1994. The book caused a major stir, one that  
is still ongoing among educators, lawmakers, teachers, 
public officials, policymakers, and the general public. 
Authors of The Bell Curve, Herrnstein and Murray, 
argued that the distribution of intelligence in the general 
population closely approximates a bell-shaped curve 
(called the normal distribution). They also asserted that 
there is one basic, fundamental kind of intelligence and 
that it is genetically inherited. 

Herrnstein and Murray’s research was widely 
criticized for arguing that intelligence is determined 
primarily by one’s genes rather than by one’s social 
and educational environment. Although there is some 
small genetic basis to intelligence, as long as soci-
ety is marked by the inequalities that we can socio-
logically observe, then group differences in ability 
must be seen within that context. Understanding the 
drastic race and class differences in schools across 
this country highlights access to educational oppor-
tunity as opposed to intellectual ability (Fischer  
et al. 1996). 

Consider the standardized tests commonly used 
to apply for college admission. On average, students 
from lower-income families have lower scores on 
exams such as the Scholastic Assessment Test (SAT) 
and the American College Testing (ACT) program. As 
shown in ▲  Figure 14.3, there is a smooth and dra-
matic increase in average (mean) SAT score as family 
income increases, for both SAT verbal and math scores. 
In this sense, a student’s SAT score is a proxy, or sub-
stitute, measure of that student’s social class: Within 
a certain range, you can guess someone’s likely SAT 
score from knowing only the income and social class 
of his or her parents! As you can see from Figure 14.3,  
each additional $10,000 in family income is worth 
about 10 to 15 points on either the SAT verbal or the 
SAT math tests. 

One possible reason for this is access to test prep-
aration courses. These courses typically cost money 
and may be inaccessible to some students. Devine-
Eller (2012) finds that as household income goes up, 
the likelihood of participating in test preparation 
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courses also goes up for ninth- through eleventh-
graders. This research also shows that students are 
much more likely to participate in a test preparation 
course if they are active in school activities, have par-
ents who are highly educated themselves, and have 
parents that are actively involved in school (Devine-
Eller 2012). The idea of cultural capital in this con-
text suggests that certain types of parents will have 
access to knowledge and information about prepar-
ing their student for college entrance exams. Beyond 
simply the ability to pay for test preparation courses, 
parents with knowledge and experience regarding 
college admissions are able to provide better oppor-
tunity for their children. 

Less help preparing for standardized tests may 
diminish a student’s chance of getting into the best 
colleges or universities. The intersection of race and 
class also contributes to the inequality of educational 
attainment. Statistics about SAT scores indicate that 
White students typically score higher in critical read-
ing, mathematics, and writing than Blacks and Latinos 
(see ◆ Table 14.2). These patterns indicate that college 
entrance exams continue to stratify student access to 
educational success. 

The educational system in the United States 
appears to allow for some social mobility as the result of 
education, but clearly not as much as people believe. A 
good education is essential for a good job, but the odds 
of getting such an education are considerably shaped by 
one’s social class of origin, one’s race—and, to a lesser 
extent—one’s gender. Too many of the poorest children 
in the United States lack the very basic necessities for a 
good education (Kozol 2006). Support and scholarship 
programs intended to aid those with greater disadvan-
tages in education help, but without such intervention, 
the forces of social stratification are reproduced in the 
educational system.

Education and Inequality 
Education has reduced many inequalities in society. 
More high school diplomas are awarded to all race 
and class groups, and more minorities and women 
attend and graduate from two- and four-year col-
leges. Nonetheless, many inequalities still exist in U.S. 
education. These can be shown in numerous ways. 
Studies of inequality and poverty, specifically in U.S. 
urban centers, highlight how schools are organized, 
often along race and class lines, leaving many of our 
most marginalized students without quality educa-
tion (Kozol 2006). 

Segregation and Resegregation 
In 1954, in a landmark decision, the U.S. Supreme Court 
ruled in the case of Brown v. Board of Education that 
“separate but equal” in all public facilities, including 
schools, was unconstitutional. Although it took years 
before school districts actually began implementing 
this decision, and only then with substantial pressure 
from the federal government, some measure of school 
desegregation followed the Brown decision. Although 
school desegregation was not as great as was hoped, 
progress was made. By the 1980s, many school districts, 
particularly in the American South, had made signifi-
cant gains in integrating schools by race. 

Now, however, that historic change is revers-
ing, and the nation is retreating to highly segregated 
schools. Researchers have found that American 
schools are now more racially segregated by race and 
by class than was the case in the 1980s, in every part 
of the country for both African Americans and Lati-
nos. Communities have reversed the desegregation 
orders of the 1970s to create neighborhood schools. 
Residential segregation by race means that schools 

 ◆ Table 14.2 Average SAT Scores by Ethnicity and Gender

Critical Reading Mathematics Writing

Men Women Men Women Men Women

american Indian or alaska native 482 480 502 472 456 466

asian, asian american, or Pacific Islander 522 520 611 584 522 532

Black or african american 427 433 436 423 408 426

Mexican or Mexican american 453 446 481 450 438 445

Puerto Rican 458 454 468 441 440 449

Other Hispanic, latino, or latin american 456 446 480 446 440 445

White 530 525 552 519 508 521

Other 491 493 539 498 483 496

Source: The College Board. Copyright © 2013. Total Group Profile Report. Reproduced with permission. www.collegeboard.com
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are then also segregated. More than half of African 
American and Latino students now attend schools 
that are “majority minority”—that is, more than half of 
the students in the schools are minority students. This 
would not be problematic in and of itself were it not for 
the fact that “majority minority” schools tend to have 
none of the resources of predominantly white schools 
(Orfield et al. 2014). 

School segregation is problematic on many counts, 
one of which is the isolation of groups from one another 
and the resulting loss of friendship, interracial under-
standing, and comingling. Segregated schools that are 
heavily minority or poor are also generally of very poor 
quality—as the Brown decision noted. In other words, 
segregation breeds inequality, and even a cursory look 
at segregated schools that are predominantly minor-
ity and/or poor will reveal this. Unqualified teachers, 
ill-equipped science labs, a weak curriculum, and a 
prison-like atmosphere prevail in such schools, thus 
denying students, who likely are perfectly smart and 
capable, from achieving the kind of education that will 
lead to a good job (Kozol 2006). This unequal, subpar 
education creates a situation in which young African 
American men are more likely to end up in prison than 
to graduate from college (National Center for Education 
Statistics 2013; Carson and Sabol 2012). 

The current criticism of the American educational 
system centers on these disparate conditions between 
wealthy, predominantly White, suburban schools and 
poor, predominantly minority, urban schools. Com-
munities with a greater percentage of high-income 
families simply have better schools. Students raised in 
low-income communities are denied access to these 
schools and the strong education provided by them. 
Despite the perception that the United States is a fair 
and equitable nation, millions of U.S. children are 
lacking opportunity to live up to their potential. The 
educational structure of U.S. schools is not fair and 
equitable. 

Debunking Society’s Myths←
Myth: Intelligence is mostly determined by genetic 
inheritance. 
Sociological Perspective: Intelligence is a complex con-
cept not easily measured by one thing and is likely shaped 
as much by environmental factors as by genetic endow-
ment (Zwick 2004).

School Tracking and Individualized Education 
Plans. Tracking (also called ability grouping) is the 
separating of students within schools according to 
some measure of ability (Oakes 2005). Tracking has 
taken place for more than seventy years. As early as 
first grade, children are likely divided into high-track, 

middle-track, and lower-track groups, or some varia-
tion thereof. Perhaps you were assigned to one of these 
tracks in elementary, junior high, or high school. In high 
school, the high-track students take college preparatory 
courses in math and science and read Shakespeare. 
Middle-track students take courses in business admin-
istration and typing. Lower-track students take voca-
tional courses in auto mechanics, masonry, or dental 
hygiene. Although this kind of tracking is now on the 
decline in the United States, versions of it still exist. 

The original idea behind tracking is that students 
would get a better education and be better prepared for 
life after high school if they are grouped early accord-
ing to ability. Theoretically, students in all tracks learn 
faster because the curriculum is tailored to their ability 
level, and the teacher can concentrate on smaller, more 
homogenous groups. 

Advocates of detracking give the opposite argu-
ment. Detracking is based on the belief that combin-
ing students of varying cognitive abilities benefits the 
students more than tracking, especially by the time 
students get to junior high and high school. Students 
of high and low ability can thus learn from each other; 
the high-ability students are not seen to be “held back” 
by students with less ability, but are enriched by their 
presence. 

How does tracking work when placing students 
with learning disabilities or special educational re -
quirements? For years, American students with dis-
abilities were isolated from mainstream students and 
given an entirely separate curriculum. The Individuals 
with Disabilities Education Act, however, outlines the 
federal guidelines for providing quality education for 
students with disabilities. Since the act was amended in 
1997, new trends focus on the need for individualized  
education programs (IEPs), which outline specific 
types of learning that target specific needs. Not long 
ago, students with special education needs were taken 
out of the main classroom. More recently, education 
research highlights the value of mixed-ability class-
rooms, including both IEP and mainstream students. 

Most researchers and educators who have studied 
tracking agree that not all students should be mixed 
together in the same classes. The differences between 
students can be too great and their needs too dissimi-
lar. Some degree of tracking has always had advocates 
based on its presumed benefits for all students. This 
presumption is under attack. One of the most consis-
tent research findings on tracking is that students in 
the higher tracks receive positive effects, but that the 
lower-track students suffer negative effects. To begin 
with, students in the lower tracks learn less because 
they are, quite simply, taught less. They are asked to 
read less and do less homework. High-track students 
are taught more; furthermore, they are consistently 
rewarded by teachers and administrators for their 
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academic abilities (Oakes 2005). At the elementary 
level, mixed-ability classrooms are more common. As 
students progress through middle and high schools, 
IEPs are developed to address needs for each student 
and for each subject in school. Structurally, this can 
be very challenging for teachers and school admin-
istrators. Individualized lesson plans could benefit 
all students, not just those with learning disabilities. 
Teachers, however, must find ways to teach the same 
material to a classroom full of students, all of whom 
learn differently. 

→Thinking Sociologically 

Were you in a tracked elementary school? What were  
the tracks? Did you get the impression that teachers 
devoted different amounts of actual time to students in 
different tracks? Did teachers “look down” on those in the 
lower tracks? What about the students—did they treat 
some tracks as “better” or “worse” than others (were they 
perceived as differing in prestige)? Based on your recollec-
tions, what does this tell you about tracking and social class?

Who gets assigned to which tracks? Research shows 
that track assignment is not solely based on the perfor-
mance in cognitive ability tests. Social class and race 
are involved. Students with the same test scores often 
get assigned to different tracks because of differences 
in their social class and race. Few administrators or 
teachers consciously and deliberately assign students 
to tracks based on these criteria, but it occurs neverthe-
less. Researchers have consistently found that when fol-
lowing two students with identical scores on cognitive 
ability tests, the student of higher social class is more 

likely than the student of lower social class status to get 
assigned to the higher track. 

This inequality is at the root of the American educa-
tion debate. A core American value states that all people 
are created equal. Through a fair and equitable educa-
tional system, all students would have equal access to 
opportunity and success. Sociological research exam-
ines the social institution of education to better under-
stand the consequences for students and how to better 
improve those consequences. 

Educational Reform 
There are clearly major challenges facing the educa-
tional system in the United States. Calls for reform are 
many and are coming from parents, communities, 
teachers, and administrators, as well as presidents and 
politicians. The No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act of 
2001 was one reform attempt. 

The goal of NCLB was, in part, an attempt to narrow 
the achievement and test the score gap between White 
students and students of color in U.S. public schools. Of 
course, this act does not address fundamental problems 
of public education, including racial segregation and 
wealthy White students attending private educational 
institutions. The NCLB Act has meant restructuring edu-
cation with an emphasis on “accountability”—that is, 
measured assessments of where and how schools are 
succeeding or failing. Much of the emphasis in NCLB 
has then been on high-stakes testing. Students cannot 
graduate or move on to the next grade without reaching 
certain levels of proficiency, as measured on standard-
ized exams. NCLB also calls for teachers to be replaced 
based on their students’ test scores, and schools that are 
seen as underachieving are threatened with closure. 

Schools in the United States are rapidly resegregating by race.
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Despite assertions by politicians that this law has 
had a positive and “dramatic” effect, the results have 
shown that wide gaps persist in verbal and math test 
scores. The gap has actually widened under the NCLB 
law. Some of the gap in test scores, as we have seen, 
can be attributed to poor measurement and cultural 
bias in the tests, but the problems in the education 
system run deep and cannot be measured by test 
scores alone. 

Other federal initiatives focus on school reform, 
with little success. Political controversy centers on how 
to fund education, where best to spend tax dollars, and 
what policies would be most successful. Key issues in 
the education debate are: 

1. adopting standards and assessments that will pre-
pare students to succeed in college and the work-
place and to compete in a global economy; 

2. developing good measures of student success that 
can be used to inform teachers and administrators 
about improving instruction; 

3. recruiting, rewarding, and retaining the best teach-
ers and principals; and 

4. improving the lowest-achieving schools. 

Educational reform is difficult to implement. Educa-
tional reform must begin with a clear understanding 
of education as an institution, including how schools 
create and reinforce inequality. Continued research 
and governmental commitment will help create a more 
balanced, fair, and successful model for educating 
Americans. 

Health Care  
in the United States 
Like education, health care in the United States is also 
an institution. The United States still has some of the 
most sophisticated health care treatment in the world, 
but is it affordable? Who has access? Why are costs for 
medical insurance so high? Why are some Americans 
at greater risk for illness than others? What role should 
the government play in providing health care to its citi-
zens? These questions are at the core of current political 
struggles about health care, but they are also informed 
by sociological research and theory. 

Generally speaking, the citizens of the United 
States are quite healthy in relation to the rest of the 
world. As we will see, there are very great discrepan-
cies among people within the United States in terms 
of how healthy they are and their access to health care. 
Although health is a physiological phenomenon, it has 
social dimensions. The field of medical sociology stud-
ies these social dimensions of health and illness, the 
social organization of health care institutions, and the 
inequality of access to quality health care. 

Health and Illness 
Illness and how to treat disease have advanced greatly 
over the course of American history. Scientific break-
throughs in the natural sciences have brought us to a 
remarkable time in Western medicine when Ameri-
cans have access to diagnosis, treatment, and cures 
for so many diseases once believed to be fatal. Under-
developed countries are far behind American medi-
cal schools and hospitals in availability of treatments, 
diagnostic tests, and social support for the sick. In many 
ways, the modern American system of health care and 
medicine is a model of success. 

There are, however, problems in the U.S. health 
care system. Much like our education, medical institu-
tions are social structures that create different experi-
ences for different groups of people. The system is not 
perfect. The issue largely revolves around unequal 
access to good health care. The debate over affordable 
health care and equality of care has dominated the 
recent political landscape. 

Another problem for U.S. health care is the overall 
model of how we treat disease. Because of technologi-
cal advances in science, the assumption is that the most 
up-to-date treatments are better for patients and have 
better success. In many cases, this is true. It is better to 
put antibiotic cream on an open wound, than “bleed” it 
with an unsterile cut. Non-Western techniques, however, 
are not entirely without merit. There are examples of 
people traveling to India to practice yoga to cure nerve 
disorders. Right here in the United States acupunctur-
ists are successfully treating people for everything from 
chronic back pain to breach pregnancies. One complaint 
of our health care system is that these alternative medical 
practices are not always endorsed by physicians and are  
rarely paid for by insurance. The most recent survey finds 
that Americans paid at least $34  billion in one year on 
complementary and alternative medicine—that is, things 
such as herbal supplements, chiropractic, yoga, medita-
tion, acupuncture, and other products and services that 
are not part of traditional medicine (Valles 2014; National 
Institutes of Health 2007). 

Critics of the health care system also contend that 
there is a lack of emphasis on prevention. Medicine in 
this country follows mostly a disease model in which 
patients are first diagnosed and then treated for the 
illness. Despite evidence that prevention of many ill-
nesses is possible, the system is structurally set up for 
treatment rather than prevention. Most health insur-
ance does not, for example, reimburse a health club or 
gym membership for someone at high risk for diabetes. 
The cost of managing diabetes far outweighs the cost of 
supporting an active lifestyle to prevent diabetes. 

If health care institutions turned attention to pre-
vention, several costly and difficult health problems 
could be significantly reduced in the United States. 

Schools in the United States are rapidly resegregating by race.
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Obesity is a major health concern in the United States, 
and a contributing factor for heart disease, stroke, 
diabetes, and some cancers. Recently, the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention classified obesity as an 
ep  idemic, with about 35 percent of adults and 17 percent 
of children aged 2 through 19 classified as obese (Ogden 
et al. 2014). Obesity occurs when more calories are 
consistently ingested than are burned through physi-
cal activity. The epidemic of obesity, costing the United 
States nearly $150 billion annually, is a social problem 
well beyond the scope of individual behavior (Centers 
for Disease Control 2011). Individuals do not simply 
lack self-control when eating. Instead, environmental 
factors have created a society focused on food, where 
what we eat, when we eat, and how much we eat are 
contributing to Americans’ obesity. 

One environmental factor is the unavailability of 
fresh, affordable, and healthy foods for many. Many peo-
ple in low-income inner-city neighborhoods, for exam-
ple, have to go miles before reaching a grocery store with 
fresh, affordable produce. Convenience stores, vending 
machines, and fast-food restaurants dominate the city 
landscape, certainly in poorer areas. These places pro-
vide inexpensive, calorie-rich foods that fill people up. 
Unfortunately, these foods are also rich in fat and lack 
key nutrients needed for healthy bone development 
and childhood growth. The racial and socioeconomic 
characteristics of these neighborhoods mean that some 
racial groups are more likely than others to be obese, 
especially among children (see ▲ Figure 14.4). A steady 
diet of high-fat, high-sugar, and highly processed foods 
increases the likelihood of obesity. 

Scientific knowledge provides the know-how to 
battle obesity. Health professionals are aware of the 
benefits of healthy foods and physical activities, and 
more emphasis is being placed on staying physically  

fit and eating well. Given the social and cultural 
dimensions of overeating, however, the struggle to 
reduce the number of obese Americans is still chal-
lenging. New governmental guidelines for nutrition, 
state and federal initiatives for physical activity, and 
media emphasis on weight loss are all part of a good 
start for reversing the obesity trend. Health care insti-
tutions can also be part of the solution by includ-
ing healthy eating and exercise as part of an overall 
prevention-focused medical plan. 

The Social Organization  
of Health Care 
Health care is now a vast institution, including not only 
hospitals and doctors but also many auxiliary sectors, 
such as nursing homes, rehabilitation centers, drop-in 
clinics, and various “alternative” health care services, 
such as homeopathy, wellness centers, and even exer-
cise and nutrition centers. The colossal factors in the 
organization of health care institutions are the for-profit 
insurance and pharmaceutical companies. Health is big 
business. The connection between for-profit compa-
nies, the government, and health care lies at the heart 
of current debates about health care. 

The United States is one of the few industrialized 
nations that does not provide universal health care to 
its citizens. The 2012 passing of the Affordable Care Act 
(referred to as Obamacare) aimed to address the prob-
lem of too many uninsured Americans. Health care in 
the United States is a labyrinth of health care deliver-
ers, for-profit insurance companies, and government 
programs that provide health care for the aged and for 
the poor. Entitlement programs like Medicare (which 
provides health insurance to older Americans) and 
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▲ Figure 14.4 Percent of Children aged 12–19  
Who are Obese, 2009–2012 Obesity among children is 
health problem in America, especially among minorities.
Source: Centers for Disease Control. 2013. Health United States 2013. 
Hyattsville, MD: National Center for Health Statistics.  
www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/hus/hus13.pdf
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Medicaid (which provides health insurance to poor 
Americans) remain the subject of political debate, as 
does the Affordable Care Act. 

The Affordable Care Act works through a market-
place of health insurance exchanges that vary state to 
state. People obtain coverage through competing health 
care providers, enrolling during periods of open enroll-
ment. The key provisions of the Affordable Care Act are:

1. expansion of the availability of health care insur-
ance to all Americans;

2. insurance companies may not deny coverage to 
children (under age 19) because of preexisting 
conditions;

3. elimination of lifetime coverage limits on insurance 
coverage, although there can be annual limits;

4. insurance plans must cover preventative care, 
such as mammograms and colonoscopies, without 
charging deductibles and co-pays;

5. young adults are allowed to stay on parents’ plan 
until age 26;

6. early retirees keep their employer-sponsored ben-
efits until they are eligible for Medicare.

Early reports show that, on that last goal, the 
Affordable Care Act is helping minimize the number of 

uninsured people. Fewer Americans are without health 
insurance (across all race groups; see ▲  Figure  14.5). 
According to the official website of the Affordable Care 
Act, over eleven million people signed up for health 
insurance through the government marketplace in 2015.

The critics of the Affordable Care Act claim that 
insurance costs will rise for companies that employ 
workers, leading them to cut back on jobs and force 
many companies to fail. Another analysis argues that, 
under the new policy, physicians will be unable to col-
lect payment for much of their work, leading to fewer 
quality doctors in practice. Despite the passing of the 
new law, debate continues in the political arena and 
among health care professionals over how to best pro-
vide care for people in the United States. 

The American health care system has been com-
pared to those of other Western countries and revealed 
some clear differences. For example, in European coun-
tries like France and Germany, health care is much 
more unified in approach, allowing patients to experi-
ence more cohesive care from diagnosis to treatment 
to cure (Reid 2010). In the United States, a specialist, a 
doctor who concentrates on one specific area of medi-
cal care, is desirable for almost any illness. Primary care 
physicians are not expected to treat disease, but rather 

How does one best care for a dying 
family member? The current health 
care system has few options for end-
of-life care. Because the disease model 
currently in place in the United States 
emphasizes treatment, few doctors 
will guide patients through the end 
of life. Insurance companies often 

When Should Treatment Stop?: Issues  
for End-of-Life Care

do not cover the cost of palliative 
care (not to cure or fix, but simply to 
keep comfortable) or hospice care 
(to keep comfortable through the 
dying process). Less than one-third of 
Americans die in hospitals. Most people 
prefer to die at home with family 
around them (Ko et al. 2013). Caring 

for the elderly typically falls to women 
(Jordan and Cory 2010), and clear 
cultural differences among different 
American families should be consid-
ered when reforming end-of-life care 
(Ko et al. 2013; Cravey and Mitra 2011). 
Sociologists examine the cultural 
expectations and structural inequality 
in caring for dying family members.  
At what point are doctors and hospitals 
no longer needed?

what would a sociologist say?
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▲ Figure 14.5 People without Health Insurance 
Coverage, 2013–2014 This chart shows the declin-
ing percentage of people in different race groups who 
did not have health insurance from 2013 before the 
Affordable Care Act to January through June 2014, 
after the Affordable Care Act.  Given what you see, who 
benefitted the most? 
Source: Martinez, Michael E., and Robin A. Cohen. 2014. Health 
Insurance Coverage: Early Release of Estimates from National 
Health Interview Survey, January–June 2014. Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention, U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services, National Center for Health Statistics. www.cdc.gov/nchs 
/data/nhis/earlyrelease/insur201412.pdf

Supersized food is contributing to the problem of obesity.
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to simply manage good health and then refer patients to 
a specialist when needed. This contributes to the confu-
sion, the high cost, and the ineffectiveness of American 
health care. Patients often complain that diagnostic test 
results are not shared between doctors or are not done 
at all. Multiple doctors may be involved in diagnosis 
and treatment, and they are not in agreement or are not 
communicating effectively with one another. 

The confusion and frustration in managing care is 
challenging even in the best of cases. For fully insured 
Americans with high education and good incomes, navi-
gating through the health care system is often complicated 
and difficult. For the millions of Americans who are not 
insured, have less education, and are financially vulner-
able, an illness can be devastating in more ways than one. 

→	 See for YourSelF ←
Mapping Food 
Identify two neighborhoods in your community that differ 
by their social class and/or racial composition. Draw a map 
of each neighborhood and then take a drive through each 
with your map in hand. Mark every place where you see 
some kind of food outlet, and mark whether it is a major 
grocery chain, a convenience store, fast-food outlet, or 
other provider of meals. You might also note what kind 
of transportation is needed to get to each location. When 
you have finished, what patterns do you see about the 
availability of healthy food in each neighborhood? If you 
lived in either, how far would you have to go to purchase 
fresh, good-quality food? Can you get there without a car? 
What does your experiment suggest about class and race 
disparities in health outcomes? 

Health and Inequality 
Medical options are not equally available to all 
Americans. Health care institutions re-create the struc-
tural inequality of society. Prominent problem areas in 
the U.S. health care system include the following: 

●● Unequal distribution of health care by race–
ethnicity, social class, or gender. Health care 
is more readily available and more readily deliv-
ered to White people than to others. Yet, as late as 
2012, 19  percent of White adults still had no usual 
source of health care. This compares to 22 percent of 
African Americans, 21 percent of Asian Americans, 
24 percent of American Indians and Alaska natives, 
and 34 percent of Hispanics. Men are less likely than 
women to have a source of health care (Centers for 
Disease Control 2013). 

●● Unequal distribution of health care by region. 
Each year, many in the United States die because 
they live too far away from a doctor, hospital, or 

emergency room. Doctors and hospitals are concen-
trated in cities and suburbs; they are much less likely 
to be situated in isolated rural areas (Hartley 2014). 

●● Inadequate health education of inner-city and 
rural parents. Many inner-city and rural parents do 
not understand the importance of immunizing their 
children against smallpox, tuberculosis, and other 
illnesses, and they are often suspicious of immuni-
zation programs. This hesitancy is reinforced by the 
depersonalized and inadequate health care that resi-
dents of low-income communities often encounter 
when care is available at all.

Debunking Society’s Myths←
Myth: The health care system works with the best inter-
ests of clients in mind. 
Sociological Perspective: The health care system is 
structured along the same lines as other social institu-
tions, thus reflecting similar patterns of inequality in 
society (Barr 2014). 

Race and Health Care 
Racial disparities in health mean that African Americans 
are more likely than Whites to fall victim to various dis-
eases, including cancer, heart disease, stroke, and dia-
betes. Although the occurrence of breast cancer is lower 
among African American women than White women, 
the mortality rate (death rate) for breast cancer in 
African American women is considerably higher than it 
is for White women (Centers for Disease Control 2013). 

Hispanics, like African Americans, Native Ameri-
cans, and other minorities, are also significantly less 
healthy than Whites (Centers for Disease Control 2013). 
Hispanics contract tuberculosis at a rate seven times 
that of Whites. Other indicators of health, such as infant 
mortality, reveal a picture for Hispanics similar to that 
of African Americans and Native Americans. 

Although differences in culture, diet, and lifestyle 
account for some of the racial disparities in health care, 
it is well established in study after study that African 
Americans and Latinos simply do not receive medical 
attention as early as Whites. When they do get treat-
ment, the stage of their illness is often more advanced 
and the treatment they receive is not of the same qual-
ity. African Americans and Hispanics, especially when 
they are poor, are less likely than Whites to have a regu-
lar source of medical care (see Figure 14.5). When they 
do, it is likely to be a public health facility or an out-
patient clinic. Because of language barriers as well as 
other cultural differences, Hispanics are less likely than 
other minority groups to use available health services, 
such as hospitals, doctors’ offices, and clinics (National 
Center for Health Statistics 2013). 
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Social Class and Health Care 
In the United States, social class has a pronounced 
effect on health and the availability of health services. 
The lower the social class status of a person or fam-
ily, the less access available to adequate health care 
(National Center for Health Statistics 2013). Conse-
quently, the lower one’s social class, the less long one 
will live. People with higher incomes who are asked to 
rate their own health tend to rate themselves higher 
than people with lower incomes. The effects of social 
class are nowhere more evident than in the distribution 
of health and disease, showing up dramatically in the 
rates of infant mortality, stillbirths, tuberculosis, heart 
disease, cancer, arthritis, diabetes, and a variety of other 
illnesses. The reasons lie partly in personal habits that 
are themselves partly dependent on one’s social class. 
For example, those with lower socioeconomic status 
smoke more often, and smoking is the major cause of 
lung cancer and a significant contributor to cardiovas-
cular disease (Centers for Disease Control 2013). 

Social circumstances also have an effect on health. 
Poor living conditions, elevated levels of pollution 
in low-income neighborhoods, and lack of access to 
health care facilities all contribute to the high rate of 
disease among low-income people. Another contrib-
uting factor is the stress caused by financial troubles. 
Research has consistently shown correlations between 
psychological stress and physical illness (Taylor 2010). 
The poor are more subject to psychological stress than 
the middle and upper classes, and it shows up in their 
comparatively high level of illness.

Medicaid is the government program that provides 
medical care in the form of health insurance for the 
poor, welfare recipients, and the disabled. The program 
is funded through tax revenues. The costs covered per 
individual vary from state to state because the state 
must provide funds to the individual in addition to the 
funds that are provided by the federal government. 
Medicaid, Medicare, and now the Affordable Care Act 
are as close as the United States has come to the ideal of 
universal health insurance.

Gender and Health Care 
Although women live longer on average than men, 
national health statistics show that hypertension is 
more common among men than women until age 55, 
when the pattern reverses. This may reflect differences 
in the social environment men and women experience, 
with women finding their situation to be more stress-
ful as they advance toward old age (National Center for 
Health Statistics 2013).

Health and Disability 
The disability rights movement, a movement that has 
defined disabled people as a social group with rights 

similar to other minority groups in society, has trans-
formed how people think about disability, challenging 
many preconceived ideas. For example, within a social 
context, there is a tendency for people to see someone 
with a disability solely in terms of that social status—
what sociologists call a stigma. A stigma is a social iden-
tity that develops when a person is socially devalued 
by others because of some identifiable characteristic. 
When someone is stigmatized, that identity tends to 
override all other identities, and the person is treated 
accordingly.

Understanding the social dynamics associated 
with disabilities has resulted from the efforts of the 
disability rights movement. The movement has called 
attention to the social realities of disabilities, even 
questioning the very language used to identify people 
with disabilities—for example, using the term physi-
cally challenged rather than the more negative conno-
tation of disabled.

One of the most significant achievements of the 
disability rights movement is the Americans with Dis-
abilities (ADA) Act, passed by Congress in 1990. This 
law prohibits discrimination against people with dis-
abilities. The ADA legislates that people with disabilities 
may not be denied access to public facilities—thus the 
presence of such things as ramps, wheelchair access on 
buses and stairways, handicapped parking spaces, and 
chirping sounds in crosswalk lights for blind pedestri-
ans, all social changes that are now so prevalent that you 
might even take them for granted. They have resulted, 
however, from the social mobilization of those who saw 
a need for social change.

The Americans with Disabilities Act also requires 
employers and schools to provide “reasonable accom-
modations” such that those with disabilities are not 
denied access to employment and education. For 

The disability rights movement has opened up new  
opportunities for those who face the challenge of disability.
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many students with various learning disabilities, this 
has meant making accommodations for taking tests 
with extended time or in settings where the test taker 
is not subject to as much distraction as in a crowded 
classroom. The increased awareness of disability rights 
has transformed society in ways that have opened up 
new opportunities for those who, years ago, would 
have found themselves with less access to education 
and jobs and, therefore, more isolated in society.

Age and Health Care 
As people age, their health care needs are no doubt 
likely to increase. Until recently, many of the nation’s 
elderly were also likely to be low income. Although 
class status varies among the nation’s elderly, all older 
people at this point are beneficiaries of the national 
Medicare program. Medicare was begun in 1965, under 
the administration of President Lyndon Johnson. It 
provides medical insurance, including hospital care, 
prescription drug plans, and other forms of medical 
care for all individuals age 65 or older. The Affordable 
Care Act also aims to strengthen Medicare benefits. 

Medicare is partially funded through payroll taxes 
whereby both employees and employers pay a small 
percentage of employee wages to cover some of the cost 
of this large (and costly) federal program. But, with so 
many people in the population now living longer, and 
with the now aging baby boomer population being such 
a large share of the total population, many wonder if 
Medicare can be sustained in the near future. With the 
number of workers paying payroll taxes shrinking, the 
elderly population growing, and the cost of health care 
rising, there is a looming fear that Medicare simply can-
not be financially sustained. Though not the sole basis for 
the nation’s challenges in health care, the health needs 
of the older population are clearly a major challenge. 

Theoretical Perspectives 
of Health Care 
The sociology of health is anchored in the same major 
theoretical perspectives that we have studied through-
out this book: functionalist theory, conflict theory, and 
symbolic interaction theory (see ◆ Table 14.3). 

Functionalist Theory 
Functionalism argues that any institution, group, or 
organization can be interpreted by looking at its posi-
tive and negative functions in society. Positive func-
tions contribute to the harmony and stability of society. 
The positive functions of the health care system are the 
prevention and treatment of disease. Ideally, this would 
mean the delivery of health care to the entire popula-
tion without regard to race, ethnicity, social class, gen-
der, age, or any other characteristic. At the same time, 
the health care system is notable for a number of nega-
tive functions, those that contribute to disharmony and 
instability of society. 

Functionalism also emphasizes the systematic 
way that various social institutions are related to each 
other, together forming the relatively stable char-
acter of society. You can see this with regard to how 
the health care system is entangled with government 
through such things as federal regulation of new 
drugs and procedures. The government is also deeply 
involved in health care through scientific institutions 
such as the National Institutes of Health, a huge gov-
ernment agency that funds new research on various 
matters of health and health care policy. As a social 
institution, health care is also one of the nation’s larg-
est employers and thus is integrally tied to systems of 
work and the economy. 

 ◆ Table 14.3 Theoretical Perspectives on the Sociology of Health

Functionalism Conflict Theory Symbolic Interaction 

Central point The health care system has 
certain functions, both posi-
tive and negative.

Health care reflects the inequalities 
in society.

Illness is partly socially constructed.

Fundamental prob-
lem uncovered

The health care system 
produces some negative 
functions.

Excessive bureaucratization of the 
health care system and privatization 
lead to excess cost.

Patients and health professionals 
serve specific roles. What is deter-
mined as illness is specific to  
cultural context. 

Policy implications Policy should decrease nega-
tive functions of health care 
system for minority groups, 
the poor, and women.

Policy should improve access to 
health care for minority racial–ethnic 
groups, the poor, and women.

Determining something as disease 
will make insurance reimbursement 
more likely.
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Conflict Theory 
Conflict theory stresses the importance of social struc-
tural inequality in society. From the conflict perspec-
tive, the inequality inherent in our society is responsible 
for the unequal access to medical care. Minorities, the 
lower classes, and the elderly, particularly elderly 
women, have less access to the health care system in 
the United States than Whites, the middle and upper 
classes, and the middle-aged. Restricted access is fur-
ther exacerbated by the high costs of medical care. 

Excessive bureaucratization is another affliction 
of the health care system that adds to the alienation of 
patients. The U.S. health care system is burdened by 
endless forms for both physicians and patients, includ-
ing paperwork to enter individuals into the system, 
authorize procedures, dispense medicines, monitor 
progress, and process payments. Long waits for medical 
attention are normal, even in the emergency room. Pro-
longed waits have reached alarming proportions in the 
emergency rooms of many urban hospitals in the United 
States and can only deepen the alienation of patients. 

Symbolic Interaction Theory 
Symbolic interaction theory holds that illness is partly 
(although obviously not totally) socially constructed 
(Armstrong 2003). The definitions of illness and well-
ness are culturally relative—the social context of a con-
dition partly determines whether or not it is sickness. 
Consider the example of alcoholism and other addic-
tions. During the era of prohibition, people who drank 
were considered deviants and lacking moral fortitude. 
Now, however, alcoholism is a diagnosable disease, 
listed in the Diagnostic Statistical Manual as an illness. 
The medicalization of alcoholism refers to how Ameri-
cans culturally and socially label abuse of alcohol as a 
disease that requires treatment. This has profound con-
sequences for how people with alcoholism are treated. 
People who are ill receive more sympathy and more 
care than those who are labeled deviant. 

Symbolic interaction also highlights the roles 
played within the health care institution. There is a hier-
archy that puts medical doctors at the top and medical 
assistants, nursing staff, and orderlies at the bottom. 
Patients take on the role of a child, with little agency 
in how treatment is administered. The diagnosis, the 
treatment plan, and the prognosis are managed with 
little input from the patient. Insurance companies and 
pharmaceutical companies play an entirely different 
role, one that oversees the availability of medical care 
by determining what procedures or treatments will be 
financially covered. 

The symbolic interaction approach to study-
ing health care institutions focuses on the roles of the 
patient and medical professionals and on the cultural 

context within which disease is labeled and treated. 
Table 14.3 outlines the theoretical perspectives of 
health care and illness. 

Health Care Reform 
Currently, the cost of medical care in the United States 
is approximately 18  percent of our gross domestic 
product, making health care the nation’s third leading 
industry. The United States tops the list of all countries 
in per person expenditures for health care (The World 
Bank 2014a). Other countries spend considerably less 
money and deliver a level of health care at least as 
good. For example, Sweden and the United Kingdom 
spend roughly half as much per capita as the United 
States, and Turkey spends a bit more than one-third 
as much. 

The Cost of Health Care 
One of the challenges of health care is sheer cost. Most 
health care is provided by a fee-for-service principle 
in which patients are responsible for paying the fees 
the health care provider charges. Patients with health 
insurance are able to pass on health expenses, either in 
full or partially, to the insurance company, but the cost 
for health care services is high, in some cases, astro-
nomically expensive. Hospital care can cost thousands, 
even millions, of dollars for any extended stay. Sophis-
ticated procedures require expensive machinery and 
technicians, and the nation needs to invest in medical 
research that allows practitioners to stay abreast of new 

Medical technologies add to the quality of health care, but 
also to the cost.
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technologies and new treatments for a wide array of 
medical conditions. 

Most sectors of the health care system (hospitals, 
pharmaceutical companies, even physician’s office 
practices) are structured as for-profit businesses. Physi-
cians, for example, may have to raise their rates to cover 
the high cost of malpractice insurance where annual 
insurance premiums (costs) have skyrocketed. The cost 
of these insurance premiums is passed along to con-
sumers (patients) and has contributed to the rise in the 
overall cost of health care. 

Adding to the high cost of health care is the role 
of big pharmaceutical companies. Spending for pre-
scription drugs in the United States has increased from 
$40 billion in 1990 to a whopping $326 billion in 2013 
(Schumock et al. 2014)! There is little sign that this 
spending will do anything but go further up. Prescrip-
tion drugs are one of the fastest-growing components 
of health care costs. The rise in spending on drugs is 
partially attributed to increased use, but other factors 
include the actual cost of the drugs, the availability of 
new drugs for various maladies, and, without ques-
tion, the cost of advertising directly to the public. The 
money spent on advertising directly to consumers has 
doubled since 1999 (Kaiser Family Foundation 2010). 
You can see this yourself as hardly an hour goes by on 
television without an advertisement for some kind of 
prescription drug. 

The health care crisis in the United States is largely 
a question of cost, but it also entails a debate over the 
nation’s responsibility for the health of its citizens. 
Who should pay for the soaring costs of health care? 
Who receives the benefits of such sophisticated medi-
cine? Should there be universal health care for all, like 
we are seeing through the Affordable Care Act? These 

questions are at the heart of the current national debate 
about health care reform. 

Health Care for All? 
Despite the success of the Affordable Care Act in get-
ting many more Americans health insurance, there is 
strong opposition to the program. Many in Congress 
are working to repeal the Affordable Care Act. Why 
are so many in the United States resistant to provid-
ing health care to its citizens in line with other Western 
nations? Sociologists offer several explanations. First, 
there is an antigovernment attitude among many in the 
United States that fuels resistance to a national health 
care system. The argument in Congress is that the gov-
ernment should not force people to spend money on 
health insurance. Second, analysts argue that, unlike in 
other Western nations, there is a relatively weak labor 
movement in the United States, resulting in more lim-
ited state-based benefits for workers. Third, racial poli-
tics have also shaped the nation’s health care system; 
federal social welfare programs are associated in many 
people’s minds with racial groups, and this, too, fuels 
the politics of health care reform. Finally, the health 
care system in this country is fundamentally structured 
on private, for-profit interests (Quadagno 2005). 

Without the Affordable Care Act, millions more 
Americans will be uninsured. This creates vulnerabil-
ity for people, especially people in poor communities, 
when they get sick. For Americans without insurance, 
the main source for medical care is a hospital emer-
gency room, often called the “doctor’s office of the 
poor.” This is a very expensive way to deliver routine 
health care—and there is rarely any follow-up care or 
comprehensive and preventative treatment. 

Many uninsured people wait in long lines to sign up for  
government-run health and medical plans.

The high cost of prescription drugs is indicative of the 
problems generated by a profit-based health care system.
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The affordable Care act was finally passed into law in 
June 2012, after the Supreme Court ruled it did not violate 
the Constitution. The debate over whether or not to 
appeal “Obamacare” continues.
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Many uninsured people wait in long lines to sign up for  
government-run health and medical plans.

→	 See for YourSelF ←
Youth and Health insurance 
Identify a group of young people you know and ask them 
if they are covered by health insurance. If they are insured, 
where does their insurance come from? Who pays? Did 
they use the affordable Care act marketplace to find 
insurance? If they are not insured, ask them why not and 
whether they think this is important. Do they support a 
national health insurance program? 

Having conducted your interviews, ask yourself how 
social factors such as the age, race, ethnicity, gender, and 
educational/occupational status of those you interviewed 
might have affected what people say about their insur-
ance. Do you think any or all of these social characteristics 
are related to the likelihood that people are covered by 
health insurance and whether these characteristics are 
related to their attitudes about coverage? What are the 
implications of your results for public support for new 
health care policies?

What is the importance of the education 
institution? 
Education is the social institution that is concerned 
with the formal transmission of society’s knowledge. It 
is therefore part of the socialization process. Although 
the U.S. education system has long produced students 
at the top of the world’s educational achievements, the 
United States is falling behind other nations on stan-
dardized test scores. 

How does sociological theory inform our 
understanding of education? 
Functionalism interprets education as having various 
purposes for society, such as socialization, occupational 
training, and social control. Conflict theory emphasizes 
the power relationships within educational institutions, 
as well as how education serves the powerful interests 
in society. Symbolic interaction theory focuses on the 
subjective meanings that people hold. These meanings 
influence educational outcomes. 

How does education link to social mobility? 
The number of years of formal education for individuals 
has important effects on their ultimate occupation and 
income. Social class origin affects the extent of educa-
tional attainment (the higher the social class origins, the 
more education is ultimately attained), as well as occupa-
tion and income (higher social class origin likely means a 
more prestigious occupation and more income). 

Does the educational system perpetuate or reduce 
inequality? 
Although the education system in the United States has 
traditionally been a major means for reducing racial, 
gender, and class inequalities among people, the edu-
cation institution has perpetuated these inequalities. 
Segregation of schools and communities keep minor-
ity and poor children in schools that lack resources for 
success. 

What current reforms are guiding education? 
The No Child Left Behind Act program emphasized 
accountability in the schools, largely through testing. 
Current educational reforms focus on achieving educa-
tional standards, assessing school progress, and devel-
oping strong measures of student and teacher success. 
Free community college is also an educational reform 
idea.

How does the United States compare to other 
nations in the area of health care? 
The United States is only recently providing universal 
health care for its citizens, through the Affordable Care 
Act. Despite disagreement with this program, more 
Americans now have health care insurance. The health 
care system is organized according to social patterns, 
including that disease itself is influenced by social facts, 
such as race, gender, and social class. 
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The affordable Care act was finally passed into law in 
June 2012, after the Supreme Court ruled it did not violate 
the Constitution. The debate over whether or not to 
appeal “Obamacare” continues.
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How does sociological theory inform our 
understanding of health and health care? 
Functionalism interprets the health care system in 
terms of the systematic way that health care institutions 
are related to each other. Conflict theory addresses the 
inequalities that occur within the health care system. 
Symbolic interaction analyzes the interpretations that 
can affect people’s health care, such as the tendency to 
place patients in a sick role and label some ailments as 
disease and others not. 

What is the health care crisis in the United 
States? 
High costs and questions about universal health care 
have created a policy crisis today in the U.S. health 
care system. The Affordable Care Act addresses some 
of the problems on universal health care, but the 
policy remains controversial.
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Economy and Politics

Because you are reading this book, chances are that you 
are in school, probably seeking a college degree that will 
help you find a good job. Your hopes and dreams prob-

ably rest on getting a decent education, discovering what you 
plan to do in a job, and gaining the skills you need to succeed. 
You might be wondering how your education will prepare you 
for work and how you will match your interests to the current 
job market. 

On one level, these are individual issues that involve your 
interests and talents, your motivation, and how well prepared 
you are to study and work. But behind these individual matters 
lie other social structures—structures that shape the options 
you face, the resources you have to pursue your dreams, 
and whether good jobs are available to you. The background 
structures that frame your individual life are the result of social 
institutions, and how those institutions are structured by social 
stratification. Finding work situates you within economic insti-
tutions—that is, the economy, which like other social institu-
tions, has a particular social structure that includes an organized 
system of social roles, norms, and values. Social institutions 
extend beyond us, but they shape day-to-day life. Typically, 
people do not think about such structures and may not even be 
aware of the institutional structures that shape their lives. 

To illustrate, think about finding a job. The likelihood of 
doing so depends not only on your individual attributes (level 
of education, skill, region where you live, and so forth) but 
also on the economic conditions of the time. For some, these 
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in this chapter, you will learn to:
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Economy and Society 
All societies are organized around an economic base. 
The economy of a society is the system by which goods 
and services are produced, distributed, and consumed. 
The historic transformation from an agriculturally 
based society to an industrial society and now a post
industrial society is the foundation that will guide an 
understanding of the economy and work. 

The Industrial Revolution 
In Chapter 5, we discussed the evolution of different 
types of societies. Recall that one of the most significant 
of these changes was, first, the development of agricul
tural societies and, later, the farranging impact of the 
Industrial Revolution. Now, the Industrial Revolution 
is giving way to a postindustrial revolution—a develop
ment with farreaching consequences for how work in 
society is organized. 

The Industrial Revolution is usually pinpointed 
as beginning in mideighteenthcentury Europe, soon 
thereafter spreading throughout other parts of the 
world. The Industrial Revolution led to numerous social 
changes because Western economies became orga
nized around the mass production of goods. The Indus
trial Revolution created factories, separating work and 
family by relocating the place where most people were 
employed. 

We still live in a society that is largely industrial, but 
that is quickly giving way to a new kind of social orga
nization: the postindustrial society. Whereas industrial 
societies are primarily organized around the produc
tion of goods, postindustrial societies are organized 
around the provision of information and services. The 
United States has thus moved from being a manufac
turingbased economy to an economy centered on the 
provision of services. Service is a broad term meant to 
encompass a wide range of economic activities now 
common in the labor market. It includes banking and 
finance, retail sales, hotel and restaurant work, and 
health care. It also includes parts of the information 
technology industry—not electronics assembly, but 
areas such as software design and the exchange of 
information (through the Internet, publishing, video 
production, and the like). 

Comparing Economic Systems 
Economic systems are also characterized by different 
forms; the three major forms are capitalism, socialism, 
and communism. These are not totally distinct, that is, 
many societies have a mix of these economic systems. 
Capitalism is an economic system based on the principles 
of market competition, private property, and the pursuit 
of profit. Within capitalist societies, stockholders own cor
porations—or a share of the corporations’ wealth. Under 
capitalism, owners keep a surplus of what is generated by 
the economy; this is their profit, which may be in the form 
of money, financial assets, and other commodities. 

Socialism is an economic institution characterized 
by state (government) ownership and management of 
the basic industries; that is, the means of production 
are the property of the state, not of individuals. Modern 
socialism emerged from the writings of Karl Marx, who 
predicted that capitalism would give way to egalitarian, 
statedominated socialism, followed by a transition to 
stateless, classless communism. Many European nations, 
for example, have strong elements of socialism that mix 
with the global forces of capitalism. Sweden supports an 
extensive array of staterun social services, such as health 
care, education, and social welfare programs, but Swed
ish industry is capitalist. Other world nations are more 
strongly socialist, although they are not immune from the 
penetrating influence of capitalism. China was formerly 
a strongly socialist society that is currently undergoing 
great transformation to capitalist principles, including 
state encouragement of a marketbased economy, the 
introduction of privately owned industries, and increased 
engagement in the international capitalist economy. 

Communism is sometimes described as socialism 
in its purest form. In pure communism, industry is not 
the private property of owners. Instead, the state is the 
sole owner of the systems of production. Communist 
philosophy argues that capitalism is fundamentally 
unjust because powerful owners take more from labor
ers (and society) than they give, and use their power 
to maintain the inequalities between the worker and 
owner classes. Communist theorists in the nineteenth 
century declared that capitalism would inevitably be 
overthrown as workers worldwide united against own
ers and the system that exploited them. Class divisions 
were supposed to be erased at that time, along with 

conditions may mean long-term unemployment. 
Young people entering the labor market for the 
first time, even as college graduates, may find 
themselves facing possible joblessness—through 
no fault of their own—merely because they exited 
school at a time when broader social forces 
were shaping their life opportunities. Although 

understanding the institutional forces at work at 
any given time does not reduce the suffering that 
people may be experiencing, such an understand-
ing can help you think about social changes that 
can transform people’s experience in society. In 
this chapter, we look at the sociological analysis of 
the economy and work in society.
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private property and all forms of inequality. History has 
not borne out these predictions. 

The Changing Global 
Economy 
One of the most significant developments of modern 
times is the creation of a global economy, affecting work 
in the United States and worldwide. The concept of the 
global economy acknowledges that all dimensions of 
the economy now cross national borders, including 
investment, production, management, markets, labor, 
information, and technology. Economic events in one 
nation now can have major reverberations throughout 
the world. When the economies of any major nation are 
unstable, the effects are felt worldwide. 

Multinational corporations—those that draw a 
large share of their revenues from foreign investments 
and conduct business across national borders—have 
become increasingly powerful, spreading their influence 
around the globe. The global economy links the lives of 
millions of Americans to the experiences of other people 
throughout the world. You can see the internationaliza
tion of the economy in everyday life: Status symbols such 
as highpriced sneakers are manufactured for just a few 
cents in China. The Barbie dolls that young girls accu
mulate are inexpensive by U.S. standards, yet it would 
require one month’s wages for an Indonesian or Chinese 
worker who makes the doll to buy it for her child. 

In the global economy, the most developed coun
tries control research and management, and assembly
line work is performed in nations with less privileged 
positions in the global economy. A single product, such 
as an automobile, may be assembled from parts made 
all over the world—the engine assembled in Mexico, 
tires manufactured in Malaysia, and electronic parts 
constructed in China. The relocation of manufacturing 
to wherever labor is cheap has led to the emergence of 
the global assembly line, a new international division 
of labor in which research and development is con
ducted in the United States, Japan, Germany, and other 
major world powers, and the assembly of goods is done 
primarily in underdeveloped and poor nations—mostly 
by women and children. 

Related to the global assembly line is the phe
nomenon known as outsourcing. Outsourcing is the 
transfer of a specialized task from one organization to 
another that occurs for cost saving; often, the work is 
transferred to a different nation, as you have likely wit
nessed when calling someone for help with your com
puter. The person who answers may well be working in 
India or somewhere else and is part of an economy that 
is deeply entangled with that in the United States. 

Within the United States, the development of a 
global economy has also created anxieties about foreign 

workers, particularly among the working class. Because 
it is easier to blame foreign workers for unemploy
ment in the United States than it is to understand the 
complex processes that have produced this phenom
enon, U.S. workers have been prone to xenophobia, 
the fear and hatred of foreigners. Campaigns to “buy 
American” reflect this trend, although the concept of 
buying American is becoming increasingly antiquated 
in a global economy. 

When buying a product from a U.S. company, it is 
likely that the parts, if not the product itself, were built 
overseas. In a global economy, distinctions between 
U.S. and foreign businesses blur. Moreover, the label 
“made in U.S.A.” does not necessarily mean that the 
product was made by wellpaid workers in the United 
States. In the garment industry, sweatshop workers—
many of whom are recent immigrants and primarily 
women—are likely to have stitched the clothing that 
bears such a label. Moreover, these workers are likely to 
be working under exploitative conditions. 

The development of a global economy is part of the 
broad process of economic restructuring, which refers 
to the contemporary transformations in the basic struc
ture of work that are permanently altering the workplace. 
This process includes the changing composition of the 
workplace, deindustrialization, and use of enhanced 
technology. Some changes are demographic—that is, 
resulting from changes in the population. The labor force 
is becoming more diverse, with women and people of 
color becoming the majority of those employed. Other 
changes are driven by technological developments. For 
example, the economy is based less on its earlier manu
facturing base and more on service industries. 

→Thinking Sociologically 

Identify a job you once held (or currently hold) and make 
a list of all the ways that workers in this segment of the 
labor market are being affected by the various dimensions 
of economic restructuring: demographic changes, global-
ization of the economy, and technological change. What 
does your list tell you about how social structure shapes 
people’s individual work experiences? 

A More Diverse Workplace 
A more diverse workplace is becoming a common result 
of economic restructuring. Today’s workforce is both 
older, includes more women, and is more racially and 
ethnically diverse than ever before. People in the older 
age group (age 55 and older) have lower labor force 
participation rates than middleage people, yet they 
comprise, at least for the time being, a somewhat larger 
percentage of workers than was true in the past—due 
in large part to the size of the baby boomer population. 
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As the U.S. population becomes more diverse, 
diversity in the labor market will continue. In fact, the 
White, nonHispanic share of the labor market has 
fallen to 68  percent of the labor force, compared to 
76 percent as recently as 1990. White, nonHispanics in 
the labor market are expected to fall to 62 percent by the 
year 2020. Meanwhile, Asian and Hispanic workers—
and all women—are expected to become an increased 
proportion of the labor market. The workforce is also 
growing more slowly than in the past, even though the 
U.S. population is growing (Toossi 2012). These basic 
facts about population change in the workforce will 
shape the experience of generations to come. 

→Thinking Sociologically 

Think about the labor market in the region where you live. 
What racial and ethnic groups have historically worked in 
various segments of this labor market, and how would you 
now describe the racial and ethnic division of labor?

These changes in the social organization of work 
and the economy are creating a more diverse labor 
force, but much of the growth in the economy is pro
jected to be in service industries, where, for the better 
jobs, education and training are required. People with
out these skills will not be well positioned for success. 
Manufacturing industries, where racial minorities have 
in the past maintained a foothold on employment, are 
now in decline. New technologies and corporate lay
offs have reduced the number of entrylevel corporate 
jobs that recent college graduates have always used as a 
starting point for career mobility. Many college gradu
ates are employed in jobs that do not require a college 
degree. College graduates, however, do still have higher 
earnings than those with less education. 

Deindustrialization 
Deindustrialization refers to the transition from a pre
dominantly goodsproducing economy to one based on 
the provision of services. This does not mean that goods 
are no longer produced, but that fewer workers in the 
United States are required to produce goods. Machines 
can do the work people once did, and many goods
producing jobs have moved overseas. 

Deindustrialization is most easily observed by 
looking at the decline in the number of jobs in the man
ufacturing sector of the U.S. economy since the Second 
World War. The manufacturing sector includes workers 
who actually produce goods. At the end of the war in 
1945, the majority of workers (51 percent) in the United 
States were employed in manufacturingbased jobs. 
Now, manufacturing accounts for only about 10 percent 
of the total labor force (U.S. Department of Labor 2014). 

The service sector employs the other 90  percent, 
including two segments: the actual delivery of ser
vices (such as food preparation, cleaning, or child 
care) and the transmission and processing of infor
mation (such as banking and finance, computer 
operation, clerical work, and even education work
ers, such as teachers). Parts of the service sector are 
higherwage and prestigious jobs, such as physicians, 
lawyers, financial professionals, and so forth, but 
huge parts of the service sector—and those with the 
largest occupational growth—are lowwage, semi
skilled, and unskilled jobs. This lower end of the ser
vice sector employs many women, people of color, 
and immigrants. 

The human cost of deindustrialization can be 
severe. Deindustrialization has led to job displacement, 
the permanent loss of certain job types that occurs 
when employment patterns shift. When a manufac
turing plant shuts down, many people may lose their 
jobs at the same time, and whole communities can be 
affected. Communities that were heavily dependent on 
a single industry, such as steel towns or automobile
manufacturing cities such as Detroit, are among the 
areas hardest hit by deindustrialization. Rural com
munities, too, can be harmed by deindustrialization 
because they often have only one major employer, such 
as a textile plant. 

Job displacement hits people in both rural and 
inner cities hard because emerging new industries tend 
to be located in suburban, not urban or rural, areas—a 
phenomenon called spatial mismatch. It is then no sur
prise that poverty is highest in central cities and rural 
America. Unless young people have the educational 
and technical skills for employment in a new economy, 
or if they live in areas hard hit by job displacement, they 
have little opportunity for getting a good start in the 
now global economy. You see this in the extremely high 
unemployment rates for Black and Hispanic teens (see 
Figure 15.3 later in this chapter; Wilson 2009, 1996). 

Technological Change 
Coupled with deindustrialization, rapidly changing and 
developing technologies are bringing major changes in 
work, including how it is organized, who does it, and how 
much it pays. One of the most influential technological 
developments of the twentieth century has been the 
invention of the semiconductor. Computer technology 
has made possible workplace transactions that would 
have seemed like science fiction not that many years 
ago. Electronic information can be transferred around 
the world in less than a second. Employees can provide 
work for corporations located on another continent. A 
woman in Southeast Asia or the Caribbean can down
load and produce a book manuscript for a publishing 
house in New York. Some argue that the computer chip 
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has as much significance for social change as the earlier 
inventions of the wheel and the steam engine. 

Increasing reliance on the rapid transmission of elec
tronic data has produced electronic sweatshops, a term 
referring to the back offices found in many industries, 
such as airlines, insurance firms, and mailorder houses, 
where workers at computer terminals process thousands 
of transactions in a day. Workers may be monitored by a 
computer, conjuring up images of “Big Brother” invisibly 
watching. Computers can measure how fast cashiers ring 
up groceries and how fast ticket agents book reserva
tions. Records derived from computer monitoring then 
become the basis for job performance evaluation. 

Technological innovation in the workplace is a 
mixed blessing. Automation—the process by which 
human labor is replaced by machines—eliminates 
many repetitive and tiresome tasks, and it makes rapid 
communication and access to information possible. 
Our increasing dependence on technology may make 
workers subservient to machines, though. Robots can 

do the spot welding on automobiles; robots are even 
used for human surgery. Sophisticated robots are capa
ble of highly complex tasks, enabling them to assemble 
finished products or flip burgers in fastfood restau
rants. Will robots replace human workers? Robots are 
expensive to buy, but employers can see other savings 
because “the robot hamburgerflipper would need no 
lunch or bathroom breaks, would not take sick days, 
and most certainly would neither strike nor quit” 
(Rosengarten 2000: 4). 

Deskilling is a process whereby the level of skill 
required for performing certain jobs declines over time. 
Deskilling may result when a job is automated or when 
a more complex job is divided into a sequence of easily 
performed units. With deskilling, workers are paid less 
and have less control over their tasks. Jobs may become 
routine and boring. Deskilling contributes to polariza
tion of the labor force. The best jobs require increasing 
levels of skill and technological knowledge, whereas 
people at the bottom of the occupational hierarchy may 

The American labor force has historically 
provided most people (though not all) 
with fairly steady work. Once in the labor 
market, a person could count on a relatively 
stable job over the course of a lifetime, 
often in the same company. Now that is 
more rare than common, resulting in a new 
phenomenon, labeled by sociologist Arne 
Kalleberg as “precarious work.” Precarious 
work is defined as work that is uncertain, 
unpredictable, and risky from the point of 
view of a worker (Kalleberg 2013). 

Research Question: What are the 
social conditions that have made work 
more precarious and made workers less 
secure in their employment? 

Research Methods: Kalleberg has stud-
ied these questions using a macro-level 
approach, drawing from secondary data 
sources, such as information from the 
U.S. Department of Labor, U.S. Depart-
ment of Education, the General Social 
Survey, the Economic Policy Institute, 
and his own analyses of other published 
research studies. 

Precarious Work: The Shifting Conditions  
of Work in Society

Research Results: Kalleberg finds that 
the growth of precarious work produces 
increased stress for workers, thus also 
affecting families and personal relation-
ships. He documents several reasons 
for this particular transformation in 
employment: 

1. The expansion and institutionaliza-
tion of nonstandard employment 
relations, such as temporary work 
and contract labor;

2. A general decline in job stability, 
meaning that people do not remain 
with the same employer over time; 

3. An increasing tendency for employ-
ers to hire workers from outside of 
the work organization, rather than 
developing skills and talents from 
within; 

4. Growth in involuntary job loss, espe-
cially among prime-age white men in 
white-collar occupations; 

5. Growth in long-term unemployment; 
6. A shift of risk from employers to 

employees, particularly in the decline 
of employee benefits; 

7. Decline of unions and worker pro-
tections as employers have sought 
greater flexibility in management 
practices and the protection of 
profit margins.

Conclusions and Implications: Work 
is central to people’s identity. As these 
various and multiple social, economic, 
and political forces have aligned, work 
has become more precarious and thus 
eroded people’s sense of security. 
Kalleberg argues that new forms of 
work arrangements will be needed to 
ensure that employees, not just employ-
ers, have a commitment to the economy 
and society. 

Questions to Consider 
1. Is the work you plan to do precari-

ous? Why or why not?
2. How do you see the social factors 

that Kalleberg identifies as influenc-
ing the work of people in your social 
networks?

Sources: Kalleberg, Arne. 2013. Good Jobs, 
Bad Jobs: The Rise of Polarized and Precari-
ous Employment Systems in the United States, 
1970s to 2000s. New York: Russell Sage 
Foundation.

doing sociological research
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become stuck in deadend positions and become alien
ated from their work (Apple 1991). 

Along with deskilling has come an increasing reliance 
on temporary or contingent workers. Contingent workers 
are those who do not hold regular jobs, but whose employ
ment is dependent on demand. This includes contract 
workers, temporary workers, oncall workers (those called 
only when needed), the selfemployed, and day labor
ers. Women are more likely than men to be employed in 
these jobs, and women are concentrated in the least desir
able jobs—those with the lowest pay and least likelihood 
of providing benefits. Considering race, Whites are more 
likely to be independent contractors or selfemployed, 
whereas Blacks and Hispanics are more likely to be found 
in temporary and parttime work (Kalleberg 2013).

Immigration 
One of the most significant changes in the U.S. labor 
force has been the increased presence of immigrant 
labor. There are approximately 39 million foreignborn 
people in the United States—13  percent of the U.S. 
population; almost half (44 percent) of the foreign born 
have become U.S. citizens. There are also about 11 mil
lion undocumented immigrants, socalled illegal immi
grants. Immigrants constitute more than onethird of 
the labor force in fields such as building cleaning and 
maintenance; agriculture; meat, poultry, and fish pro
duction; and construction. Eightytwo percent of immi
grant households have at least one worker present, 
more than is true for nativeborn households (where 
the figure is 73 percent; U.S. Census Bureau 2012a). 

Immigrants have far lower wages than nativeborn 
citizens, and they also experience higher rates of pov
erty. Although immigrants have been concentrated 
in particular states (California, Florida, Arizona, and 
Texas, among others), the recent trend has been that 
immigrants have moved into other geographic regions 
and smaller towns, thus transforming the character of 
hundreds of American communities (Jimenez 2009). 

Immigration has not only changed the composi
tion of the workforce, but it has also stimulated intense 
political debate. Should the nation restrict immigration? 
Should a guest worker program be created? What rights 
do immigrants have? These issues engage different 
interest groups—including immigrants themselves and 
the organizations that support them, business leaders, 
nonimmigrant workers, and local communities where 
immigrants are employed. These interests often diverge, 
creating conflict and certainly creating questions for 
policymakers about the best way to handle immigration. 

Popular wisdom holds that the bulk of new immi
grants, particularly Hispanic immigrants, are illegal, 
poor, and desperate, but the facts show otherwise. In 
fact, the proportion of professionals and technicians 
among legal immigrants exceeds the proportion of pro
fessionals in the labor force as a whole. This conclusion, 

though, is based on formal immigration data that 
exclude undocumented immigrants, most of whom are 
working class. Still, those who migrate are usually not 
the most downtrodden in their home country. Seldom 
are the poorest able to migrate. Even undocumented 
immigrants tend to have higher levels of education and 
occupational skills than the typical workers in their 
homeland. Immigrants include both the most educated 
and the least educated segments of the population. 

Debunking Society’s Myths←
Myth: Immigrants take jobs away from American citizens.
Sociological Perspective: Immigrants and native work-
ers do not tend to compete for the same jobs; studies 
also find that the average U.S. workers’ wages actually 
increase because of immigration (Peri and Sparber 2009; 
Cortes 2008).

Some European nations have created guest worker 
programs to provide the labor that immigrants provide. 
Guest worker programs allow immigrants to work in a 
nation for a limited period of time without fear of depor
tation, but they must return to their nation of origin at the 
end of their time limit. Critics argue that such programs 
threaten jobs for U.S. workers and allow employers to 
exploit this unequal class of workers. Supporters say guest 
worker programs allow for better regulation of immigra
tion and avoid some of the problems of illegal immigra
tion. It is unclear what direction the United States will 
take in immigration policy, but what is clear is that the 
U.S. economy is highly dependent on immigrant labor. 

Social Organization  
of the Workplace 
Most people think of work as an activity for which a per
son is paid, but work also includes the labor that people 
do without pay. Unpaid jobs such as housework, child 
care, and volunteer activities make up much of the work 
done in the world. Sociologists define work as produc
tive human activity that creates something of value, 
either goods or services. Given this definition of work, 
housework, though unpaid, is defined as work, even 
though it is not included in the official measures of pro
ductivity used to indicate national work output. 

Arlie Hochschild (1983) has introduced the concept 
of emotional labor to address some forms of work that are 
common in a servicebased economy. Emotional labor 
is work specifically intended to produce a desired state 
of mind in a client and often involves putting on a false 
front before clients. Many jobs require some handling of 
other people’s feelings, and emotional labor is performed 
where inducing or suppressing a feeling in the client is 
one of the primary work tasks. Airline flight attendants 

race and gender segregation in the labor market mean 
that women of color are concentrated in occupations 
where most other workers are also women of color.
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perform emotional labor—their job is to please the pas
senger and, as Hochschild suggests, to make passengers 
feel as though they are guests in someone’s living room. 

The Division of Labor 
The division of labor is the systematic interrelatedness 
of different tasks that develop in complex societies. 
When different groups engage in different economic 
activities, a division of labor is said to exist. In a rela
tively simple division of labor, one group may be 
responsible for planting and harvesting crops, whereas 
another group is responsible for hunting game. As the 
economic system becomes more complex, the division 
of labor becomes more elaborate. 

In the United States, the division of labor is shaped by 
gender, race, class, and age—the major axes of stratifica
tion. The class division of labor can be observed by look
ing at the work done by people with different educational 
backgrounds, because education is a fairly reliable indi
cator of class. People with more education tend to work 
in higherpaid, higherprestige occupations. Class also 
leads to perceived distinctions in the value of manual 
labor versus mental labor. Those presumed to be doing 
mental labor (management and professional positions) 
tend to be paid more and have more job prestige than 
those presumed to be doing manual labor. Class thus pro
duces stereotypes about the working class; manual labor 
is presumed to be the inverse of mental labor, meaning it 
is presumed to require no thinking. By extension, work
ers who do manual labor may be incorrectly assumed not 
to be very smart, regardless of their intelligence. 

→	 See for YourSelf ←
Anatomy of Working-Class Jobs 
Identify an occupation that you think of as a working-class 
job. Then, find someone who does this kind of work and 
who would be willing to talk with you. Ask this person to 

tell you exactly what he or she does and what is most dif-
ficult and most rewarding about the work. Where does this 
job fit in the division of labor? Who does the job, and how 
are they rewarded (or not)? How would each of the three 
major theoretical perspectives in sociology (functionalism, 
conflict theory, and symbolic interaction) interpret this 
work in the context of the broader society? 

The gender division of labor refers to the differ
ent work that women and men do in society. In soci
eties with a strong gender division of labor, the belief 
that some activities are women’s work (for example, 
secretarial work) and other activities men’s work (for 
example, construction) contributes greatly to the prop
agation of inequality between women and men, espe
cially because cultural expectations usually place more 
value (both social and economic) on men’s work. This 
helps explain why librarians and social workers are typ
ically paid less than electricians despite the likelihood 
that women have higher education. 

Also structuring the division of labor is race and 
ethnicity—the racial–ethnic division of labor. Even 
with civil rights and equal employment opportunity 
laws in place, race and ethnicity structure how people 
are distributed in jobs. Although racial–ethnic groups 
are distributed over a wide array of jobs, including as 
professional workers, there remains a concentration of 
people of color and immigrant labor in the lowerwage, 
lowstatus positions in the division of labor. This work is 
as necessary for society’s survival as highend jobs, but 
it is devalued and, often, underappreciated labor. 

The glass ceiling is the term used to describe the 
limits to advancement that women, as well as racial–
ethnic people and minorities, experience at work. Many 
barriers to the advancement of women and minorities 
have been removed, yet invisible barriers still persist. 
The existence of the glass ceiling is well documented. 
Although there has been an increase in the number of 
managers who are women and minorities, most top 
management jobs are still held by White men, who are 
far more likely than other groups to control a budget, 
participate in hiring and promotion, and have subordi
nates who report to them. Women and racial minorities 
remain clustered at the bottom of managerial hierar
chies (see ▲ Figure 15.1). 

The Occupational System  
and the Labor Market 
Jobs are organized into an occupational system—the 
array of jobs that together constitute the labor market. 
Within the occupational system, people are distributed 
in patterns that reflect the race, class, and gender orga
nization of society. Jobs vary in their economic rewards, 
their perceived value and prestige, and the opportuni
ties they hold for advancement. 

race and gender segregation in the labor market mean 
that women of color are concentrated in occupations 
where most other workers are also women of color.
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▲ figure 15.1 The Glass Ceiling Whimsically depicted as an architectural drawing by Norman Andersen, the glass ceiling 
refers to the structural obstacles still inhibiting upward mobility for women workers. Most employed women remain clustered 
in low-status, low-wage jobs that hold little chance for mobility. Those who make it to the top often report being blocked and 
frustrated by patterns of exclusion and gender stereotyping. 
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The Dual Labor Market. The labor market can be 
seen as comprising two major segments, the primary 
labor market and the secondary labor market, a phe
nomenon known as the dual labor market (see also 
Chapter 11). The primary labor market offers jobs 
with relatively high wages, benefits, stability, good 
working conditions, opportunities for promotion, 
job protection, and due process for workers (mean
ing workers are treated according to established rules 
and procedures that are allegedly fairly adminis
tered). Bluecollar and service workers in the primary 
labor market are often unionized, which leads to bet
ter wages and job benefits. Highlevel corporate jobs 
and unionized occupations fall into this segment of 
the labor market. 

The secondary labor market is characterized by 
low wages, few benefits, high turnover, poor working 
conditions, little opportunity for advancement, no job 
protection, no retirement plan, and perhaps arbitrary 
treatment of workers. Many service jobs, such as wait
ing tables, nonunionized assembly work, and domes
tic work, are in the secondary labor market. Women 
and minority workers are the most likely groups to be 
employed in the secondary labor market. This par
ticular structure in the labor market can explain much 
about race, gender, and class inequalities in work. 

Occupational Distribution. Occupational distribu
tion describes the pattern by which workers are located 
in the labor force. Workers are dispersed throughout 
the occupational system in patterns that vary greatly 
by race, class, and gender, revealing a certain occupa
tional segregation on the basis of such characteris
tics. Women are most likely to work in technical, sales, 
and administrative support, primarily because of their 
heavy concentration in clerical work. This is now true 
for both White women and women of color. White men 
are most likely found in managerial and professional 
jobs, whereas African American and Hispanic men 
are most likely employed as operators and laborers—
among the least well paid and least prestigious in the 
occupational system (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 
2014a). 

Changes in occupational segregation are noticeable 
over time. For example, in 1960, 38 percent of all Black 
women were employed as private domestic workers; by 
the 1990s, this had declined to less than 2 percent. Over 
time, there has also been some increase in the number 
of women employed in workingclass jobs traditionally 
held only by men. Today, women are 2.6 percent of con
struction workers, a small increase from the past, but a 
very small proportion of such workers (U.S. Bureau of 
Labor Statistics 2014a). 
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Earnings. Sociologists have extensively documented 
that earnings from work are highly dependent on race, 
gender, and class, as shown in ▲ Figure 15.2. White men 
earn the most, with a gap between men’s and women’s 
earnings among all groups. African American women 
and Hispanic men and women earn the least. Occu-
pations in which White men are the numeric majority 
tend to pay more than occupations in which women 
and minorities are a majority of the workers (Levanon 
et al. 2009).

Diverse Groups/Diverse 
Work Experiences 
Data on characteristics of the U.S. labor force typically 
are drawn from official statistics reported by the U.S. 
Department of Labor. The labor force now includes 
approximately 155 million people (U.S. Bureau of Labor 
Statistics 2014a). Who works, where, and how varies 
considerably for different groups in the population, 
however. 

One of the most dramatic changes in the labor 
force since the Second World War has been the increase 
in the number of women employed. Since 1948, the 
employment of women has increased from 35 to 57 per-
cent of all women. Women now constitute almost half 
(47 percent) of all workers. Other changes in the labor 
force include that racial minorities (Hispanics, Asians, 
and African Americans) are the fastest-growing seg-
ment of the labor force, although White, non-Hispanic 
workers are still 70 percent of the workforce. Hispanics 
and Asians have the fastest growth in the labor force, 
largely because of immigration (U.S. Bureau of Labor 
Statistics 2014a). 

These trends, however, do not mean—as popu-
larly believed—that minorities and women are rou-
tinely taking jobs from White men. Jobs where White 
men have predominated are precisely those that 
have been declining because of economic restruc-
turing, such as in the manufacturing sector. Jobs in 
areas of the labor market that are race- and gender-
segregated are increasing, such as fast-food work and 
other low-wage service jobs. The conflicts that exist 
about work—such as the belief that immigrant and 
foreign workers are taking U.S. jobs or that women 
and minorities are taking away White men’s jobs—
stem from social structural transformations in the 
economy, not the individual behaviors of people 
affected by these changes (see ◆ Table 15.1). 

 ◆ Table 15.1 Occupational Status by Nativity and Citizenship Status

Native Naturalized Not a U.S. Citizen

management, business, financial 16.5% 14.6% 8.1%

Professional 22.9% 23.5% 13.3%

service 16.4% 20.7% 30.9%

sales 24.9% 20.3% 13.8%

Farming, fishing, forestry 0.5% 0.6% 2.5%

construction, extraction, maintenance 7.6% 6.4% 14.1%

Production, transportation, material moving 11.2% 13.9% 17.3%

source: U.s. census Bureau. 2012. “occupation of Employed civilian Workers 16 years and over by sex, nativity, and U.s. citizenship status: 2012.” 
Washington, dc: U.s. department of commerce. www.census.gov
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▲ Figure 15.2 the income Gap: U.s.-Born, 
naturalized, and non–U.s. citizen Workers, 2012 
These median income figures are for full-time workers only. 
Does anything surprise you about what you see in the graph? 
What social factors do you think influence these earnings 
differences?
Data: U.S. Census Bureau. 2013. Total Earnings of Full-Time,  
Year-Round Workers 15 Years and Over with Earnings by Sex, Nativity,  
and U.S. Citizenship Status: 2011. Washington, DC: U.S. Department of 
Commerce. www.census.gov
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Unemployment and Joblessness 
The U.S. Department of Labor regularly reports the 
unemployment rate, defined as the percentage of 
those not working but officially defined as looking for 
work. As of 2013, the unemployment rate was 7.6—that 
is, 7.6  percent of the labor force. Full employment is 
considered to be around 4  percent. During the reces
sion that hit the nation in 2010, unemployment was 
as high as 9.6 (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 2014a). 
Although there has been some recovery from this very 
difficult time, many say it is a jobless recovery because 
so many people remain jobless. 

How can there be a decline in the unemployment 
rate while so many people are still out of work? The 
official unemployment rate does not include all people 
who are jobless. It includes only those who meet the 
official definition of unemployment—those who do not 
have a job and who have looked for work in the period 
being reported. Thus the official measure excludes 
people who earned money at any job during the time 
prior to the data being collected; it excludes people who 
have given up looking for fulltime work (socalled dis-
couraged workers); those who have settled for parttime 
work; people who are ill or disabled; those who cannot 
afford the child care, transportation, or other necessi
ties for getting to work; and those who work only a few 
hours a week even though their economic position may 
differ little from that of someone with no work at all. 

Debunking Society’s Myths←
Myth: The unemployment rate is a good measure of the 
nation’s joblessness.
Sociological Perspective: Unemployment is not the same 
as joblessness. The unemployment rate only counts those 

who are actively seeking work and excludes those who are 
working part-time, those who are so discouraged they have 
quit working, and those who are underemployed, among 
others. The unemployment rate is one indicator of the 
state of the economy, but joblessness is typically higher.

Migrant workers and other transient populations 
are also undercounted in the official statistics. Work
ers on strike are also counted as employed, even if they 
receive no income while they are on strike. Because so 
many people are excluded from the official definition 
of unemployment, the official unemployment rate seri
ously underestimates actual joblessness. The people 
most likely to be left out of the unemployment rate are 
those for whom unemployment runs the highest—the 
youngest and oldest workers, women, and racial minor
ity groups. These groups are also those most likely to 
have left jobs that do not qualify them for unemploy
ment insurance, because to be eligible for unemploy
ment you have to have worked a certain period of time 
and earned enough wages to qualify for a claim. 

Official unemployment rates also ignore under
employment—the condition of being employed at a 
skill level below what would be expected given a per
son’s training, experience, or education. This condition 
can also include working fewer hours than desired. A 
laidoff autoworker flipping hamburgers at a fastfood 
restaurant is underemployed as is a person with a col
lege degree cleaning houses for a living. 

Even given the problems in measuring unem
ployment, the highest rates of unemployment are 
among Black men, followed by Hispanic men (see  
▲ Figure  15.3). When the government reports the 
national unemployment rate, it is a safe bet that unem
ployment among African Americans will be at least 
twice the national rate—a pattern that has persisted 
over time. Although not regularly reported by the 
Department of Labor, unemployment among Native 
Americans is also staggeringly high—11 percent in 
2013. In several areas, unemployment among Native 
Americans is even higher—16.8 percent in the Mid
west; 15 percent in the High Plains and Southwest (Aus
tin 2013). The unemployment rate that is found among 
Native Americans, African Americans, and Hispanics 
(with the exception of Cuban Americans) exceeds the 
unemployment rate that was considered a national cri
sis during the Great Depression of the 1930s.

People often attribute unemployment to the indi
vidual failings of workers, claiming that unemployed 
people do not try hard enough to find jobs or prefer a 
welfare check to hard work and a paycheck. This leads 
some to attribute unemployment to the “laziness” of 
unemployed individuals rather than to actual, factual 
structural conditions in society. This viewpoint reflects 
the common myth that anyone who works hard enough 
and puts forward sufficient effort can succeed. 

Without work, people can become detached from society, 
producing depression and stress, but also producing social 
problems such as crime and homelessness.
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Economic and structural conditions beyond an 
individual’s control usually result in unemployment 
and joblessness. During the recession, hundreds of 
thousands of workers either lost jobs or found them
selves in highly precarious working situations. In times 
like a major recession, it is easier to see how structural 
changes in the economy affect people at an individual 
level. (Recall the distinction between troubles and issues 
that C. Wright Mills made and that was examined in 
Chapter 1.) 

Sociologists examine how changes in the social 
organization of the economy trickle into the daytoday 
reality of people’s lives. Although people do not ordi
narily interpret their situations as shaped by processes 
such as deindustrialization, corporate downsizing, or 
spatial mismatch, the fact is that these structural condi
tions have enormous influence on how we live. Hence, 
unemployment is rarely caused by personal “laziness.” 

Sexual Harassment 
Workplaces, like other social institutions, are shaped 
by power relationships among workers. One conse
quence for women workers is the possibility of sexual 
harassment. Sexual harassment is legally defined 
as unwanted physical or verbal sexual behavior that 
occurs in the context of a relationship of unequal power 
and that is experienced as a threat to the victim’s job or 
educational activities (Zippel 2006; Saguy 2003). 

Sexual harassment is of two forms, according to 
the law. Quid pro quo sexual harassment forces sexual 

compliance in exchange for an employment or edu
cational benefit. A professor who suggests to a student 
that going out on a date or having sex would improve 
the student’s grade is engaging in quid pro quo sexual 
harassment.

The other form of sexual harassment recognized 
by law is the creation of a hostile working environment, 
in which unwanted sexual behaviors are a continu
ing condition of work. This kind of sexual harassment 
may not involve outright sexual demands, but includes 
unwanted behaviors such as touching, teasing, sex
ual joking, and other kinds of sexual behavior and 
comments. 

Sexual harassment was first made illegal by Title 
VII of the 1964 Civil Rights Act, which identifies sexual 
harassment as a form of sex discrimination. Title IX of 
the Educational Amendments of 1972 further defined 
sexual harassment as a form of discrimination in educa
tion. Regarding employment, in 1986, the U.S. Supreme 
Court upheld the principle that sexual harassment vio
lates federal laws against sex discrimination (Meritor 
Savings Bank v. Vinson). Samesex harassment also falls 
under the law, as does harassment directed by women 
against men. The law also makes employers liable for 
financial damages if they do not have policies appro
priate for handling complaints or have not educated 
employees about their paths of redress. 

Fundamentally, sexual harassment is an abuse 
of power when perpetrators use their position to 
exploit subordinates. The true extent of sexual harass
ment is difficult to estimate because it tends to be 
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▲ figure 15.3 Unemployment by race, Age, and Gender, 2013 Unemployment varies significantly among different 
groups. The graph on the left shows unemployment for all people over age 16; on the right, for teens between age 16 and 19. 
What patterns do you see depicted in this graph? What does this suggest about the need for new social policies? 
Data: Bureau of Labor Statistics. 2014. Employment and Earnings Online. Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Labor. www.bls.gov 
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underreported. Surveys indicate though that as many 
as half of all employed women experience some form of 
sexual harassment at some time in their working lives. 
Men are sometimes the victims of sexual harassment, 
although far less frequently than women—about 3 per
cent of all cases. There is some evidence that women of 
color are more likely to be harassed than White women 
(Rospenda et al. 2009). 

Most studies find that typically neither women nor 
men are aware of the proper channels for reporting sex
ual harassment. Victims of sexual harassment often do 
not report it, primarily because they believe that noth
ing will be done to stop the behavior. When employers 
have strong policies in place that are widely communi
cated, victims are more likely to report (Vijayasiri 2008; 
Pershing 2003). 

Gays and Lesbians  
in the Workplace 
The increased willingness of lesbians and gay men to be 
open about their sexual identity has resulted in more 
attention paid to their experience in the workplace. 
Surveys find that a large majority of the U.S. popula
tion (89  percent) endorse the general concept that 
lesbians and gay men should have equal rights in job 
opportunities, but when asked about specific occupa
tions, a significant proportion hold prejudices that gays 
should not be elementary school teachers (43 percent), 
high school teachers (36 percent), or clergy (47 percent) 
(Gallup Poll 2008). 

Employers have been developing more gay/
lesbianfriendly policies that are shown to have a posi
tive effect on the workplace experiences of gay, lesbian, 
and bisexual workers (Williams and Giuffre 2011). Even 
with these advances, however, LGBT employees are still 
subjected to stereotyping and discrimination, having to 
develop coping strategies for managing stress (Buddel 
2011). LGBT employees may feel compelled to down
play their identity at work and to feel constrained by 
stereotypes about how gay people are supposed to act, 
play, and work. This can force people to remain clos
eted at work (Williams et al. 2009).

Disability and Work 
Not too many years ago, people with disabilities were 
not thought of as a social group; rather, disability was 
thought of as an individual frailty or perhaps a stigma. 
Sociologist Irving Zola (1935–1994) was one of the 
first to suggest that people with disabilities face issues 
similar to those of minority groups. Instead of using a 
medical model that treats disability like a disease and 
sees individuals as impaired, conceptualizing people 
with disabilities as a minority group enabled people 
to think about the social, economic, and political 

environment that this population faces. Instead of 
seeing people with disabilities as pitiful victims, this 
approach emphasizes the group rights of the disabled, 
illuminating things such as access to employment and 
education (Zola 1993, 1989). 

Now those with disabilities have the same legal 
protections afforded to other minority groups. Key to 
these rights is the Americans with Disabilities Act 
(ADA), adopted by Congress in 1990. Building on the 
Civil Rights Act of 1964 and earlier rehabilitation law, 
the Americans with Disabilities Act protects people 
with disabilities from discrimination in employment. 
The law stipulates that employers and other public 
entities (such as schools and public transportation sys
tems) must provide “reasonable accommodation” to 
people with disabilities when they are otherwise quali
fied for the jobs or activities for which they seek access. 
This means that the person so accommodated must be 
able to perform the essential requirements of the job 
or program. For students, reasonable accommodation 
includes provision of adaptive technology, exam assis
tants, and accessible buildings. 

The law prohibits employers with fifteen or more 
employees from discriminating against job applicants 
who are disabled or current employees who become 
disabled, including in their job application, wages and 

The Americans with Disabilities Act provides legal  
protection for workers with disabilities, giving them rights 
to reasonable accommodations by employers and access 
to education and jobs.
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benefits, advancement, and employersponsored social 
activities. The law applies to state and local govern
ments, as well as employers. The ADA also legislates 
that public buses, trains, and light rail systems must 
be accessible to riders with disabilities; airlines are 
excluded from this requirement. The law also requires 
businesses and public accommodations to be acces
sible and requires telephone companies to provide 
services that allow people with speech or hearing 
impairments to communicate by telephone. 

Sociological Theories  
of Economy and Work 
Sociological research continues to find large differ
ences in the experiences that different people have at 
work. Why? We have to turn to theory to answer such a 
question. The major theoretical perspectives identified 
in this book also provide the frameworks for the social 
structure of work. Each viewpoint—functionalism the
ory, conflict theory, and symbolic interaction—offers a 
unique analysis of work and the economic institution of 
which it is a part (see ◆ Table 15.2).

Functionalism 
Functionalism interprets work and the economy as a 
functional necessity for society. Functionalists argue 
that society “sorts” people into occupations, with the 
more able sorted into prestigious occupations that 
pay more because they are more valuable—more 
“functional”—for society. Functionalist theory also 
explains that when society changes too rapidly, work 

institutions generate social disorganization—perhaps 
creating alienation, a feeling of powerlessness and 
separation from society (Chapter 6). 

According to functionalist theories, workers are 
paid according to their value, which is derived from the 
characteristics they bring to a job: education, experi
ence, training, and motivation to work. As we saw in 
Chapter 8, functionalist theorists see inequality as what 
motivates people to work. From this point of view, the 
high wages and other rewards associated with some 
jobs are the incentives for people to spend long years 
in training and garnering experience; otherwise, the 
jobs would go unfilled. To functionalists, then, differ
ential wages are a source of motivation and a means to 
ensure that the most talented workers fill jobs essential 
to society and that different wages reflect the differently 
valued characteristics (education, years of experience, 
training, and so forth) that workers bring to a job. 

Conflict Theory 
Conflict theorists strongly disagree with the functional
ist point of view, arguing that many talented people are 
thwarted by the systems of inequality they encounter in 
society. Far from ensuring that the most talented will 
fill the most important jobs, conflict theorists see that 
some of the most essential jobs are, in fact, the most 
devalued and underrewarded. From a conflict perspec
tive, wage inequality is one way that systems of race, 
class, and gender inequality are maintained. Factors 
such as the dual labor market, overt race and gender 
discrimination, and persistent and unequal judgments 
about what work is appropriate for what groups shape 
the inequalities that are found in work. 

 ◆ Table 15.2 Theoretical Perspectives on Work 

Functionalism Conflict Theory Symbolic Interaction 

Defines work as: Functional for society because 
work teaches people the values 
of society and integrates people 
within the social order; more  
“talented” people rank higher 

Generating class conflict  
because of the unequal rewards 
associated with different jobs 

Organizing social bonds between 
people who interact within work 
settings 

Views work  
organizations as: 

Functionally integrated with  
other social institutions 

Producing alienation, especially 
among those who perform  
repetitive tasks 

Interactive systems within which 
people form relationships and 
create beliefs that define their 
relationships to others 

Interprets 
changing work 
systems as: 

An adaptation to social change Based in tensions arising from 
power differences between  
different class, race, and  
gender groups 

The result of the changing  
meanings of work resulting  
from changed social conditions 

Explains wage 
inequality as: 

Motivating people to work  
harder 

reflecting the devaluation of  
different classes of workers 

Producing different perceptions  
of the value of different 
occupations 

©
 C

en
ga

ge
 L

ea
rn

in
g 

03083_ch15_ptg01.indd   375 18/08/15   11:05 AM

Copyright 2017 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).
Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



376  CHAPTEr 15

Conflict theorists view the transformations taking 
place in the workplace as the result of inherent tensions 
in the social systems, tensions that arise from the power 
differences between groups vying for social and eco
nomic resources. Class conflict is then a major element 
of the social structure of work. Conflict theorists see the 
class division of labor as the source of unequal rewards 
for workers. Conflict theorists analyze the fact that 
some forms of work are more highly valued than others, 
both in how the work is perceived by society and how 
it is rewarded. As noted long ago by socialeconomic 
theorist Thorstein Veblen (1994/1899), mental labor 
has always been more highly valued than manual labor. 

Symbolic Interaction Theory 
Symbolic interaction theory brings a different perspec
tive to the sociology of work. Symbolic interaction theo-
rists would be interested in what work means to people 
and how social interactions in the workplace form 
social bonds. Some symbolic interaction studies exam
ine how new workers learn their roles and how workers’ 
identities are shaped by the social interactions in the 
workplace. Symbolic interaction theorists also note the 
creative ways that people deal with routinized jobs, per
haps performing exaggerated displays of routine tasks 
to humanize otherwise boring work (Leidner 1993). 

Power, Politics,  
and Government
Throughout this book we have emphasized that social 
structures extend beyond our immediate daytoday life, 
influencing the things we do and how we behave every 
day. Systems of power and authority are no exception. The 
government, for example, as an official system of power 
and authority, reaches far into people’s daily lives. You 
cannot drive your car without a license and registration—
provided by a government agency; you pay taxes accord
ing to government rules; you need a governmentissue 
license to marry; even going to the beach may depend on 
the government having set aside certain land for public 
use. The range of things regulated by systems of power 
and authority—both formal and informal—is enormous, 
even though many may be barely noticed.

The role of these systems of power and authority 
is also hotly debated in national politics. How should 
we manage the national debt? What is the proper bal
ance between protecting civil liberties and protecting 
the nation from harm? Is government too big or should 
it do more to support those in need? Where should we 
draw the line on the authority of the police? These and 
other questions frame current political debates, but 
they point to the importance of a sociological analysis 
of the state. 

State and Society
The term state refers to the organized system of power  
and authority in society. The state is an abstract concept 
that includes the institutions that represent official power 
in society, including the government, the legal system 
(law, courts, and the prison system), the police, and the 
military. Theoretically, the state exists to regulate social 
order, ranging from individual behavior and interpersonal 
conflicts to international affairs. Less powerful groups in 
the society may see the state more as an oppressive force 
than as a protector of individual rights. However, they 
may still turn to the state to rectify injustice, for example, 
by advocating for civil rights or seeking statebased rights 
and protections for people with disabilities. 

The state has a central role in determining the rights 
and privileges of various groups. The state determines 
who is a citizen and who is not. A case in point is the 
ongoing battle over whether United Statesborn chil
dren of foreignborn and undocumented immigrant 
parents are fullfledged citizens. Furthermore, the state 
may be called upon to resolve conflicts between man
agement and labor (such as in airline strikes), and the 
state may pass legislation determining the benefits of 
different groups or make decisions that extend rights to 
various groups, such as the right for samesex marriage. 

Numerous institutions make up the state, including 
the government, the legal system, the police, and the mil
itary. The government creates laws and procedures that 
regulate and guide a society. The military is the branch 
of government responsible for defending the nation 
against domestic and foreign conflicts. The court system 
is designed to punish wrongdoers and adjudicate dis
putes. Court decisions also determine the guiding princi
ples or laws of human interaction. Law is a fundamental 
type of formal social control that outlines what is permis
sible and what is forbidden. The police are responsible 
for enforcing law in the community and for maintaining 
public order. The prison system is the institution respon
sible for punishing those who have broken the law. 
Under the U.S. Constitution, these state institutions treat 
people equally, although sociologists have documented 
how often this is not the case (see Chapter 7). 

Sociological analyses of the state focus on several 
different questions. An important issue is the relation
ship between the state and inequality in society. State 
policies can have very different impacts on different 
groups, as we will see later in this chapter. Another 
issue explored by sociological theory is the connection 
between the state and other social institutions—the 
state and religion or the state and the family. States 
can, for example, regulate the inclusion or exclusion 
of religious practices in the schools or can regulate the 
family forms allowed under law. All in all, the state has 
enormous power in shaping the freedoms—or lack 
thereof—that people and groups in society hold.
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The State and Social Order 
Throughout this book, we have seen that a variety of 
social processes contribute to order in society, but none 
so explicitly and unambiguously as the official system 
of power and authority in society. In making laws, the 
state decrees which actions are or are not legitimate. 
Punishments for illegitimate actions are enforced, and 
systems for administering punishment are maintained. 
The state also influences public opinion through its 
power to regulate the media. 

Some states, such as the United States, are 
democracies—that is, there is a representative govern
ment with elections by the population and, typically, 
a multiparty political system. Democracy can be com
pared to states that are authoritarian—that is, where 
power is concentrated in the hands of a very few indi
viduals who rule through centralized power and con
trol. An authoritarian state can become totalitarian, an 
extreme form of authoritarianism where the state has 
total control over all aspects of public and, to the extent 
possible, private life. Such was the case under Nazi Ger
many where the Nazi Party and Hitler, in particular, had 
absolute power. Under such repressive states as author
itarian and totalitarian states, if there are elections, they 
are often corrupt. Such states are also likely to circulate 
propaganda, disseminated with the intention to justify 
the state’s power. Censorship is another means by which 
the state can direct public opinion and try to enforce a 
singular way of thinking—that of the dominant group. 

The state’s role in maintaining public order is also 
apparent in how the state manages dissent. Protest 
movements that challenge state authority or disrupt 
society may be repressed through state action, such as 
through police or military force. Even in democratic 
societies, social control can be exercised in multiple 
ways, including electronic surveillance. Should the 
state be allowed to intercept email, track phone calls, 
or shut down social media during times of political 
unrest? Signs of such increased surveillance by the 
state are everywhere, such as the increasingly common 
cameras at traffic intersections. New forms of techno
logical surveillance have, in fact, raised important ques
tions about rights to public access to information, the 
protection of civil rights, and the state need to protect 
the citizenry from acts of terrorism. Fundamentally, 
these questions revolve around the power of the state to 
intervene in the affairs of its citizens.

Privacy concerns about the state have become 
especially heightened as electronic technologies make 
surveillance of the public so easy. Businesses now use 
sophisticated software called “beacons” to track what 
people are viewing on the Internet. Businesses can then 
profile a person’s income, interests, and location—even 
their medical condition. Such information is being 
traded on Wall Street to advertisers who can then target 

ads specifically to just one person, all the while with this 
tracking being invisible to the person browsing the web 
(Angwin 2010). 

Such information can also be used by the state to 
track people’s movements, listen to their conversations, 
and analyze their social and political networks. The 
reach of the state into people’s lives is vast, but would 
there be social order without this power? There is not 
a single or definitive answer to such a question and the 
answer will depend on the balance people and govern
ments decide between civil liberties and the need for 
states to regulate society. On a global scale, such ques
tions become increasingly complex.

Global Interdependence  
and the State 
The global character of modern society means that 
political systems, like economic systems, are now elabo
rately entangled. You can observe this in the daily news. 
When massive protests over police shootings of young 
African American men broke out in the United States 
in 2014, news of the demonstrations quickly spread 
around the world via social media. Prodemocracy 
protestors in Hong Kong adopted the “hands up, don’t 
shoot” tactic used by U.S. protestors; Palestinians 
tweeted U.S. demonstrators advising them about how 
to deal with tear gas (McGrath 2014).

World interdependence is occurring at a time 
when there is increasing nationalism in some nations. 
Nationalism is the strong identity associated with an 
extreme sense of allegiance to one’s culture or nation, 
often to the exclusion of interdependent relations with 
others. Nationalism can become a political movement, 
such as when groups subordinated by external nations 
use their original national culture as the basis for resist
ing oppression. It can also be a political movement when 
a group identifying itself as “a nation” (regardless of its 
official status as such) tries to become a dominant force 
in the world, such as the militant terrorist group known 
as ISIS (called the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria). 

Power, Authority,  
and Bureaucracy 
The concepts of power and authority are central to soci
ological analyses of the state. Power is the ability of one 
person or group to exercise influence and control over 
others. The exercise of power can be seen in relation
ships ranging from the interaction of two people (hus
band and wife, police officer and suspect) to a nation 
(or social movement within a nation) threatening or 
dominating other nations. Sociologists are most inter
ested in how power is structured in society: who has it, 
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how it is used, and how it is built into institutions such 
as the state. In the United States, a society that is heavily 
stratified by race, class, and gender, power is structured 
into basic social institutions in ways that reflect these 
inequalities. Moreover, institutionalized power in soci
ety influences the social dynamics within individual 
and group relationships. 

The exercise of power may be persuasive or coer
cive. For example, a strong political leader may per
suade the nation to support a military invasion or a 
social policy through popular appeal. Power can also be 
exerted by sheer force. Generally speaking, groups with 
the greatest material resources have the greatest power, 
but not always. A group may by sheer size be able to 
exercise power, through, for example, organized social 
protests. Smaller groups may also be able to exercise 
power, such as in armed uprisings. 

Power can be legitimate—accepted by the mem
bers of society as right and just—or it can be illegitimate. 
Authority is power perceived by others as legitimate 
and formal. Authority emerges not from the exercise 
of power, but from the belief of constituents that the 
power is legitimate. In the United States, the source of 
the president’s domestic power is not just because of 
his status as commander of the armed forces but also 
because most people believe that his power is legiti
mate. The law is also perceived by most as a legitimate 
system of authority. 

In contrast, coercive power is achieved through 
force, often against the will of the people being so 
forced. A dictatorship typically relies on its ability to 
exercise coercive power through its control of the mili
tary or state police, at least until both the military (or the 
police), sometimes in conjunction with a popular social 
movement, overthrow the dictator. 

Types of Authority 
Max Weber (1864–1920), the German classical soci
ologist, postulated that three types of authority exist 
in society: traditional, charismatic, and rational–legal 
(Weber 1978/1921). Traditional authority stems from 
longestablished patterns that give certain people or 
groups legitimate power in society. A monarchy is an 
example of a traditional system of authority. Within 
a monarchy, kings and queens rule, not necessarily 
because they have won elections, but because of long
standing tradition. 

Charismatic authority is derived from the per
sonal appeal of a leader. Charismatic leaders are often 
believed to have special gifts, even magical powers, and 
their presumed personal attributes inspire devotion 
and obedience. Charismatic leaders often emerge from 
religious movements, but they come from other realms 
also. President Obama is for many a charismatic person, 
admired not only for being the first African American 

president of the United States but also for his ability to 
inspire so many people.

Rational–legal authority stems from rules and 
regulations, typically written down as laws, procedures, 
or codes of conduct. This is the most common form of 
authority in the contemporary United States. People 
obey not because national leaders are charismatic or 
because of social traditions, but because there is a legal 
system of authority established by formalized rules and 
regulations. 

→Thinking Sociologically 

Observe the national evening news for one week, noting 
the people featured who have some kind of authority. 
list each of them and note their area of influence. What 
form of authority would you say each represents: tradi-
tional, charismatic, or rational–legal? How is the kind of 
authority that a person has reflected in his or her posi-
tion in society (that is, race, class, gender, occupation, 
education, and so on)?

The Growth of Bureaucracies 
According to Weber, rational–legal authority leads inev
itably to the formation of bureaucracies. As we noted 
in Chapter 6, a bureaucracy is a formal organization 
characterized by an authority hierarchy, a clear divi
sion of labor, explicit rules, and impersonality. Bureau
cratic power comes from the accepted legitimacy of the 
rules, not personal ties to individuals. The rules may 
change, but they do so through formal, bureaucratic 
procedures. People who work within bureaucracies 
are selected, trained, and promoted based on how well 
they apply the rules. Those who establish the rules are 
unlikely to be the same people who administer them. 
Bureaucracies are hierarchical, and the bureaucratic 
leadership may be quite remote. Power in bureaucra
cies is dispersed downward through the system to those 
who actually carry out the bureaucratic functions. It is 
an odd feature of bureaucracy that those with the least 
power to influence how the rules are formulated—
those at the bottom of the hierarchy—are often the 
most adamant about strict adherence to the rules; their 
job evaluation may rest on their enforcement. 

Within bureaucracies, personal temperament and 
individual discretion are not supposed to influence 
the application of rules. Bureaucracy has another face 
though, as we saw in Chapter 6. Rankandfile bureau
cratic workers frequently exercise discretion in applying 
rules and procedures, “working the system,” perhaps by 
personalizing the interaction or dodging bureaucratic 
stipulations. Most of the time, though, dealing with an 
elaborate bureaucracy—even an electronic one like 
voice mail—can be very frustrating. 
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Theories of Power 
Does the state act in the interests of its different constit
uencies or does it merely reflect the needs of the most 
powerful? In other words, how is power exercised in 
society? This question has spawned much sociological 
study and debate and has resulted in several theoretical 
models of state power. Sociologists have developed four 
theoretical models to answer this question: the plural-
ist model, the power elite model, the autonomous state 
model, and feminist theories of the state. Each begins 
with a different set of assumptions and arrives at differ
ent conclusions (see ◆ Table 15.3). 

The Pluralist Model 
The pluralist model interprets power in society as 
derived from the representation of diverse interests of 
different groups in society. This model assumes that in 
democratic societies, the system of government works 
to balance the different interests of groups in society. 
An interest group can be any constituency in society 
organized to promote its own agenda, including large, 
nationally based groups such as the American Associa
tion of Retired Persons (AARP) and the National Rifle 
Association (NRA). Some interest groups are organized 
around professional and business interests, such as the 

American Medical Association (AMA) and the Tobacco 
Institute. Others concentrate on one political or social 
goal, such as National Organization for the Reform of 
Marijuana Laws (NORML). According to the pluralist 
model, interest groups achieve power and influence 
through their organized mobilization of concerned 
people and groups. 

The pluralist model has its origins in functional
ist theory. The pluralist model sees power as broadly 
diffused across the public with people who want to 
effect a change or express their points of view need
ing only to mobilize to do so. The pluralist model sug
gests that members of diverse groups can participate 
equally in a representative and democratic govern
ment. As seen from this model, various special interest 
groups compete for government attention and action. 
The pluralist model sees special interest groups as an 
integral part of the political system, even though they 
are not an official part of government. In the plural
ist view, special interest groups make government 
more responsive to the needs and interests of different 
people, an especially important function in a highly 
diverse society. 

The pluralist model helps explain the importance of 
political action committees (PACs), groups of people 
who organize to support candidates they feel will rep
resent their views. In 1974, Congress passed legislation 

 ◆ Table 15.3 Theories of Power in Society 

Pluralism Power Elite Autonomous State Feminist Theory 

Interprets the  
state as: 

representing diverse  
and multiple groups  
in society 

representing the  
interests of a small,  
but economically  
dominant class 

Taking on a life of its  
own, perpetuating its  
own form and interests 

Masculine in its organiza-
tion and values (that  
is, based on rational  
principles and a patriar-
chal structure) 

Interprets  
political  
power as: 

Derived from the  
activities of interest  
groups and as broadly  
diffused throughout  
the public 

Held by the ruling  
class 

residing in the organiza-
tional structure of  
state institutions 

Emerging from the  
dominance of men  
over women 

Interprets social 
conflict as: 

The competition  
between diverse  
groups that mobilize  
to promote their  
interests 

Stemming from the  
domination of elites  
over less powerful  
groups 

Developing between  
states, as each vies  
to uphold its own  
interests 

resulting from the  
power men have over  
women 

Interprets social 
order as: 

The result of the  
equilibrium created  
by multiple groups  
balancing their  
interests 

Coming from the  
interlocking directorates 
created by the  
linkages among those  
few people who  
control institutions 

The result of administra-
tive systems that  
work to maintain the  
status quo 

resulting from the  
patriarchal control that  
men have over social 
institutions 
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The influence of money in politics raises serious concerns 
about how representative the U.S. political system really is.

enabling employees of companies, members of unions, 
professional groups, and trade associations to support 
political candidates with money they raise collectively. 
There are now almost 5000 PACs with enormous power 
to influence the political process. 

SuperPACs are a new kind of political action com
mittee. These enormously powerful groups are allowed 
to spend unlimited money on individual political can
didates. Their influence was strengthened by a U.S. 
Supreme Court decision in 2010, Citizens United v. 
the Federal Election Commission. The Court’s decision 
was that the First Amendment prohibits the govern
ment from restricting spending by corporations. Widely 
interpreted as defining corporations to be “people,” 
this decision has been criticized for giving far too much 

power over the political process to wealthy people and 
corporations. 

PACs and superPACs are now so powerful that 
they have a huge impact on elections. In the 2012 presi
dential election, counting all PAC contributions, PACs 
spent over $546 million to influence voters, most of it to 
oppose candidates (www.latimes.com). By 2014, super
PACs had almost $700 million to spend on political 
campaigns (Center for Responsive Politics 2014); that 
number is certainly likely to grow in future campaigns. 

The Power Elite Model 
The power elite model is linked to the framework of 
conflict theory. Karl Marx early argued that the domi
nant or ruling class controls all the major institutions 
in society. The state in this framework is the instrument 
by which the ruling class exercises its power. Conflict 
theory emphasizes the power of the upper class over 
the lower classes, the small group of elites over the rest 
of the population. From this perspective, the state is not 
a representative, rational institution, but an expression 
of the will of the ruling class. 

C. Wright Mills (1956) popularized the term power 
elite. Mills attacked the pluralist model, arguing that the 
true power structure consists of people well positioned 
in three areas: the economy, the government, and the 
military. These three institutions are considered the 
bastions of the power elite, wielding extraordinary 
power (Domhoff 2013). Although sharing common 
beliefs and goals, the power elite shape political agen
das and outcomes in the society along the narrow lines 
of their particular collective interests. 

The political influence of wealthy individuals, such 
as Charles and David Koch—popularly known as the 
“Koch brothers”—is hard to overestimate. The Koch 
brothers are worth at least $40 billion and they use their 
money to fund conservative causes and candidates. 
Their fortune is from oil and natural gas; thus their for
tune is often used to fight regulation of such industries 
(Dickinson 2014). 

The power elite model posits a strong link between 
government and business, a view supported by the 
strong hand government takes in directing the econ
omy and by the role of military spending as a principal 
component of U.S. economic affairs. The power elite 
model also emphasizes how power overlaps between 
influential groups. 

Interlocking directorates are organizational link
ages created when the same people sit on the board of 
directors for numerous corporations. People in elite 
circles may serve on the boards of several major com
panies, universities, and foundations at the same time. 
People drawn from the same elite group receive most of 
the major government appointments; thus, the same rel
atively small group of people tends to the interests of all 

The pluralist model of the state sees diverse interest 
groups as mobilizing to influence policy and gain  
political power.
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these organizations and the interests of the government. 
These interests naturally overlap and reinforce each other. 

Members of the upper class do not need to occupy 
high office themselves to exert their will, as long as they 
are in a position to influence people who are in power 
(Domhoff 2013). The majority of the power elite are 
White men, which means that the interests and out
looks of White men dominate the national agenda. 

The Autonomous State Model 
A third view of power developed by sociologists, the 
autonomous state model, interprets the state as its 
own major constituent. From this perspective, the state 
develops interests of its own, which it seeks to promote 
independently of other interests and the public that it 
allegedly serves. The state does not reflect the needs of 
the dominant groups, as Marx and power elite theorists 
would contend. It is an administrative organization 
with its own needs, such as maintenance of its complex 
bureaucracies and protection of its special privileges 
(Rueschmeyer and Skocpol 1996; Skocpol 1992). 

The huge government apparatus now in place in the 
United States is a good illustration of autonomous state 
theory. The government provides a huge array of social 
support programs, including Social Security, unemploy
ment benefits, agricultural subsidies, public assistance, 
and other economic interventions intended to protect 
citizens from the vagaries of a capitalist market system. 
The purpose of these programs is to serve people in need. 
Autonomous state theory argues that the government 
has grown into a massive, elaborate bureaucracy, run by 

bureaucrats more absorbed in their own interests than 
in meeting the needs of the people. As a consequence, 
government can become paralyzed in conflicts between 
revenueseeking state bureaucrats and those who must 
fund them. You can imagine autonomous state theory as 
well explaining what many now perceive as a completely 
stalled federal government. 

Debunking Society’s Myths←
Myth: Congress cannot get anything done because it is 
filled with obstructionist individuals.
Sociological Perspective: It is true that bipartisanship in 
Congress has been very difficult to achieve in recent years. 
Beyond individual behavior, however, autonomous state 
theory suggests that the Congress takes on an organi-
zational life of its own, operating to protect the status 
quo and its own interests. It thus becomes a very stalled 
bureaucracy.

Feminist Theories of the State 
Feminist theorists diverge from the preceding theoreti
cal models by seeing men as having the most power in 
society. The pluralists see power as widely dispersed 
through the class system, power elite theorists see polit
ical power directly linked to upperclass interests, and 
autonomous state theorists see the state as relatively 
independent of class interests. 

Some feminist theorists argue that all state institutions 
reflect men’s interests; they see the state as fundamentally 
patriarchal, its organization embodying the fixed prin
ciple that men are more powerful than women. Feminist 
theories of the state conclude that despite the presence 
of a few powerful women, the state is devoted primarily 
to men’s interests. Moreover, the actions of the state will 
tend to support gender inequality (Haney 1996; Blanken
ship 1993). One historical example would be laws denying 
women the right to own property once they married. Such 
laws protected men’s interests at the expense of women. 

Evidence that “the state is male” (MacKinnon 2006, 
1983) is easy to observe by looking at powerful political 
circles. Despite the inclusion of more women in pow
erful circles and the presence of some notable women 
as major national figures, most of the powerful are 
men. Both the U.S. Senate and House of Representa
tives, despite recent gains for women, are still 80  per
cent men. Groups that exercise state power, such as the 
police and military, are predominantly men. Moreover, 
these institutions are structured by values and systems 
that can be described as culturally masculine—that is, 
based on hierarchical relationships, aggression, and 
force. Feminist theory begins with the premise that an 
understanding of power cannot be sound without a 
strong analysis of gender (Haney 1996). 

The influence of money in politics raises serious concerns 
about how representative the U.S. political system really is.
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▲ figure 15.4 International Voter Turnout, 2009–2011 As you can see, the United States has lower voter turnout  
in national elections than other industrialized nations. 
Source: Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance. 2012. “Voter Turnout.” Stockholm: Sweden. www.idea.int

Government: Power and 
Politics in a Diverse Society 
The terms government and state are often used inter
changeably. More precisely, the government is one 
of several institutions that make up the state. The 
government includes those institutions that represent 
the population, making rules that govern the society. 
The government of the United States is a democracy; 
therefore, it is based on the principle of representing all 
people through the right to vote. 

The actual makeup of the government, however, is 
far from representative of society. Not all people par
ticipate equally in the workings of government, neither 
as elected officials nor as voters. Women, the poor and 
working class, and racial–ethnic minorities are less 
likely to be represented by government than are White 

middle and upperclass men. Sociological research on 
political power has concentrated on inequality in gov
ernment affairs and has demonstrated large, persistent 
differences in the political participation and represen
tation of various groups in society. 

Diverse Patterns of Political 
Participation 
One would hope that all people in a democratic soci
ety would be equally eager to exercise their right to vote 
and be heard. That is far from the case. Among demo
cratic nations, the United States has one of the lowest 
voter turnouts (see ▲ Figure 15.4). In the 2012 presi
dential election, the percentage of eligible voters who 
went to the polls was only 57 percent of the population, 
less than the alltime high of 62  percent in the 2008 
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presidential election. A turnout of 50 percent or less is 
more typical of U.S. national elections. Voter turnout in 
congressional and local elections is even lower. 

Generally, older, bettereducated, and financially 
betteroff people are the most likely to vote. One of 
the biggest changes in voting is the change stemming 
from diversity within the U.S. population. Historically, 
racial–ethnic minority groups have had lower voter 
turnout than White Americans. But in the 2012 presi
dential election, more African Americans, Hispanics, 
and Asian Americans voted than ever before. In fact, 
African American turnout was 13  percent of all votes 
cast in the 2012 presidential election—more than 
their representation in the total U.S. population (see  
▲ Figure 15.5; P. Taylor 2012). The White share of eli
gible voters has been falling for some time, but is now 
becoming so low that candidates have to appeal to 
more diverse groups, especially Latinos, if they expect 
to be elected. 

Not only do social factors influence the likelihood 
of voting, but they also influence how people vote (see 
▲ Figure 15.6). African Americans, Asian Americans, 
and Latinos, with the exception of Cuban Americans, 
tend to be markedly democratic. In the 2012 presiden
tial election, 93 percent of Black Americans (98 percent 
of Black women) voted for Obama, as did 73  percent 
of Asian Americans and 71 percent of Hispanics (www 
.nytimes.com). 

Gender, income, education, and religion also affect 
voter behavior, as does region (see ■ Maps 15.1 and 15.2). 
The gender gap refers to the differences between men and 
women in political attitudes and behavior. Women tend 
to have more liberal views than men on a variety of social 
and political issues and are more likely to vote democratic. 
Women are now more likely to vote than men. Although 
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www.pewresearch.com; Edison Research.
Note: In 2012, 2 percent of votes identified as “other”; 
thus, numbers do not add up to 100 percent. Whites 
include only non-Hispanic Whites. Blacks include only  
non-Hispanic Blacks. Asians include only non-Hispanic 
Asians. Native Americans and mixed-race groups are not 
shown. Asian share are not available prior to 1992.

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100
RomneyPercent
Obama

W
hit

e

men W
hit

e

wom
en Blac

k

men Blac
k

wom
en

Hisp
an

ic

men

Hisp
an

ic

wom
en

All o
the

rs

(in
clu

des

Asia
ns

)
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Mapping America’s Diversity: Electoral Vote by State and County
The electoral vote is usually only 
reported state by state (blue for Demo-
crats, red for Republicans), as you can 
see in the top map. But, as you see in the 

bottom map, if you shade the outcome 
by proportion of the vote at a county- 
by-county level, you get a somewhat  
different picture of the U.S. electorate.

Source: Top map © Cengage Learning®; lower 
map from Professor Mark Newman, University 
of Michigan.

maps 15.1 and 15.2

2012 Electoral Vote by County
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contributors to political campaigns are typically PACs. 
Much of the money given by individuals and PACs 
goes to incumbents, who have an overwhelming edge 
in elections and already sit on the committees where 
public policy is hammered out. This picture of elites 
and business interests funneling money to candidates, 
who return to the same donors for more money when 
the next campaign rolls around, has shaken the faith of 
many Americans in the political system. 

The amount of money flowing into political races is 
one reason that people have become so cynical about 
politics. Few think that the political process is a demo
cratic and populist mechanism by which the “little 
people” can select political leaders to represent them. 
National surveys show that only 7 percent of U.S. citizens 
have a great deal or quote a lot of confidence in Congress, 
compared to 30 percent with a great deal of confidence 
in the Supreme Court and 29 percent in the presidency. 
By way of comparison, 74 percent have confidence in the 
military and 53 percent, the police (Gallup Poll 2014). 

Women and Minorities 
in Government 
There have been some gains in the number of women 
and minorities in government, but they are still under
represented—both at the federal and state levels, even 
international (see ■ Map 15.3). A record 20 women  

women tend to be more liberal than men, women are also 
politically active in conservative movements like the Tea 
Party. 

Political Power: Who’s in Charge? 
A democratic government is supposed to be repre
sentative of the people in the nation. Is this the case in 
the United States? Hardly. Women and racial–ethnic 
minorities are vastly underrepresented in our govern
ment. Most members of the U.S. Senate and House of 
Representatives are from uppermiddleclass or upper
class backgrounds. The vast majority have law, politics, 
and business as their prior occupation. Very few were 
bluecollar workers before coming to Congress. 

Simply getting into politics requires a substan
tial investment of money. The total cost of the 2012 
elections was a record $5.8 billion! The two presiden
tial candidates (Barack Obama and Mitt Romney) 
together spent $1.3  billion. One billion dollars was 
spent in the 2014 midterm elections, when only 36 
percent of eligible voters turned out—the lowest voter 
turnout in years (Center for Responsive Politics 2014).

Candidates depend on contributions from indi
viduals and groups to finance their election cam
paigns, with wealthy individuals among the largest 
campaign contributors, especially to presidential elec
tions (Center for Responsive Politics 2012). The largest 

Countries That Have Ever Had a Female Head of State or Government

Head of state

Head of government

Head of state and
government

Viewing Society in Global Perspective: Women Heads of State
Does it surprise you that the United 
States fares poorly, relative to much of 
the rest of the world, when it comes 

to women’s political leadership at the 
national level? What do you think explains 
this difference around the world?

Source: Council of Women World Leaders; 
Center for Asia-Pacific Women in Politics, 
2012, guide2womenleaders.com. Martin K.I. 
Christensen. 

map 15.3
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Contemporary American politics have 
in recent years been shaped by the 
rise of a new movement: the Tea Party. 
Who is in it? What do they want? 
What has produced this new political 
phenomenon? 

Sociological research finds that 
the Tea Party membership is largely 
comprised of middle-class and upper-
middle-class people who are over-
whelmingly White, and also includes 
large numbers of women. Indeed, many 
of the movement’s heroes are women—
deeply conservative women such as 
Sarah Palin, Michelle Bachmann, and 
others, many of whom embrace the 
language of feminism—at least in terms 
of the empowerment of women—even 
while they oppose many of the goals of 
the feminist movement. 

Researchers conclude that Tea 
Partiers are frustrated by economic 
and political systems that they see as 
having abandoned them. They think 

The Tea Party and the American Dream
that the government is distant from 
the needs of people like them. Tea 
Partiers see themselves as the taxpay-
ers whose money is being drained off 
to support the lives of others. Although 
most support government programs 
like Social Security and Medicare, they 
are strongly opposed to other so-called 
“entitlement” programs, especially food 
stamps, housing subsidies, and Pell 
Grants. They tend to believe in a nostal-
gic past where they think people could 
achieve the American dream through 
hard work and self-sufficiency with lim-
ited government support. In sum, they 
see the American dream as broken and 
they want it restored, but not through 
government action. 

Tea Party members tend to be more 
authoritarian than the general public—
that is, they believe in strict discipline 
and resent the free rein that they 
believe characterizes contemporary 
youth. Curiously, although being more 

authoritarian, they are also strongly 
libertarian—meaning they oppose 
state-based restrictions on individual 
behavior. 

The Tea Party is an activist move-
ment by people who have been more 
complacent politically in the past. What 
has mobilized them? Certainly, a per-
ceived sense of disenfranchisement is 
a strong motivation for political action. 
But although this is a grassroots move-
ment, it is heavily funded by extremely 
wealthy individuals who support the 
right-wing, antigovernment agenda 
of the Tea Party. The mobilization of 
the Tea Party has also been fueled by 
the attention and support given to the 
movement by the conservative media, 
including FOX TV and various right-
wing blogs and other media outlets. 
Tea Party members tend not to be 
critical of the very top; instead, they 
focus their ire on those perceived as 
benefiting from government largesse. 
Regardless of the individual reasons 
why someone might become active 
in the Tea Party, the movement is 
providing support for pro-business, 
antigovernment elites—a long-standing 
position of right-wing movements and 
organizations. 

Sources: Drier, Peter. 2012. “The Battle 
for the Republican Soul: Who Is Drinking 
the Tea Party?” Contemporary Sociology 
41 (November): 756–762; Fetner, Tina. 2012. 
“The Tea Party: Manufactured Dissent or 
Complex Social Movement?” Contemporary 
Sociology 41 (November): 762–766; McVeigh, 
Ricky. 2012. “Making Sense of the Tea Party.” 
Contemporary Sociology 41 (November): 
766–769; Skocpol, Theda, and Vanessa  
Williamson. 2012. The Tea Party and the 
Remaking of Republican Conservatism. 
New York: Oxford University Press; Stein, 
Arlene, and Marcy Westerling. 2012. “The 
Politics of Broken Dreams.” Contexts 11  
(Summer): 8–10; Braunstein, Ruth. 2011. 
“Who Are ‘We the People’”? Contexts 10 
(May): 72–73; DiMaggio, Anthony. 2011. The 
Rise of the Tea Party: Political Discontent 
and Corporate Media in the Age of Obama. 
New York: Monthly Review Press.

what would a sociologist say?

386  CHAPTEr 15

The Tea Party has galvanized a new conservative movement in U.S. politics.
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are now in the U.S. Senate (out of 100) and 83 in the 
House of Representatives (out of 435). In the 114th 
Congress, there are 49 African Americans (one in 
the Senate); 32 Latinos (three in the Senate); 9 Asian 
Americans; and six openly gay or bisexual members, 
including the first openly lesbian member of the 
Senate. 

There has been an increase in religious diversity in 
Congress, but the overwhelming majority of senators 
and representatives are Protestant and Catholic. To a 
limited extent, the Congress includes people of differ
ent faiths, including those who are Jewish (5 percent) 
and a very small number (about 3 percent) of those 
from diverse religious backgrounds, such as Muslims, 
Hindus, Buddhist, and one selfidentified atheist, 
among others (Wolf 2014). There is a long way to go 
before Congress truly represents the diversity in the 
population. 

Researchers offer several explanations for why 
women and racial–ethnic minorities continue to be 
underrepresented in government. Certainly, preju
dice plays a role. It was not long ago, in the 1960 

KennedyNixon election, that Kennedy became the 
first Catholic president elected. Joseph Lieberman was 
the first Jewish candidate to appear on a major national 
ticket. Mitt Romney in 2012 was the first Mormon can
didate to appear on a national ballot, but 18 percent of 
the public now say they would not vote for a Mormon 
as president, even if qualified (Newport 2012a). We 
have also witnessed much prejudice directed toward 
President Obama with false accusations that he is  
“Muslim” and not a U.S. citizen, even though he was 
born in Hawaii. 

Gender and racial prejudice run deep in the 
public mind. Although 71 percent of Americans say 
it would not matter if a presidential candidate were 
a woman, a significant number do not say so (Pew 
Research Center for the People and the Press 2014). 
Prejudice does not, however, fully account for the 
lack of a more representative government. Societal 
causes are a major factor in the successful elections 
of women and people of color. Women and minority 
candidates receive a great deal of political support 
from local groups, but at the national level, they do 

  

As society has become more diverse, 
has it made a difference in the makeup 
of the power elite? Various groups—
women, racial–ethnic groups, lesbians, 
and gays—have vied for more represen-
tation in the halls of power, but have 
their efforts succeeded? If they make it 
to power, does this change the corpora-
tions, military, or government—the major 
institutions composing the power elite? 

Sociologists Richard L. Zweigenhaft 
and G. William Domhoff examined these 
questions by analyzing the composition 
of boards of directors and chief executive 
officers (CEOs) of the largest banks and 
corporations in the United States, as well 
as analyzing Congress, presidential cabi-
nets, and the generals and admirals who 
form the military elite. In addition, they 
examined the political party preferences 
and the political positions of people found 
among the power elite. Do women and 
minorities bring new values into power, 
thereby changing society as they move 
into powerful positions, or do their values 

Diversity in the Power Elite
match those of the traditional power elite 
or become absorbed by a system more 
powerful than they are? Zweigenhaft and 
Domhoff’s study looks as well at whether 
those who do make it into the power 
elite are within the innermost circles or 
whether they are marginalized. 

They find that women, Jews, gays, 
lesbians, Black Americans, and Hispanics 
have become more numerous within the 
power elite, but only to a small degree. 
The power elite is still overwhelmingly 
White, wealthy, Christian, and male. 
Women and other minorities who make 
it into the power elite also tend to come 
from already privileged backgrounds, as 
measured by their social class and edu-
cation. Among African Americans and 
Latinos, skin color continues to make a 
difference, with darker-skinned Blacks 
and Hispanics less likely to achieve prom-
inence compared with lighter-skinned 
people. Furthermore, Zweigenhaft and 
Domhoff find that the perspectives and 
values of women and minorities who 

rise to the top do not differ substantially 
from their White male counterparts. 
Some of this is explained by the com-
mon class origins of those in the power 
elite. The researchers also attribute the 
managing of one’s identity to avoid chal-
lenging the system as a sorting factor 
that perpetuates the dominant world-
view and practices of the most powerful. 

The authors of this study conclude 
that “the irony of diversity” is that greater 
diversity may have strengthened the posi-
tion of the power elite because its mem-
bers appear to be more legitimate through 
their inclusion of those previously left out. 
But, by including only those who share the 
perspectives and values of those already in 
power, little is actually changed. 

Sources: Zweigenhaft, Richard L, and 
G. William Domhoff. 2011. The New CEOs: 
Women, African Americans, Latino, and 
Asian American Leaders of Fortune 500 
Companies. Lanham, MD: Rowman and 
Littlefield; Zweigenhaft, Richard L., and 
G. William Domhoff. 2006. Diversity in the 
Power Elite: Have Women and Minorities 
Reached the Top? New Haven: Yale 
University Press; Domhoff, G. William. 2002. 
Who Rules America? New York: McGraw-Hill.

understanding diversity
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not fare as well. The power of incumbents, most of 
whom are White men, is also a disadvantage to any 
new office seeker. 

The Military as a Social 
Institution 
Social institutions are stable systems of norms and 
values that fulfill certain functions in society. The mil
itary is a social institution whose function is to defend 
the nation against external (and sometimes internal) 
threats. A strong military is often considered an essen
tial tool for maintaining peace. The military arm of 
the state is among the most powerful and influential 
social institutions in almost all societies. In the United 
States, the military is the largest single employer. 
Approximately 2.4  million men and women serve in 
the U.S. military, 1.3 million on active duty, and the 
rest in the reserves. This does not include the many 
hundreds of thousands who are employed in indus
tries that support the military, nor does it include 
civilians who work for the Department of Defense and 
other militaryaffiliated agencies (U.S. Census Bureau 
2012a). 

The military is one of the most hierarchical social 
institutions, and its hierarchy is extremely formalized. 
People who join the military are explicitly labeled 
with rank, and if promoted, they pass through a series 
of additional welldefined levels (ranks), each with 
clearly demarcated sets of rights and responsibilities. 
An explicit line exists between officers (lieutenants 
and higher ranks) and enlisted personnel, and offi
cers have many privileges that others do not. Higher 
ranks are also entitled to absolute obedience from 
the ranks below them, with elaborate rituals created 
to remind both dominants and subordinates of their 
status. 

As in other social institutions, military enlistees are 
carefully socialized to learn the norms of the culture 
they have joined. Military socialization places a high 
premium on conformity and eliminates individuality. 
All new recruits are issued identical uniforms and are 
allowed to retain very few of their personal possessions. 
They are endlessly harangued by the infamous “D.I.” 
(drill instructor). They must quickly learn new, strictly 
enforced codes of behavior. 

Most of the military is a part of the institution of 
government, but there has also been privatization of the  
military—meaning that an increasing number of mil
itary functions have been paid on a contract basis to 
private, forprofit employers. Under this development, 
the military becomes like a business, with people and 
corporations reaping profits on activities that once 
would have been not for profit. The privatization of the 
military can include companies that provide specific 

services (such as security), as well as engineering and 
building contracts. Critics of this trend warn that it 
will sacrifice safety and national security for the sake 
of corporate and individual profit and could lure the 
brightest people away from traditional military service 
if they see economic gains from private military service 
(Singer 2007). 

Race and the Military 
The greatest change in the military as a social institu
tion is the representation of racial minority groups and 
women within the armed forces. Picture a U.S. soldier. 
Whom do you see? At one time, you would have almost 
certainly pictured a young White male, possibly wear
ing army green camouflage and carrying a weapon. 
Today, the image of the military is much more diverse. 
Drawing on the cultural images you have stored in your 
mind, you are just as likely to picture a young African 
American man in a military dress uniform with a stiffly 
starched shirt and a neat and trim appearance or per
haps a woman wearing a flight helmet in the cockpit of 
a fighter plane. 

African Americans have served in the military for 
almost as long as the U.S. armed forces have been in 
existence. Except for the Marines, which desegregated 
in 1942, the armed forces were officially segregated 
until 1948, when President Harry Truman signed an 
executive order banning discrimination in the armed 
services. Although much segregation continued after 
this order, the desegregation of the armed forces is often 
credited with promoting more positive interracial rela
tionships and increased awareness among Black Amer
icans of their right to equal opportunities than has been 
the case in society at large. Until that time, the wide
spread opinion among Whites was that to allow Black 
and White soldiers to serve side by side would destroy 
soldiers’ morale. 

Currently, 18  percent of active military person
nel are African American and 11 percent are Hispanic 
(who fall into various other racial–ethnic categories). 
Almost 3.6 percent are Asian Americans; 1.7 percent, 
American Indian or Alaskan Native; 3.2 percent mul
tiracial; and 1.1 percent native Hawaiian or Pacific 
Islander (U.S. Department of Defense 2012). Enlistees 
have many reasons to join the military, but the desire 
for education and job training is certainly among the 
strongest motivators, along with wanting to serve 
one’s country.

Within the military today, there is a policy of equal 
pay for equal rank. African Americans and Latinos, 
however, are overrepresented in lowerranking support 
positions. Often, they are excluded from the higher
status, technologically based positions—those most 
likely to bring advancement and higher earnings both 
in the military and beyond. Most minorities remain in 
positions with little supervisory responsibility, such as 

Women are an increasing presence in the U.S. military.
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defend the nation and were officially made eligible for 
combat role in 2013. 

The presence of women in the military has trans
formed the armed forces, but it also has raised new 
issues for military personnel. Slightly more than half 
(56  percent) of military personnel are married, and  
6 percent of activeduty members are in dualmilitary 
marriages. Family separations, frequent moves (on 
average every three years), risk of injury or death, and 
living in a foreign country are only some of the chal
lenges that military personnel face in trying to manage 
their lives (U.S. Department of Defense 2012; Segal and 
Segal 2004). 

For women in the military, the highly gendered 
organization of which they are a part is also a challenge. 
Indeed, recent reports have documented an alarmingly 
high rate of sexual assault and sexual harassment against 
women in the military—by other military personnel. 
Reports from the Pentagon have found that onethird 
of women in the military (and 6 percent of men) expe
rienced sexual harassment, including unwanted crude 
and offensive behavior, unwanted sexual attention, and 
sexual coercion; the same report found that 5 percent 
of women in the military experienced some form of 
unwanted sexual contact, such as rape, unwanted sod
omy, or indecent assault (U.S. Department of Defense 
2012). Periodic scandals involving rape, sexual harass
ment, and other forms of intimidation against women 
in the military (including the military academies) reveal 
that, although certainly not all military men engage in 
these behaviors, institutions organized around such 
masculine characteristics as aggression, domination, 
and hierarchy put women at risk.

service and supply jobs. Although the number of racial 
minorities in officers’ positions has been increasing, 
they are still underrepresented and are less likely to get 
there via the route of military academies, as is the case 
for White officers (Segal and Segal 2004). Still, for both 
Whites and racial minorities, serving in the military 
leads to higher earnings relative to one’s nonmilitary 
peers. 

Women in the Military 
The military academies did not open their enrollment 
to women until 1976. Since then, the armed services 
have profoundly changed their admission policies, 
and in 1996, the Supreme Court ruled (in United 
States v. Virginia) that women cannot be excluded 
from statesupported military academies such as the 
Citadel and the Virginia Military Institute (VMI). This 
was a landmark decision that opened new opportuni
ties for women who want the rigorous physical and 
academic training that military academies provide 
(Kimmel 2000). 

The involvement of women in the military has 
reached an alltime high in recent years. Women are 
14 percent of enlisted military personnel. Now, almost 
204,000 women are on active duty in the United States. 
The Army has the highest proportion of women, fol
lowed by the Air Force, the Navy, and the Marines. 
Women now comprise 17 percent of military officers 
and 21 percent of military academy cadets and mid
shipmen (U.S. Department of Defense 2014). 

The former exclusion of women from military ser
vice was rationalized by the popular conviction that 
women should not serve in combat. Despite this atti
tude, women have been fighting in active combat to 

Women are an increasing presence in the U.S. military.
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The men and women who serve in the armed forces, such as 
this young woman returning from Iraq, are often separated 
from families and loved ones for long periods of time.
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Gays and Lesbians in the Military 
Gays and lesbians have long served in military duty, 
despite the policies that have attempted to exclude 
them. The military has admitted that there always have 
been gays and lesbians in all branches of the U.S. armed 
forces, but homophobia is a pervasive part of military 
culture (Becker 2000; Myers 2000). 

The Obama administration ended the “don’t ask, 
don’t tell” policy by which recruiting officers could not ask 
about sexual preference. It remains unclear whether gays 
and lesbians will be permitted to live openly as gay while 
also pursuing careers in the armed services. Supporters 
of the ban on gays in the military often use arguments 
similar to the arguments used before 1948 to defend the 
racial segregation of fighting units. As in 1948, detrac
tors claim that the morale of soldiers will drop if forced 
to serve alongside gay men and women, national secu
rity will be threatened, and known homosexuals serving 
in the military will upset the status quo and destroy the 
fighting spirit of military units. Seeing these arguments in 
historical perspective helps you see through some of the 
myths perpetuated by such attitudes.

Military Veterans 
Now, almost two million veterans have returned from 
the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. Add to that the veter
ans of the Gulf War, Vietnam War, Korean War, and the 
living veterans of World War II, and it totals 22 million 
veterans living in the United States (U.S. Census Bureau 
2012a). For all veterans, the return home—though 
joyful—also has risks, risks that result from social, as 
well as physical, needs for recovery and adaptation. 

The changed nature of combat in the two Iraq and 
Afghanistan wars has meant that returning veterans 
have more complex forms of physical and emotional 
injury. Exposure to repeated blasts of IEDs (impro
vised explosive devices) has resulted in more traumatic 

brain injuries. Having an allvolunteer army has also 
produced more frequent redeployment, resulting in 
longerterm exposure to war trauma, as well as greater 
exposure to blasts and other forms of violence. Changes 
in military and medical technology have also increased 
survival rates from injuries that would have killed mili
tary personnel in the past. 

All of these factors have meant increased risks for 
returning veterans, including not only difficult recover
ies from physical injuries, but also high rates of men
tal health disorders, a high risk of suicide, depression, 
and/or drug and alcohol addiction. In addition to 
these social problems, veterans face various adapta
tion challenges as they transition back into the civilian 
workforce—that is, if they find work. Veterans and their 
families and partners also have to adapt to new family 
roles, perhaps even including a readjustment as par
ents because their children will have matured in their 
absence. Adding to this complexity is the fact that there 
may be a significant readjustment to a new physical or 
mental disability. Managing the health problems that 
may have developed during deployment produces new 
forms of stress on preexisting relationships (Institute of 
Medicine of the National Academies 2010). 

When veterans return home, often the social sup
ports they need are not strong. One consequence has 
been an increase in the number of homeless veterans—
a figure that has doubled since 2010 (Zoroya 2012). 
African American veterans, for whom the military has 
been a path for social mobility, may face the additional 
fact that social institutions fail them again in the form 
of unemployment and persistent racism (Finkel 2014; 
FleurySteiner 2012). 

The situation for U.S. veterans shows how criti
cal social institutions are in the lives of these men and 
women. For all members of society, the support—or 
lack thereof—provided by social institutions is a critical 
backdrop to the character of everyday life. 

How are societies economically organized? 
Societies are organized around an economic base. The 
economy is the system on which the production, dis
tribution, and consumption of goods and services are 
based. Capitalism is an economic system based on the 
pursuit of profit, market competition, and private prop
erty. Socialism is characterized by state ownership of 
industry; communism is the purest form of socialism. 

How has the global economy changed? 
As capitalism has spread throughout the world, multi-
national corporations conduct business across national 

borders. A number of countries have undergone dein-
dustrialization, or changeover from a goodsproducing 
economy to a servicesproducing one. This has caused 
many heavyindustry jobs in U.S. cities to vanish, thus 
increasing the unemployment rate in those cities. 
Changes in information technology, plus increased 
automation, have resulted in the further elimination of 
jobs in both the United States and abroad. 

What is the social organization of work? 
Sociologists define work as human activity that pro
duces something of value. Some work is judged to be 

Chapter Summary
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more valuable than other work. Emotional labor is work 
that is intended to produce a desired state of mind in 
a client. The division of labor is the differentiation of 
work roles in a social system. In the United States, there 
is a class, gender, and racial division of labor. The labor 
market in the United States is described as a dual labor 
market. Jobs in the primary sector of the labor market 
carry better wages and working conditions, whereas 
those in the secondary labor market pay less and have 
fewer job benefits. Women and minorities are dispro
portionately employed in the secondary labor market. 
Patterns of occupational distribution also show tre
mendous segregation by race and gender in the labor 
market. Race and gender also affect the occupational 
prestige, as well as the earnings, of given jobs. 

How is diversity reflected in the workplace? 
The workplace is becoming more diverse with greater 
numbers of racial–ethnic groups, women, and an older 
workforce. Official unemployment rates underestimate 
the actual extent of joblessness. Women and minori
ties often encounter the glass ceiling—a term used to 
describe the limited mobility of women and minority 
workers in maledominated organizations. In addition, 
women more often than men face sexual harassment 
at work—defined as the unequal imposition of sexual 
requirements in the context of a power relationship. 
Homophobia in the workplace also negatively affects 
the working experience of gays and lesbians. New pro
tections are in place for disabled workers through the 
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA). 

What is the state? 
The state is the organized system of power and authority 
in society. It comprises different institutions, including 
the government, the military, the police, the law and the 
courts, and the prison system. The state is supposed to 
protect its citizens and preserve society, but it often pro
tects the status quo, sometimes to the disadvantage of less 
powerful groups in the society. States can also be orga
nized as democracies, as authoritarian, or as totalitarian. 

How do sociologists define power and authority? 
Power is the ability of a person or group to influence 
another. Authority is power perceived to be legitimate 
and formal. There are three kinds of authority: tradi-
tional authority, based on longestablished patterns; 
charismatic authority, based on an individual’s per
sonal appeal or charm; and rational–legal authority, 
based on the authority of rules and regulations (such 
as law). 

What theories explain how power operates in  
the state? 
Sociologists have developed four theories of power. 
The pluralist model sees power as operating through 
the influence of diverse interest groups in society. The 
power elite model sees power as based on the intercon
nections between the state, industry, and the military. 
Autonomous state theory sees the state as an entity in 
itself that operates to protect its own interests. Feminist 
theorists argue that the state is patriarchal, representing 
primarily men’s interests. 

How well does the government represent the 
diversity of the U.S. population? 
An ideal democratic government would reflect and 
equally represent all members of society. The makeup 
of the U.S. government does not reflect the diversity of 
the general population. African Americans, Latinos, 
Native Americans, Asians, and women are under
represented within the government. Political par
ticipation also varies by a number of social factors, 
including income, education, race, gender, and age. 
African Americans and Latinos, however, are overrep
resented in the military, in part because of the oppor
tunity the military purports to offer groups otherwise 
disadvantaged in education and the labor market; 
however, both are underrepresented at the levels of 
highlevel commissioned officers. There is an increased 
presence of women in the military; however, prejudice 
and discrimination continue against lesbians and gays 
in the military.
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Environment, Population, 
and Social Change

Can we preserve the Earth’s resources as we know 
them? Scientists and others are warning us that the 
polar ice cap is melting, causing ocean levels to rise. 

Climate patterns are changing. Although the specific effects 
of climate change are being debated, people worry that more 
severe storms, extreme heat, or perhaps bone-chilling cold will 
become more common. In some parts of the world, popu-
lation growth outpaces the ability to feed people. In other 
places, including in the United States, water can no longer be 
assumed to be available or safe to drink. Air pollution is so bad 
in some parts of the world that people routinely wear masks. 
Is our current lifestyle sustainable? 

Sustainability, in fact, has become an organizing cry—a cry 
for new social policies that will protect the Earth’s environment 
and the people who live within it. New movements have devel-
oped—movements to eat local food, to support the creation of 
urban community gardens, and to recycle used products by trans-
forming them into something else. These and other develop-
ments signal the public’s concern with the environment and the 
related phenomena of population, pollution, and social change. 

You might think that studying such things as sustainable 
energy and environmental pollution is solely the work of scien-
tists and engineers. No doubt these are critical scientific prob-
lems, yet as scientists and engineers will tell you, social issues 
are just as important in understanding how we can preserve 
the Earth’s resources. What lifestyles consume the highest 

THE ENVIRONMENT 

A Climate in Crisis: 
Environmental Sociology 394

Environmental inequality and 
Environmental Justice 399

Counting People: Population 
Studies 400

Diversity and Population 
Change 403

Population Growth: Are There 
Too Many People? 406

Change: A Multidimensional 
Process 407

Theories of Social Change 412

Globalization and Modernization: 
Shaping Our Lives 413

Chapter Summary 416

●● Identify the social dimensions of 
environmental change

●● Explain how inequality affects 
environmental quality for different 
groups

●● Understand the basic processes of 
population change 

●● List the changes that affect population 
diversity in the United States 

●● Explain theories of population growth 
●● Describe the different components 

and sources of social change 
●● Compare and contrast sociological 

theories of social change 
●● Analyze the social implications of 

globalization and modernization

in this chapter, you will learn to:

03083_ch16_ptg01.indd   393 18/08/15   10:46 AM

Copyright 2017 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).
Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



394  CHAPTEr 16

A Climate in Crisis: 
Environmental Sociology 
Human beings, animals, and plants all depend on one 
another and on the physical environment for their sur-
vival. Environmental sociology is the scientific study 
of the interdependencies that exist between humans 
and our physical environment. A human ecosystem 
is any system of interdependent parts that involves 
human beings in interaction with one another and the 
physical environment. As examples, a city is a human 
ecosystem; so is a rural farmland community. In fact, 
the entire world is a human ecosystem. 

The examination of ecosystems has demonstrated 
two things: 

1. The supply of many natural resources is finite, and
2. If one element of an ecosystem is disturbed, the 

entire system is affected. 

For much of the history of humankind, the natural 
resources of the Earth were abundant. Compared with 
the amounts humans used, they may as well have been 
infinite. No more. Some resources, such as certain fossil 
fuels, are simply nonrenewable and may be gone soon. 
Other resources, such as timber or seafood, are renew-
able only if we do not plunder the sources of supply so 
recklessly that they disappear. Some natural resources 
are so abundant that they still seem infinite, such as 
the planet’s stock of air and water. But, at this stage of 
our societal development, we are learning that without 
more vigilance, we can destroy even the near-infinite 
resources (Gore 2006). Understanding social behavior 
as it affects the environment is critical to thinking about 
and solving our environmental problems.

Society at Risk: Air, Water,  
and Energy 
An engineer might invent a new way to heat our homes 
and power our cars, but without understanding the 
social dimensions of issues like energy, pollution, water 
usage, and other environmental behaviors, we can-
not make progress in maintaining and improving our 
environmental sustainability. The challenges we face in 
protecting the environment are many. Gaseous wastes 
are gnawing away at the ozone layer. Buried chemical 

wastes are trickling into the water table, creating under-
ground pools of poison. Pollution has damaged the 
Earth’s surface water so badly that worldwide under-
ground water reserves are being mined faster than 
nature can replenish them. 

The skies of all major cities around the world are 
stained with pollution hazes. In cities that rest within 
geological basins, such as Mexico City and Los Angeles,  
the concentrations of pollutants can rise so high that 
pollution-sensitive individuals cannot leave their 
homes or must wear masks when they go outdoors. For 
many, alerts about unsafe air quality have become a 
routine phenomenon.

Rather small changes in the average temperature 
of the Earth can have dramatic consequences (see  
■ Map 16.1). A few degrees of difference can cause 
greater melting in the Arctic regions, which raises the 
level of the sea, affecting water, land, and weather sys-
tems worldwide. Today, we see images of polar bears 
drowning because of the breakup of ice floes, that is, the 
melting of the polar cap. Sea levels are rising because of 
the melting of the polar ice cap, threatening to drown 
major urban areas. 

Human ingenuity has, no doubt, produced inven-
tions that have vastly improved the quality of life. Some-
times, though, these inventions have unintended and 
possibly dangerous consequences. To illustrate, the 

China is the world’s leading producer of carbon-based 
emissions.
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amounts of energy? What social and cultural 
changes are needed to protect our environment 
and not deplete the Earth’s natural resources? How 
is social inequality related to the degradation of the 
environment? Are there just too many people for 
the world to sustain human society as we know it? 

These and other questions drive the substance 
of this chapter—a chapter that looks at the sociologi-
cal issues that come from studying population and 
the environment. Environmental sociology now has 
particular urgency as people become more attuned 
to the potential crises that our planet faces.
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22.5 2.50

Global Warming: Viewing the  
Earth’s Temperature
Scientists at the National Aeronautics and 
Space Administration (NASA) can measure 
and map changes in the Earth’s tempera-
ture. The average temperature on Earth has 
increased by 1.4 degrees Fahrenheit since 
1980 (0.8 degrees Celsius). Two-thirds 
of this change has occurred since 1975. A 
change of just one degree has massive con-
sequences. Earth was plunged into a “little 
ice age” with only a one- to two-degree drop 
in the seventeenth century. Twenty thousand 
years ago, much of North America was bur-
ied under a towering mass of ice from a five-
degree drop. You can almost see why people 
want to face the reality of climate change. 
What must be done to protect us from this 
pending disaster? How are social policies and 
social behaviors involved in such changes?
Source: Carlowicz, Michael. 2014. “Global  
Temperatures.” National Aeronautics and  
Space Administration. www.earthobservatory 
.nasa.gov

map 16.1

invention of the automobile has transformed society. 
Today, many cannot imagine getting around without a 
car. We have designed many of our cities and, especially, 
our suburbs, in ways that require people to drive. But, a 
huge portion of the pollutants released into the air comes 
from the exhaust pipes of motor vehicles. The major 

component of this exhaust is carbon monoxide, a highly 
toxic substance. Also found in exhaust fumes are nitro-
gen oxides, the substances that give smog its brownish-
yellow color. Sunlight causes these oxides to combine 
with hydrocarbons, also emitted from exhausts, form-
ing a host of health-threatening substances. We have 

China is the world’s leading producer of carbon-based 
emissions.
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become so dependent on automobiles for transportation 
that even with greater awareness of the consequences of 
driving gas-guzzling cars, it is difficult to design trans-
portation systems that rely less on cars. Even if we pro-
duced such a design, would people give up their cars? 
That is a social as much as a technological challenge.

Climate change is the systematic increase in world-
wide surface temperatures and the resulting ecological 
change. Climate change poses numerous threats to soci-
ety as we know it. With climate change will come more 
extreme weather patterns. People in coastal areas will be 
prone to rising coastal waters and storm surges, all too 
vividly seen during Hurricane Sandy in the fall of 2012. 
Some will have too much water; others, too little.

Scientists see climate change as a serious problem. 
Although some people deny that climate change is the 
result of human behavior, there is little doubt among 
scientists that climate change is happening and that it is 
largely the result of human activity (National Research 
Council  2012). What does the public think? 

Outside the United States, including in less-
developed nations, the public shows more concern 
about climate change than is true within the United 
States (Brechin 2003). Despite overwhelming scientific 
evidence of climate change, some in the United States 
deny its existence, thus thwarting policy changes that 
could address its causes and consequences, such as 
programs that would make us less reliant on fossil fuels. 
Denial about climate change is only part of the problem, 
though. Even when people have information about the 
potential effects of climate change, they often ignore 
taking action. Why? The social organization of denial, 
according to sociologist Kari Norgaard, comes from peo-
ple holding unpleasant emotions—such as the fear of 
flooding or devastation—at a distance (Norgaard 2006). 
Although some may deny climate change for purely 

political reasons or for lack of information, for many, 
the sheer unpleasantness of facing such catastrophic 
change is more than people can willingly admit or face. 

What, for example, would we do without water? 
Most Americans have come to think of water as abun-
dant, free, and safe, but the safety and availability of 
water is now threatened. Thousands of rural water 
wells have had to be abandoned due to contamina-
tion. Households served by municipal water systems 
are also endangered; fully 20  percent of the country’s 
public water systems do not meet the minimum toxicity 
standards set by the government. Although many have 
assumed that the nation’s water is plentiful, whether that 
can still be assumed is questionable (Fishman 2011).  
In the western and southwestern United States, the 
groundwater supply is being depleted at a rapid pace, 
making water one of the causes of political conflict 
between different states in the region (Espeland 1998).

Threats to our water supply also spill into other 
issues. As people have become concerned about 
water quality, drinking water from plastic bottles has 
increased. Where do the bottles go? Estimates are 
that about 40  million plastic water bottles go into the 
nation’s trash every day—only about 23  percent of 
which are recycled (Fishman 2011). From production to 
disposal, water bottles reveal that technical know-how 

Miners used to use canaries, which have a fragile respira-
tory system, to signal gas leaks in the mines. If the canary 
died, it was a signal of danger to the miners. Polar bears 
may be the new “canaries” in that the melting of their habi-
tat is a warning of the rise in temperature of polar water—
an indication of global warming.
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This woman was told by a gas company in Powder river 
Basin, Wyoming, that the drilling for gas near her house 
“would never cause you to lose your water.” Shortly after 
drilling began near her home, her well water turned into 
a muddy methane slurry, which she unhappily holds in a 
glass in this photo.
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merges with human behavior, creating a complex sys-
tem of environmental challenges. 

The nation’s water is also threatened by the chemi-
cal pollutants that industries discharge into rivers, 
lakes, and the oceans, including solid wastes, sewage, 
nondegradable by-products, synthetic materials, toxic 
chemicals, and radioactive substances. Add the pollut-
ing effects of sewage systems of towns and large cities, 
detergents, oil spills, pesticide runoff, and runoff from 
mines, and the enormity of the problem is clear.

Federal and state statutes now prohibit indus-
try from polluting the nation’s water, but the pollution 
continues. Why? The answer is economic, political, and 
sociological. Industries that contribute to a vigorous 
economy have traditionally met with little interference 
from the government. Public awareness and outrage can 
force the government to crack down on major polluters.

We are racing through our nonrenewable natural 
resources and destroying much that could be renewable. 
Addressing this problem also requires looking at some 
of the inequalities that are revealed when we examine 
such things as energy usage. On a global scale, the use of 
natural resources is not evenly shared around the world. 
The United States, which is a little under 5 percent of the 
world’s population, consumes 20 percent of the world’s 
energy and emits about 20 percent of the carbon diox-
ide emissions from fossil fuels. China now exceeds the 
United States in the release of carbon-based emissions, 
sending 8,547  million  metric  tons of carbon dioxide 
emissions into the atmosphere; the United States ranks 
second in the world, spewing 5,270 million metric tons 
of carbon dioxide emissions into the atmosphere per 
year (U.S. Energy Information Administration 2012; see 
▲ Figure 16.1). How much is a metric ton? The average 

car now weighs about two tons, so 5 million metric tons 
would be the weight of about two and a half million cars 
sent into the atmosphere, if that were even possible! 

→	 See for YourSelf ←
The Wasteful Society
For just one day (a full twenty-four-hour period), make 
a list of everything that you use up or discard. Include 
everything that you throw away, including garbage, waste 
from cooking and eating, gasoline in your car, and so forth. 
At the end of the day, list the things you discarded. Indicate 

0

Year
1800 1870 1940 2010

450,000

900,000

1,350,000

1,800,000
Thousand metric tons of carbon

Solids
Liquids
Gases
Flaring
Cement
Total

▲ figure 16.1 U.S. Carbon Dioxide (CO2) 
Emissions, 1800–2010 You can vividly see 
in this graph the increased emission from fossil 
fuels and other substances. What historical 
events and changes are reflected in the ups and 
downs that you see here? What changes would 
be needed in society to produce a decrease in 
the future? 
Source: Carbon Dioxide Information Analysis Center. 
2007. http://cdiac.ornl.gov/

Bottled water (not counting other plastic containers) 
produces 1.5 million tons of waste every year, only a small 
percentage of which is recycled.
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whether there were any alternatives to discarding these 
things. How might one reduce the amount of waste pro-
duced in society generally? 

Disasters: At the Interface of Social 
and Physical Life
Even while the normal practices of everyday life 
threaten the Earth, periodic hazards also come from 
natural disasters. Floods, earthquakes, tsunamis, hur-
ricanes, tornadoes—these are just a few of the disasters 
that disrupt communities, families, and public health. 
Many disasters are forces of nature; some are predict-
able, some are not. Other disasters, such as chemical 
spills, explosions, and huge forest fires, are more directly 
attributable to human actions. But, either way, disasters 
are not solely the result of physical or natural factors. 

According to sociologists who study them, disas-
ters juxtapose physical events, such as floods, hur-
ricanes, earthquakes, and the like with vulnerable 
populations (Tierney 2007). And, although people think 
of disasters as “nature’s wrath,” the impact of disasters 
is often the result of social behavior too. Hurricane 
Katrina is a good example. Although the hurricane itself 
emerged from nature, neglect of an inadequate levy 
system made communities in low-lying areas more vul-
nerable than others. Likewise, when Hurricane Sandy 
hit the northeastern United States in 2012, it affected 
many, but it had a disproportionate impact on poor and 
lower-income communities. Even when disasters affect 
hundreds of thousands of people, it is generally true 
that poor people and people of color are most nega-
tively impacted. They are more vulnerable even before 
a disaster, but then have the greatest difficulties during 

recovery from poor access to health care, insurance, 
housing, and other social services (Tierney 2012).

Time and time again, human behavior is impli-
cated in the impact of natural disasters. Overdevelop-
ment can destroy natural environments, such as barrier 
islands, that mitigate the effects of a natural disaster. 
During the 1930s, the devastation wrecked by the dust 
bowl resulted from agricultural practices (the overpro-
duction of wheat) that had stripped the prairies of natu-
ral grasses in the southern plains. Although drought 
brought on the devastating dust storms, had humans 
not destroyed the grasslands, it is doubtful that the con-
sequences would have been so dire (Egan 2006). 

Social systems are also disrupted in the aftermath of 
disasters. The 2011 nuclear power plant leakage in Japan 
that occurred following the major earthquake and tsu-
nami (the resulting massive ocean wave) showed how 
vulnerable social systems can be to natural disasters. In 
the United States, the massive Gulf Oil spill in 2010 spewed 
thousands of gallons of crude oil into the Gulf. The spill 
was so large and disastrous that large numbers of shrimp-
ers and fishermen were forced out of business. The spill 
rapidly polluted major marshes surrounding the Gulf, 
killing off much flora and fauna, including birds of several 
species and all varieties of fish, shrimp, and mussels. 

Who is most vulnerable during disasters is also 
shaped by social factors (Tierney et al. 2001). The poor and 
the elderly are often the most vulnerable. During the infa-
mous Chicago heat wave of 1993, temperatures soared 
above 105 degrees and over 700 people died. Research by 
sociologist Eric Klinenberg (2002) has found that social 
factors influenced these very high mortality rates. The iso-
lation of elderly people, retrenchment of social services, 
and little institutional support in poor neighborhoods 
meant that those most likely to die from this disaster 
were the poor, the elderly, African Americans (because of 
their concentration in poor neighborhoods), and women 
(because they are more of the older population). 

Debunking Society’s Myths←
Myth: In the aftermath of a natural disaster, people live in 
chaos and with a breakdown of the social order.
Sociological Perspective: Even when the ordinary 
course of life is disrupted following a catastrophic event 
or disaster, people rely on what disaster researchers call 
“pro-social behavior”—that is, assisting each other, devel-
oping support networks, and organizing informal systems 
of social control (Tierney et al. 2006).

Government responses to disasters also show the 
consequences of human behavior for understanding 
the social dimensions of otherwise natural disasters. 
The slow work of the federal bureaucracy, as well as 
partisan politics, both play a role in social responses to 
disasters. Social stereotypes also figure in how victims of 

researchers find that, in the aftermath of disasters or 
other unexpected events, people tend to come together 
to provide assistance to each other, as happened in the 
aftermath of Hurricane Sandy.
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disasters are portrayed. Following Hurricane Katrina in 
New Orleans, African Americans were depicted in media 
coverage as wild looters and thieves—an image not seen 
so much when the predominantly White, working- and 
middle-class communities in New York and New Jersey 
were so profoundly disrupted following Hurricane Sandy. 

Now, given climate change, people even wonder 
if disasters will be more frequent. The warming of the 
Earth’s oceans could produce more frequent and more 
damaging hurricanes. Heat waves could become more 
frequent, overpowering power supplies as people try 
to cool their homes. Drought could intensify, fueling 
political struggles over who controls water supplies in 
the driest areas of our nation. Some populations will be 
more vulnerable than others, showing once again how 
factors such as race, social class, age, and gender shape 
the impacts and portrayals of so-called natural disasters. 

Environmental Inequality 
and Environmental Justice 
Many argue that of all environmental problems facing 
the United States today, the most urgent is the dumping 
of hazardous wastes, if only for the sheer noxiousness 
of the materials being dumped. Since 1970, the pro-
duction of toxic wastes has increased ninefold (Weeks 
2012). Of course, any degradation in the Earth’s well-
being affects everyone, but who is most vulnerable to 
pollutants and toxic waste dumping reveals patterns of 
social inequality. 

Environmental racism is the pattern whereby 
toxic wastes and other pollutants are disproportion-
ately found in minority and poor neighborhoods, a 
pattern with clear health consequences (Brulle and 
Pellow 2006). Research has determined that it is virtu-
ally impossible that dumps are being placed so often 

in communities of minority and lower socioeconomic 
status by chance alone (Bullard and Wright 2009). Is 
class or race to blame? Race and class both influence 
toxic waste disposal (Mohai and Saha 2007). Wealthier 
communities are better able to resist dumping in their 
neighborhoods, and housing discrimination and other 
race-related disparities are strongly linked to toxic waste 
being more present in minority areas, as illustrated in  
▲ Figure 16.2. 

Studies find that Native American, Hispanic, and 
particularly African American populations reside dis-
proportionately closer to toxic sources than do Whites. 
Such patterns are not explainable by social class differ-
ences alone. That is, when communities of the same 
socioeconomic characteristics but different racial–
ethnic compositions are compared, Native Americans, 
Hispanics, and African Americans of a given socioeco-
nomic level live closer to toxic dumps than do Whites 
of the same socioeconomic level (Bullard and Wright 
2010; Mohai and Saha 2007). 

Take a look around your own neighborhood. Are 
there industrial waste sites nearby? Where are toxic 
products being disposed? For that matter, is there recy-
cling available and to whom? You are likely to find pat-
terns of waste disposal that are significantly linked to 
the class and racial composition of your neighborhood. 

Within minority and poor neighborhoods, many 
groups have mobilized to protest and stop dumping 
in their communities. The environmental justice move-
ment is the broad term used to refer to the social action 
that communities have taken to ensure that toxic waste 
dumping and other forms of pollution do not fall dis-
proportionately on groups because of their race, class, 
or gender (Pellow 2004). 

Environmental justice encompasses a wide array of 
programs for change. Developing more organic meth-
ods of growing food—indeed, encouraging community 

▲ figure 16.2 Environmental racism 
refers to the pattern whereby people 
living in predominantly minority com-
munities are more likely exposed to toxic 
dumping and other forms of pollu-
tion. Nuclear waste and testing in the 
American Southwest, for example, have 
been located in areas predominantly 
inhabited by Native Americans. In other 
areas, African Americans and Latinos are 
exposed to the effects of industrial waste. 
© Visual concept by Norman Andersen
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gardens where people can grow their own food—and 
other “green” programs are important trends to pro-
mote social change for a more sustainable society. But 
social change is hard to accomplish, in part because it 
takes more than individual effort. As we will see, social 
change requires individual action, but it is also collec-
tive, that is, a fundamentally social process.

Debunking Society’s Myths←
Myth: Environmental pollution is in fact more common 
in or near economically poor areas; social class is a more 
important reason for this than race.
Sociological Perspective: Even when comparing areas 
of the same low economic status but different racial com-
positions, the areas with a higher percentage of minorities 
are on average closer to polluted areas than those with a 
lower percentage of minorities (Mohai and Saha 2007).

Counting People: 
Population Studies 
Studies of the environment raise fundamental ques-
tions about how human societies relate to the physi-
cal and natural world. Population growth and density 
are responsible for some of the challenges we face with 
our environment: urban overcrowding and sprawl, traf-
fic jams, pollution, and the threat of diminishing or 
tarnished Earth resources. Can we sustain the current 
way of living, given the size of the national and world 
populations? Are there simply too many people for our 
planet to support? 

There are seven billion people living in this world. 
What do we know about how population is shaped? 
When a baby is born, what are his or her odds of sur-
vival beyond the first year? How many others will be 
born the following year? Will the population of people 
born in a given year influence the future of society sim-
ply because of the size of this age group? 

These questions can be studied through the sociol-
ogy of population. The scientific study of population is 
called demography. Demography includes studying the 
size, distribution, and composition of human popula-
tions as well as studying population changes over time, 
both those of the past and those predicted for the future. 

Basic population facts drive many of the experi-
ences and attitudes of some people. Young people may 
feel insecure about their future; decisions about having 
or not having children may loom; young people will 
likely have to care for older people; and hotly debated 
topics like immigration are likely to continue to shape 
national politics. The decisions people make—both 
personal and national—will ripple forward for years 
to come. Will there be a need for more senior centers? 

Will minority children get a good education? If there is a 
decline in the number of middle-aged people, who will 
take care of the old? Will environmental resources hold 
up in such a way as to maintain current lifestyles? 

Counting People: Demographic 
Processes 
Demography draws on huge bodies of data generated by 
a variety of sources. One major source is the U.S. Census 
Bureau. A census is a head count of the entire popula-
tion of a country, usually done at regular intervals. The 
U.S. census is conducted every ten years, as required by 
the U.S. Constitution; the latest was conducted in 2010. 
The census attempts to enumerate every individual and 
to obtain information such as gender, race, ethnicity, 
age, education, occupation, and other social factors. 
The census is updated annually through a much smaller 
sample of the population that can then be used to track 
changes more frequently, although in less detail, than 
the decennial census (conducted every ten years). 

The current population of the United States is more 
than 316  million—a milestone when the 300-million 
mark was passed in 2011. By 2060, the U.S. population 
is not only predicted to be larger (416 million) but also 
older and more diverse. White Americans are expected  
to decline as a percentage of the population; Hispanics 
and Asians are expected to double in number; African 
Americans will also increase, though not as much 
as Hispanics and Asians. As soon as 2030, one in five 
Americans will be over 65. The older population is 
expected to almost double in size by mid-century (U.S. 
Census Bureau 2014). 

Even with this detail, however, it is known that the 
census undercounts a small percentage of the coun-
try’s population. It is simply impossible to have every 
single person complete the census form that is distrib-
uted. Who would be most likely undercounted? You can 
probably guess. Those most likely to have been under-
counted by the census are the homeless, immigrants, 
minorities living in poor neighborhoods, and others 
of low social status. In general, the lower your overall 
social status (such as by income, occupation, race–
ethnicity, gender, immigrant status, or other measures), 
the less likely you are to be counted in the U.S. census. 

The constitutional requirement for a census was 
included to ensure fair apportionment of representa-
tives in the federal government. Undercounting spe-
cific groups of people leaves them underrepresented 
in government. The Census Bureau itself estimated that 
Whites were overcounted in the 2010 census by close to 
one percent. African Americans were undercounted by 
2 percent; Hispanics, by 1.5 percent. Native Americans 
living on reservations are estimated to have been under-
counted by about 5 percent. Even whether you own 
or rent your residence affects the likelihood of being 
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If you are, for example, Hispanic and Black or Black 
and White, how should the census “count” you in a 
racial or ethnic category—a category that will later 
be used to determine such facts as you have seen in 
this book, such as income distribution by race or 
the ethnic makeup of neighborhoods? The use of 
the multiracial response option gives individuals an 
opportunity to define themselves as mixed race. One 
argument against this option is that it subtracts from 
the number of people who would have otherwise indi-
cated only one category, thus further undercounting 
African Americans, Hispanics, and Native Americans. 
Currently, only 2.5  percent of people responding to 
the census indicate a multiracial response, but this is 
expected to increase substantially again in 2020, as 
well as into the future. Of course, how people iden-
tify can change according to the social and political 
climate of the time, but population experts use these  
projections to anticipate changes that are likely to 
occur (U.S. Census Bureau 2014). 

The world population is currently seven billion 
people, and it is expected to grow to nine billion by 
2050. Most of the growth will be in developing areas of 
the world, not the already industrialized nations, as you 
can also see in ▲ Figure 16.4. Many of the nations with 
the highest rates of population growth also have high 
rates of poverty (United Nations 2012b). Barring some 
major catastrophe, such as a health epidemic, these 
nations will have a higher population density, defined 
as the number of people per unit of area, usually per 
square mile. 

The total number of people in a society at any 
given moment is determined by only three variables: 
births, deaths, and migrations. These three variables 
show different patterns for different racial and eth-
nic groups, different social strata, and both genders. 
Births add to the total population, and deaths sub-
tract from it. Migration into a society from outside, 
called immigration, adds to the population, whereas 

NOTE: Please answer BOTH Question 5 about Hispanic origin and Question 6 about race.
For this census, Hispanic origins are not races.

5. Is this person of Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish origin?

No, not of Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish origin
Yes, Mexican, Mexican Am., Chicano
Yes, Puerto Rican
Yes, Cuban

White

Japanese
Korean
Vietnamese

Native Hawaiian
Guamanian or Chamorro
Samoan
Other Pacific Islander – Print race, for
example, Fijian, Tongan, and so on.

Chinese
Asian Indian

Filipino
Other Asian – Print race,
for example, Hmong, Laotian, Thai,
Pakistani, Cambodian, and so on.

Black, African Am., or Negro
American Indian or Alaska Native – Print name of enrolled or principal tribe.

Yes, another Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish origin – Print origin, for example, Argentinean,
Colombian, Dominican, Nicaraguan, Salvadoran, Spaniard, and so on.

6. What is this person’s race? Mark       one or more boxes.X

Some other race – Print race.

▲ figure 16.3 The Census Counts race This is the 
form that the U.S. Census Bureau uses in its decennial census 
to tally the racial–ethnic composition of the U.S. population. 
How would you answer? Does this adequately measure your 
racial identity? If so, why? If not, how might you revise it, and 
would that be correct for others? 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau. 2010. “Overview of Race and Hispanic 
Origin: 2010.” Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Commerce.  
www.census.gov
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▲ figure 16.4 World Population 
Growth, 1750–2050 As you can see from 
this graph, population in the most developed 
parts of the world is expected to remain 
somewhat flat or even decline, while popula-
tion in the less-developed areas will increase 
dramatically. What implications does this 
have for feeding the world and protecting 
people’s health? 
Data: United Nations Population Division. 2012. 
“World Population Trends, 2012 Revision.”  
www.prb.org

counted—renters being more likely to be undercounted; 
homeowners, overcounted (U.S. Census Bureau 2012c). 

Although counting people may seem tedious 
and dry to you, it can actually be a fiercely debated 
topic. Now (and beginning in the 2000 census), peo-
ple are allowed to select multiracial (or “mixed race”) 
as a response regarding their racial and ethnic iden-

tity on the census questionnaire (see ▲ Figure 16.3). 
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emigration, the departure of people from a soci-
ety (also called out-migration), subtracts from the 
population. 

Birthrate. The crude birthrate (or birthrate) of a 
population is the number of babies born each year for 
every 1000 members of the population or, alternatively, 
the number of births divided by the total population, 
multiplied by 1000. It is labeled crude because it does 
not take into account age or sex differences:

Nations vary considerably in their birthrates, with 
the highest being Uganda, with 47.6 births per 1000 
people, and the lowest, Japan, with only 7.4 births per 
1000 people (U.S. Census Bureau 2012c). The birthrate 
for the United States is approximately 14 births per 1000 
people now, lower than at any other time in U.S. his-
tory. By way of comparison, the birthrate in 1910 was 
30.1, but has declined rather steadily since then, with 
the exception of the years just after World War II when 
the population now called baby boomers was born 
(National Center for Health Statistics 2012).

The effects of birthrates are somewhat cumulative. 
For example, minorities tend to be overrepresented at 
the lower end of the socioeconomic scale, compound-
ing the likelihood of a high birthrate. Similarly, religious 
and cultural differences affect the birthrate. Catholics, 
for example, have a higher birthrate than non-Catholics 
of the same socioeconomic status. Hispanic Americans 

Crude birth rate (CBR) =          × 1000number of births
total population

have a high likelihood of being Catholic, another fac-
tor that contributes to the higher birthrate among His-
panic Americans. Projections that the United States will 
have a significantly greater proportion of minorities are 
based on births, deaths, and migration rates.

Death Rate. The crude death rate (or death rate) of a 
population is the number of deaths each year per 1000 
people, or the number of deaths divided by the total 
population, times 1000:

The death rate can be an important measure of the 
overall standard of living for a population. In general, 
the higher the standard of living enjoyed by a country, 
or a group within the country, the lower the death rate. 
The death rate of a population also reflects the quality 
of medicine and health care. Poor medical care, which 
goes along with a low standard of living, will correlate 
with a high death rate. The death rate can be an impor-
tant indicator of a population’s overall standard of liv-
ing. In general, the higher the standard of living, the 
lower the death rate.

In nations with a poor standard of living, infant 
mortality is typically high. The infant mortality rate is 
measured by the number of deaths per year of infants 
less than one year old for every 1000 live births. In the 
United States, the overall infant mortality rate is gener-
ally low (6.1 in 2010), although not compared to other 
industrialized nations, as you can see in ▲ Figure 16.5.

Crude death rate (CDR) =          × 1000number of deaths
total population
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▲ figure 16.5 Infant Mortality 
rates in Industrialized nations 
You may be surprised to see that 
the United States ranks rather high 
in its rate of infant mortality relative 
to other industrialized nations. What 
might explain this? 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau. 2012a. “The 
2012 Statistical Abstract.” Washington,  
DC: U.S. Department of Commerce.  
www.census.gov
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Infant mortality rates, a measure of the chances 
of the very survival of members of the population, are 
important to compare across racial–ethnic groups and 
across social class strata. The relatively higher rate of 
infant mortality in the United States stems in large part 
from the poverty and inequality that exist, especially 
among racial and ethnic minorities and also the White 
poor. Infant mortality is a good indicator of the overall 
quality of life, as well as the survival chances for mem-
bers of that racial or class group. There are also many 
other causes of higher infant mortality, such as pres-
ence of toxic wastes, malnutrition of the mother, inad-
equate food, and outright starvation. 

Migration. Joining the birthrate and death rate as 
factors in determining the size of a population is the 
migration of people into and out of the country. We 
see the impact of migration in current policy debates 
about immigration. Who should be allowed into a 
country? Should those who have immigrated illegally 
be given amnesty and allowed to stay? Should children 
who came to the United States at a very young age, but 
now have never known another country, be allowed to 
attend college by paying in-state tuition? These ques-
tions stem from population changes that are rather dra-
matically shaping the nation’s future. 

Migration affects society in many ways. Immigra-
tion has ebbed and flowed over the years, but some 
waves of immigration have, at certain times, had a 
huge impact on society. Of course, the United States 
has always been a land of immigrants. Only American 
Indians and Mexicans, settled in what is now the Amer-
ican Southwest, are indigenous people to this land. Of 
course, one could hardly call African Americans who 
came here as slaves “immigrants,” as their entry was 
forced. Still, our nation has become a diverse mix of 
peoples, given the different origins of our population. 

In 1924, National Origins Quota Act encouraged 
immigration from northern and western Europe (Eng-
land, France, Germany, Switzerland, and the Scandi-
navian countries), but discouraged immigration from 
eastern and southern Europe (Greece, Italy, Poland, 
Turkey, and eastern European Jews generally, among 
others). Despite this openly discriminatory law, mil-
lions of eastern Europeans successfully made the jour-
ney to Ellis Island and then the U.S. mainland, only to 
face prejudice, discrimination, and the accusation that 
they were taking jobs that would have otherwise gone to 
the already-present White majority. 

Unless there is a change in immigration law as 
the result of the current national debate about immi-
gration, immigration to the United States is governed 
by the Hart Celler Act of 1965. This law abolished the 
national origins quotas that had been mandated 
since 1920. This meant that the doors were open for 
immigrants from Asia, Africa, and Latin and Central 

America—places that had been excluded from the prior 
policies that favored those from northern and western 
Europe. Neighborhoods are now invigorated and cul-
turally enriched by mosques or Buddhist temples; by 
whole neighborhoods of Vietnamese, Koreans, or Asian 
Indians; or by war refugees from Somalia and Bosnia. 
Whereas immigrants once settled almost entirely in a 
small number of cities, now immigration is affecting 
communities throughout the country (Hirschman and 
Massey 2008). The simple change in law brought by the 
Hart Celler Act has had an enormous impact on popu-
lation diversity, the effects of which we see today. 

Diversity and Population 
Change 
The composition of a society’s population can reveal a 
tremendous amount about the society’s past, present, 
and future. To begin with, many nations, including the 
United States, have a striking imbalance in the number 
of men and women, with many fewer men than would 
be expected. The sex ratio is the number of males per 
100 females, or the number of males divided by the 
number of females, times 100.

A sex ratio above 100 indicates there are more 
males than females in the population; below 100 indi-
cates there are more females than males. A ratio of 
exactly 100 indicates the number of males equals the 
number of females. 

In almost all societies, there are more boys born 
than girls, but because males have a higher infant mor-
tality rate and a higher death rate after infancy, there 
are usually more females in the overall population. In 
the United States, approximately 105 males are born for 
every 100 females, thus giving a sex ratio for live births 
of 105. After factoring in male mortality, the sex ratio for 
all ages for the entire country ends up being 94; there 
are 94 males for every 100 females. 

The age composition of the U.S. population is pres-
ently undergoing major changes. More and more peo-
ple are entering the sixty-five and older age bracket. This 
trend is known as the graying of America. The elderly 
are now the largest population category in our society. 
Whereas those over age 65 were 8 percent of the popu-
lation in 1950, they are now 13 percent of the popula-
tion and are expected to be 20 percent of the population 
by 2050 (U.S. Census Bureau 2014). As our society gets 
grayer, older people have more influence on national 
policy and a greater say in matters such as health care 
and housing. 

Population pyramids are graphic depictions of 
the age and sex distribution of a given population at 

Sex ratio =         × 100number of males
number of females
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a point in time (see ▲ Figure 16.6). The bulge in the 
pyramid for those in their late fifties and sixties repre-
sents the baby boom generation. As the baby boom-
ers age, the bulge will continue rising toward the top 
of the pyramid, to be replaced underneath by what-
ever birth trends occur in the coming years. You can 
also see that there is another bulge for those who are 
in their twenties, baby boomlets—that is, children of 
baby boomers. You might ask yourself how these gen-
erational structures are likely to affect society and its 
institutions over time as these “bulges” in population 
move upward.

The bulges you are seeing in Figure 16.6 are birth 
cohorts. A cohort consists of all the people born within 

a given period. A cohort can include all people born 
within the same year, decade, or other time period. 
Over time, cohorts either stay the same size or get 
smaller owing to deaths, but can never grow larger. If 
we have knowledge of the death rates for this popu-
lation, we can predict quite accurately the size of 
the cohort as it passes through the stages of life from 
infancy to old age. This enables us to predict things 
such as how many people will enter the first grade in 
a given period, how many are likely to enroll in col-
lege, and how many will arrive at retirement decades 
down the road. Administrators of social entities such 
as schools and pension funds can make preparations 
on the basis of cohort predictions.

As the U.S. population is becoming more 
diverse, many are saying that White 
people will no longer be the majority. 
Even after the 2012 presidential elec-
tion, when the votes of racial–ethnic 
minorities helped to reelect President 
Obama (along with 39 percent of the 
White vote), many pundits pontificated 
about whether White people were losing 
their historic hold on national power. 
Conservative commentator Bill O’Reilly 
even declared, “The white establishment 
is the new minority” (Fox News, Novem-
ber 6, 2012). What’s true here? 

First, even with the population 
projections indicating that Whites will 

The End of the White Majority?
become a smaller share of the U.S. 
population, Whites will still constitute 
the largest racial–ethnic group in the 
nation. 

Second, and perhaps more impor-
tantly, from a sociological perspective, 
the terms majority and minority do not 
refer to numbers alone, as you learned 
in Chapter 10. Sociologically speak-
ing, majority refers to a group that 
holds political, social, and economic 
power over others—and that group 
can, indeed, be a small percentage of 
the population (as we saw in apartheid 
South Africa when Whites, who had 
total rule over the whole population, 

were a mere 10 percent of the popula-
tion). It remains true, even with the 
increased presence of people of color 
in social, political, cultural, and eco-
nomic institutions, Whites are still the 
dominant group—in terms of power, 
privilege, and prestige. 

Third, White is not a mono-
lithic category. White people are 
diverse by many social–demographic 
characteristics—including age, gender, 
social class, region of residence—and all 
of these social facts affect the degree 
to which White people actually hold any 
power at all! So the next time you hear 
someone saying that White people are the 
new minority, you should have the socio-
logical tools to challenge that assertion.

what would a sociologist say?
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▲ figure 16.6 The Age–Sex 
Pyramids A graphic depiction, such 
as this population pyramid, can cap-
ture social realities—such as genera-
tional differences—that might drive 
important issues for public policy. 
Here, you can see two primary 
“bulges” in the U.S. population. How 
do you think these two popula-
tions might have a different stake in 
national debates about issues such 
as Medicare, taxes, Social Security, 
and the like? 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau. 2012. “Annual 
Estimates of the Resident Population 
by Sex and Five-Year Age Group for the 
United States.” www.census.gov
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→Thinking Sociologically 

In what age cohort would you place yourself? Are there 
particular ways that you think being in this cohort influ-
ences your behaviors and values?

The United States has long had a diverse popu-
lation. Even as early as the first U.S. census in 1790, 
African Americans were 20 percent of the U.S. popula-
tion, higher than now (at 13 percent). Most were slaves, 
brought by forced labor, although there was a class of 
free people (8 percent of the Black population in 1790). 
Diverse immigrant groups have long characterized the 
mosaic of the U.S. population, but at no other time has 
our nation seen as much diversity as now. 

Racial and ethnic diversity is being driven by two 
major changes, one being immigration. But racial–
ethnic groups also vary in basic population matters such 
as fertility and mortality. Were you to make separate 
population pyramids for White, Black, Asian, American 
Indian, and Hispanic people, you would see that these 
populations are significantly younger and thus more 
likely to be a larger proportion of the population into 
the future. Just as examples, the median age of the 
White, non-Hispanic population is forty-one years of 
age. For African Americans, it is thirty-one years of age, 

for Native Americans, thirty years, and for Hispanics, 
twenty-seven years. For Asian Americans, median age 
is thirty-five (U.S. Census Bureau 2012a). 

These facts result in what is now being called a 
population that is “majority minority,” realizing that, 
in a sociological sense, minority refers not just to num-
bers in a population but also to the unequal treatment 
of diverse groups. The non-Hispanic White population 
will peak at about 200 million in 2024, but decline after 
that to 43  percent of the population in 2060. Mean-
while, the Hispanic population is projected to double 
such that by 2060, one-third of the U.S. population will 
be Hispanic. The African American share of the popu-
lation is projected to increase slightly from 13 percent 
in 2012 to 14.7 percent in 2060. American Indians and 
Alaska Natives will remain mostly steady at about 
1.5  percent of the population. Native Hawaiians and 
other Pacific Islanders will likely double, as will Asian 
Americans who will become 8.2 percent of the popula-
tion by 2060. Although non-Hispanic whites will remain 
the largest single group, no one of these groups will be a 
numerical majority (U.S. Census Bureau 2014; see also 
▲ Figure 16.7). 

These population data will mean significant 
changes in not just the composition of the U.S. popu-
lation, but also in the social issues that the nation 
faces. Will government be more representative? Will 
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▲ figure 16.7 Population 
Projections: A More 
Diverse nation, 2012 and 
2060 This graph shows 
the projected changes in the 
population that are predicted 
by 2060. What social changes 
do you think these demo-
graphic changes might bring? 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau. 2012. 
“U.S. Census Bureau Projections 
Show a Slower Growing, Older, More 
Diverse Nation a Half Century from 
Now.” Washington, DC: U.S. Census 
Bureau. www.census.gov
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intergroup tensions increase or decrease as the nation 
grapples with a more diverse population? What strains 
will a younger racial–ethnic population put on school 
systems? What must people learn to be able to work, 
live, and learn among such population diversity? These 
and other questions will stem from the diversity in pop-
ulation growth that we are already witnessing. 

Population Growth: Are 
There Too Many People?
Among the major problems facing modern-day civi-
lization is the specter of uncontrolled population 
growth. Some view overpopulation as an epochal 
catastrophe about to roll over us like a tidal wave. Oth-
ers dispute whether the problem exists at all, explain-
ing that there is no scientific consensus on the carrying 
capacity of the planet, the number of people the planet 
can support on a sustained basis, and that technologi-
cal advances that have dependably met our needs in 
the past can be counted on to do so in the future as the 
number of mouths to feed continues to grow. What can 
we expect from the future? 

A Population Bomb?
Over 250 years ago, Thomas R. Malthus (1798/1926), 
a Scotch clergyman, predicted disastrous popula-
tion growth. He thought that populations grow faster 
than society can sustain. Malthus noted that popula-
tions tend to grow not by arithmetic increase, adding 
the same number of new individuals each year, but by 
exponential increase, in which the number of individu-
als added each year grows, with the larger population 
generating an even larger number of births with each 
passing year. Exponential increase, in contrast to arith-
metic increase, causes a population to grow ever faster. 
Malthus predicted widespread catastrophe and famine. 

Malthus reasoned that the only checks on popula-
tion growth were famine, disease, and war. In Malthus’s 
time, disease could reach apocalyptic scales. The out-
break of bubonic plague in Europe from 1334 to 1354 
eliminated one-third of the population. A smallpox epi-
demic in 1707 wiped out three-fourths of the popula-
tions of Mexico and the West Indies. Wars took a toll on 
European men, with deaths in battle producing gaps in 
the population pyramids of European populations. 

Malthusian theory actually predicted rather well 
the population of many early and agrarian societies. He 
failed, however, to foresee three revolutionary develop-
ments that derailed his predictions of growth and catas-
trophe. Technological advances have permitted the 
production of more food, resulting in subsistence levels 
higher than Malthus would have predicted. Medical sci-
ence has fought off diseases that Malthus expected to 
periodically wipe out entire nations. The development of 

contraceptives has kept the birthrate in many countries at 
a level lower than Malthus would have thought possible. 

Is the specter that Malthus envisioned likely to 
occur? Viral epidemics warn us that disease can still wipe 
out huge populations. Heartrending pictures of swollen, 
starving babies remind us that famine and starvation 
continue to destroy human populations in some parts of 
the world just as they have for thousands of years. Over-
all, Malthus’s theory has served as a warning that subsis-
tence and natural resources are limited. The Malthusian 
doomsday has not yet occurred, but some believe that 
Malthus’s warning was not in error, just premature. 

More recent thinkers have argued that the world pop-
ulation cannot possibly continue to expand at its present 
rates (Ehrlich 1968). Paul and Anne Ehrlich were some of 
the first modern analysts to argue population growth as 
a bomb ready to explode and destroy society if we do not 
halt it. They and others proposed zero population growth 
(ZPG), achieved when the birthrate matches the death 
rate and population growth is not influenced by other 
factors, such as immigration. Ehrlich and others who sup-
ported the ZPG movement thought that overpopulation 
was at the root of many of the country’s and world’s social 
problems—poverty, pollution, and violence.

Zero population growth has been reached in 
some nations. In fact, in some parts of the world, 
southern and western Europe in particular, popula-
tion is expected to decline by mid-century. Of course, 
whether population estimates become true depends in 
large part on whether there are changes in fertility pat-
terns. The most developed countries have had “below-
replacement” levels of fertility for two or three decades 
already, including, among others, China, the United 
States, Brazil, the Russian Federation, Japan, Vietnam, 
Germany, the Islamic Republic of Iran, and Thailand, 
in order of population size (United Nations 2013). What 
this will mean for world affairs and the social structures 
of these societies remains to be seen.

→Thinking Sociologically 

Given the list of countries identified above as having 
“below-replacement” levels of fertility, note that they are 
predominantly White, although many now include large 
numbers of immigrants who would be considered people 
of color. As these nations have reached zero population 
growth in their native-born population, how might this fact 
affect the racial politics of the nation?

Demographic Transition Theory 
Demographic transition theory proposes that coun-
tries pass through a consistent sequence of population 
patterns linked to the degree of development in the 
society, ending with relatively low birthrates and death 
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rates (Davis 1945). Overall, according to this theory, the 
population level will eventually stabilize. 

Demographic transition theory has three main 
stages to population change (see ▲ Figure 16.8). Stage 1 
is characterized by a high birthrate and high death rate. 
The United States during its colonial period was in this 
stage. Women were bearing children at a younger age, 
and it was not uncommon for a woman to have twelve 
or thirteen children—a very high birthrate. Infant mor-
tality was also high, as was the overall death rate (both 
for infants and their mothers), owing to primitive medi-
cal techniques and unhealthy sanitary conditions.

Stage 2 in the demographic transition is character-
ized by a high birthrate but a declining death rate. As 
a result, the overall level of the population increases. 
The United States entered stage 2 in the second half of 
the nineteenth century as industrialization took hold in 
earnest. The norms of the day continued to encourage 
large families, thereby causing high birthrates, while 
advances in medicine and public sanitation whittled 
away at the infant mortality rate and the overall death 
rate. Life expectancy increased, and the population 
grew in size. 

Stage 3 of the demographic transition is character-
ized by a low birthrate and low death rate. The overall 
level of the population tends to stabilize in stage 3. 
Medical advances continue, the general prosperity of 
the society is reflected in lowered death rates, and cul-
tural changes take place, such as a reduction in family 
size. The United States entered this stage prior to the 
Second World War, and with the notable exception of 
the baby boom, has exhibited stage 3 demographics 
since then. 

Demographic transition theory analyzes the over-
all population growth in a given society. The differ-
ent stages may not apply in the same way to diverse 
population groups within society. High infant mortal-
ity rates among the poor, inequality in access to health 
care, higher death rates among minority populations, 
and other social factors influencing the experiences of 
diverse groups mean that population dynamics vary 
within, as well as between, societies. 

It should be apparent by now that population 
size has an important social dimension. Social forces 
can cause changes in the size and character of the 
population, and population changes can likewise 
transform society. In other words, society shapes popu-
lation, but population also shapes society—a dynamic  
interaction. 

Change: A Multidimensional 
Process 
Population studies focus our attention on the dynam-
ics of social change, but change comes from various 
sources, not only population change. Currently, we 
are witnessing extraordinary changes in society—
both domestic and global. Consider the following: A 
gigabyte of information can travel from China to the 
United States in less time than it takes you to read this 
paragraph. The reach of electronic communication is 
extraordinary, bringing not only extraordinary inno-
vations in everyday life, but also raising new concerns 
about privacy and security. Periodic “hacks” into elec-
tronic systems have heightened public awareness of 
the risks—as well as benefits—of technological change. 
Was all this imaginable fifty years ago? Even thirty years 
ago? Not really. 

Social change is the alteration of social interac-
tions, institutions, stratification systems, and elements 
of culture over time. Societies are in a constant state of 
flux. Some changes are rapid, such as the accelerating 
technological changes like the use of email, Facebook, 
Twitter, YouTube, and perhaps new systems that 
will be invented even before this book is published. 
Other changes are more gradual, such as the increas-
ing urbanization that characterizes the contemporary 
world. Sometimes people adapt quickly to change, 
such as the enthusiastic embrace of electronic com-
munication by young people, especially. Other times, 
people resist change or are slow to adapt to new pos-
sibilities. The speed of social change varies from soci-
ety to society and from time to time within the same 
society. 

Microchanges are subtle alterations in the day-to-
day interactions between people. A fad “catching on” is 
an example of a microchange, such as the flip-flops that 
are now commonly worn. Not that long ago, flip-flops 

Stage 1
High birthrate,
high death rate 

Stage 2
High birthrate,
declining death rate 

Stage 3
Low birthrate,
low death rate 

Birthrate

Death rate

▲ figure 16.8 Demographic Transition Theory 
Sources: Davis, Kingsley. 1945. “The World Demographic Transition.” 
Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Sciences 
237: 1–11; Coale, Ansley. 1986. “Population Trends and Economic 
Development.” pp. 96–104 in World Population and the U.S. Population 
Policy: The Choice Ahead, edited by J. Menken. New York: W. W. Norton; 
Weeks, John R. 2012. Population: An Introduction to Concepts and 
Issues, 11th ed. Belmont, CA: Cengage.
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were just inexpensive sandals, worn largely by poor 
people. They were introduced into the United States 
after World War II, modeled on the Japanese sandal, the 
“zori” (Fortini 2005). Now they have become a common 
fashion statement. 

Macrochanges are gradual transformations that 
occur on a broad scale and affect many aspects of soci-
ety. In the process of modernization, societies absorb 
the changes that come with new times and they shed 
old ways. With modernization, societies develop a more 
complex division of labor. Inequality may also become 
more multifaceted such that inequality results from 
multiple social factors, not just a single dimension such 
as age. Large or small, fast or slow, social change gener-
ally has the following characteristics (Lenski 2005):

1. Social change is uneven. The various parts of a soci-
ety do not all change at the same rate; some parts 
lag behind others. This is the principle of culture 
lag, a term coined by sociological theorist William 
F. Ogburn (1922), referring to a delay between social 
conditions and cultural adjustments to the change. 
A change in material culture (such as a technologi-
cal change) may occur more rapidly than happens 
in nonmaterial culture (meaning the habits and 
mores of the culture). 

2. The onset and consequences of social change are  often 
unforeseen. Television pioneers, who envisioned a 
mode of mass communication more compelling 
than radio, could not predict television—and now 
video—would become such a dominant force in 
determining the interests and habits of people in 
society. 

3. Social change often creates conflict. Change often 
triggers conflicts that may occur along any number 
of dimensions, such as race and ethnicity, social 

class, gender, or age. The spread of Western cul-
ture into other parts of the world, made possible by 
the ease of communication, has often resulted in 
a clash of values between and within nations and, 
can be the basis for international conflict. 

4. The direction of social change is not random. 
Change has “direction” relative to a society’s his-
tory. A populace may want to make a good society 
better, or it may rebel against a status quo regarded 
as unendurable. Whether change is wanted or 
resisted, when it occurs, it takes place within a spe-
cific social and cultural context. 

Social change cannot erase the past. As a society moves 
toward the future, it carries along its past, its traditions, 
and its institutions (Lenski 2005). A generally satisfied 
populace that strives to make a good society better 
obviously wishes to preserve its past, but even when a 
society is in revolt against a status quo that is intoler-
able, the social change that occurs must be understood 
in the context of the past as much as the future. 

Sources of Social Change 
The causes of social change are many and varied but fall 
into several broad areas, including cultural diffusion; 
technological innovation; the mobilization of people 
through social movements and collective behavior; and 
sometimes, war and revolution. We examine each in 
the following sections. 

Cultural Diffusion. Cultural diffusion (as noted 
in Chapter 2) is the transmission of cultural elements 
from one society or cultural group to another. Cultural 
diffusion can occur by trade, migration, mass commu-
nications media, and social interaction. Anthropologist 

Social norms about dress and human activity sometimes make social change more evident when there is historical contrast.
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Ralph Linton (1936) long ago alerted us to the fact 
that much of what many people regard as “American” 
originally came from other lands—cloth (developed in 
Asia), clocks (invented in Europe), coins (developed in 
Turkey), and much more. 

Expressions and cultural elements found in 
the English-speaking United States have been har-
vested from all over the world. Barbecued ribs, origi-
nally eaten by Black slaves in the South after the ribs 
were discarded by White slave owners who preferred 
meatier parts of the pig, are now a delicacy enjoyed 
throughout the United States by virtually all ethnic 
and racial groups. One theorist, Robert Farris Thomp-
son (1993), points out that an exceptionally large range 
of elements in material and nonmaterial culture that 
originated in Africa have diffused throughout virtually 
all groups and subcultures in the United States, includ-
ing aspects of language, music, dance, art, dress, deco-
rative styles, and even forms of greeting. For example, 
the expressions uh-huh (yes) and unh-unh (no) come 
from West Africa. Cultural diffusion occurs not only 
from one place to another (such as from West Africa to 
the United States) but also across time, such as from a 
community in the past to many diverse ethnic groups 
in the present. 

The immigration of Latino groups into the United 
States over time has dramatically altered U.S. culture 
by introducing new food, music, language, slang, and 
many other cultural elements. By a similar token, popu-
lar culture in the United States has diffused into many 
other countries and cultures: Witness the adoption of 
American clothing styles, rock, rap, hip-hop, and Big 
Macs in countries such as Japan, Germany, Russia, and 
China. The Coca-Cola logo can be found in grocery 
shops worldwide, from the rain forests of Brazil to the 
ice floes of Norway. 

→Thinking Sociologically 

Take a close look at the popular culture you enjoy. What 
evidence of cultural diffusion do you see in the form and 
content of this culture?

Technological Innovation and the Cyberspace 
Revolution. Technological innovations can be strong 
catalysts of social change. The historical movement 
from agrarian societies to industrialized societies has 
been tightly linked to the emergence of technological 
innovations and inventions (see Chapter 5). Inven-
tions often come about because they answer a need 
in the society that promises great rewards. The water-
wheel promised agrarian societies greater power to 
raise crops despite dry weather, while also saving large 
amounts of time and labor. It is possible to trace a 
timeline from the use of the waterwheel to the use of 

the large hydroelectric dams that power industrialized 
societies, and along the way find evidence of how each 
major advance changed society. 

In today’s world, the most obvious technological 
change transforming society is the rise of the computer 
and the subsequent development of desktop comput-
ing since the 1980s. The invention and development of 
the Internet and the resulting communication is now 
called cyberspace, which includes the use of comput-
ers for communication between people and commu-
nication between people and computers. YouTube 
videos can go “viral” and reach thousands, perhaps 
even millions, in a very short period of time. Unique 
in its vastness and lack of a required central location, 
the Internet has very rapidly become so much a part 
of human communication and social reality that it 
pervades and has transformed literally every social 
institution—educational, economic, political, famil-
ial, and religious. 

The path by which technology is introduced into 
society often reflects the predominant cultural values 
in that society. Some cultural values may prevent a 
technological innovation from changing a society. For 
example, anthropologists have noted that new tech-
nologies introduced into an agrarian society very often 
meet with resistance even though the new technol-
ogy might greatly benefit the society. The Yanomami, 
an agrarian society existing deep in the rain forests of 
South America, live without electricity, automobiles, 
guns, and other items of material culture associated 
with industrialized societies. The recent introduction of 
steel into Yanomami culture, however, may have intro-
duced major social changes and changed them into a 
more warlike society (Tierney 2000). 

Social Movements and Collective Behavior.  
Social change does not develop in the abstract. Change 
comes from the actions of human beings. A social 
movement is a group that acts with some continuity 
and organization to promote or resist social change in 
society. What would the United States be like had the 
civil rights movement not been inspired by Mahatma 
Gandhi’s liberation movement in India? How would 
contemporary politics be different had the African 
National Congress and other movements for the libera-
tion of Black South Africans not dismantled apartheid? 
How is the world currently affected by the develop-
ment of a more fundamental Islamic religious move-
ment in the Middle East? 

These and countless other examples show the sig-
nificance of social movements for the many changes 
affecting our world. Persistence has been the case for 
the civil rights movement in the United States, a move-
ment that not only has transformed American society 
but also has inspired similar movements throughout 
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Research Question: There has been a 
notable increase in the public’s use of 
farmers’ markets, a greater presence of 
organic food sections even in main-
stream grocery stores, and other indica-
tions of the public’s growing concern 
about where one’s food comes from and 
how it is grown. Social movements to 
enhance awareness of food production 
have influenced some of this behavior, as 
has a corporate response to the public’s 
interest in local, safe, and sustainable 
food production. Do people purchase 
food (and other products) because of 
their political and ethical values, and 
what are those values? This question 
forms the basis for a study of “ecolabels” 
by Philip Howard and Patricia Allen. 

Research Method: Howard and Allen 
mailed a survey to 1000 randomly 
selected respondents, asking them to 
rate five different reasons why they 
would select food with different “eco-
labels.” They identified five different 
labels: humane (meat, dairy, and eggs 
coming from animals who have not been 
treated cruelly); living wage (provides 
wages to workers above poverty level); 
locally grown; small-scale (supports 
small farms or businesses); and “made 
in the USA.” They also collected data on 

Who Cares and Why? Fair Trade and Organic Food
various demographic variables, such as 
age, income, level of education, gender, 
and place of residence. They analyzed 
the results using sophisticated statistical 
techniques of regression analysis. 

Research Results: First, the research-
ers noted that their respondents were 
more likely to be women, older, White, 
with a higher income, and well educated 
than the demographic composition of 
their random sample. This is an impor-
tant caveat in interpreting the results, 
because the results are not generalizable 
to the whole population. One-third of 
their respondents reported purchas-
ing local foods frequently; many fewer 
bought organic food regularly. 

The three most popular interests 
in purchasing food were buying local, 
humane treatment, and providing a living 
wage for food production workers, but 
there were differences by demographic 
group. Buying local was even more 
important for rural residents. For those 
who buy organic food, humane reasons 
topped their preferences. Women were 
more interested in ecolabeling than 
men; higher-income people were less 
likely to care about a living wage than 
were lower-income respondents. Older 
respondents were more concerned 

about the influence of corporations on 
food production. 

Conclusions and Implications: Consum-
ers want the food they buy to reflect 
their political and ethical judgments. Of 
course, there are implications of these 
conclusions for marketing. From a socio-
logical perspective, you can also see 
the influence of demographic variables 
on the decisions people make about 
purchasing their food. Although not 
specifically examined in this study, social 
movements to “buy local,” protect ani-
mals, and advocate for food safety have 
also influenced consumer preferences, 
meaning that there have been significant 
changes over time in the food choices 
that people have. 

Questions to Consider 
1. Examine your own behavior. What 

influences what you buy to eat?
2. Do political and ethical values influ-

ence your choices? 
3. To what degree are your choices 

influenced by corporations and 
marketing? 

4. Does your social location in particu-
lar demographic groups influence 
your eating habits?

Source: Howard, Philip H., and Patricia Allen. 
2010. “Beyond Organic and Fair Trade? An 
Analysis of Ecolabel Preferences in the United 
States.” Rural Sociology 75: 244–269. 

doing sociological research

the world. Some social movements are transnational 
social movements, in which an organization crosses 
national borders, such as the reactionary terrorist group 
al Qaeda or even the Taliban. Examples of social move-
ments abound: the civil rights movements, the women’s 
movement, the environmental movements, and such 
contemporary movements as the Tea Party.

Social movements involve groups, sometimes 
quite large and well organized, that act with some 
continuity and organization to promote or resist 
change in society (Turner and Killian 1993). Social 
movements tend to persist over time more than col-
lective behavior. Social movements are both sponta-
neous and structured, although within movements, 
tensions typically exist between spontaneity and 

structure. Unlike everyday organizations, movements 
thrive on spontaneity and often must swiftly develop 
new strategies and tactics in the quest for change. 
During the civil rights movement, students impro-
vised the technique of sit-ins, which quickly spread 
because they succeeded in gaining attention for the 
activists’ concerns. This is a tactic that has recently 
been used by demonstrators who have staged “die-
ins” to protest the police shootings of young, African 
American men.

Social movements may aim to change individual 
behaviors, such as the New Age movement that focuses 
on personal transformation. Other movements aim to 
change some aspect of society, such as the gay and les-
bian movements that have sought to end discrimination 

Social movements such as the disability rights movement 
can raise public awareness and result in new forms of 
social behavior.
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and change public attitudes. Some movements use 
reform strategies, such as by trying to change laws. Oth-
ers may be more radical, seeking change in the basic 
institutions of society. Other social movements are 
reactionary—that is, organized to resist change or to 
reinstate an earlier social order that participants per-
ceive to be better. 

Social movements do not typically develop out of 
thin air. For a movement to begin, there must be a pre-
existing communication network (Freeman 1983). The 
importance of a preexisting communication network is 
well illustrated by the beginning of the civil rights move-
ment, which most historians date to December 1, 1955, 
the day Rosa Parks was arrested in Montgomery, Ala-
bama, for refusing to give up her seat to a White man on 
a municipal bus. Although she is typically understood as 
simply having been too tired to give up her seat that day, 
Rosa Parks had been an active member of the movement 
against segregation in Montgomery. When Rosa Parks 
refused to give up her seat according to plan, the move-
ment stood ready to mobilize. News of her arrest spread 
quickly via networks of friends, kin, church, and school 
organizations (Morris 1999; Robinson 1987). 

Celebrities can also advance the cause of social 
movements by bringing visibility to the movement, 
such as in the media campaign against domestic 
violence featuring National Football League stars 
like Eli Manning, Jason Witten, and others, airing on 
“Thursday Night Football.” As movements develop, 
they quickly establish an organizational structure. 
The shape of the movement’s organization may range 
from formal bureaucratic structures to decentralized, 
interpersonal, and egalitarian arrangements. Many 
movements combine both. Examples of what are now 

large bureaucracies are the National Organization 
for Women (NOW), the National Association for the 
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), Amnesty 
International, Greenpeace, the Jewish Defense League, 
and the National Rifle Association. As social move-
ments become institutionalized, they are most likely 
to take on bureaucratic form.

Related to social movements is collective behavior, 
behavior that occurs when the usual conventions that 
guide social behavior are disrupted for some reason and 
people establish new, usually sudden, norms in response 
to an emerging situation (Turner and Killian 1993). 
Although collective behavior may emerge spontane-
ously, it can be predicted. Some phenomena defined as 
collective behavior are whimsical and fun, such as fads, 
fashions, and certain crowds (flash mobs, for example). 
Other collective behaviors can be terrifying, as in panics 
or riots. Whether or not whimsical, collective behavior 
is innovative, sometimes revolutionary; it is this feature 
that links collective behavior to social change. 

Collective behavior is group, not individual, behav-
ior. A lone gunman, for example, who opens fire in a 
crowded movie theater is engaged in individual behav-
ior, but the crowd that gathers following this unexpected 
event is engaged in collective behavior. Collective behav-
ior involves new and emerging relationships that arise in 
unexpected circumstances. It represents the often novel, 
but dynamic and changing character of society. 

War and Revolution. A revolution is the overthrow 
of state or the total transformation of central state 
institutions. A revolution thus results in far-reaching 
social change. Numerous sociologists have studied 
revolutions and identified the conditions under which 

Social movements such as the disability rights movement 
can raise public awareness and result in new forms of 
social behavior.
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Die-ins that came in the aftermath of the police shooting 
of Michael Brown in Ferguson, Missouri, adopted some  
of the tactics of the nonviolent campaign of the civil  
rights movement.
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revolutions are likely to occur. Revolutions can some-
times break down a state and various disenfranchised 
groups. An array of groups in a society may be dissatis-
fied with the status quo and organize to replace estab-
lished institutions. Dissatisfaction alone is not enough 
to produce a revolution, however. The opportunity must 
exist for the group to mobilize en masse. Revolutions 
can result when structured opportunities are created, 
such as through war or an economic crisis or mobiliza-
tion through a social movement. 

Social structural conditions that often lead to 
revolution can include a highly repressive state—so 
repressed that a strong political culture develops out of 
resistance to state oppression. A major economic crisis 
can also produce revolution—as can the development 
of a new economic system, such as capitalism—that 
transforms the world economy. 

War and severe political conflict result in large and 
far-reaching changes for both the conquering society, 
or a region within a society (as in civil war), and for the 
conquered. The conquerors can impose their will on the 
conquered and restructure many of their institutions, 
or the conquerors can exercise only minimal changes. 

The U.S. victory over Japan and Germany in the 
Second World War resulted in societal changes in 
each country. The war transformed the United States 
into a mass-production economy and affected fam-
ily structure (father’s absence increasing and women 
not previously employed joining the labor force) and 
education (men of college age went off to war in large 
numbers). Many in the armed forces who returned 
from the war were educated under a scholarship plan 
called the GI Bill. 

The war also transformed Germany in countless 
ways, given the vast physical destruction brought on 
by U.S. bombs and the worldwide attention brought to 
anti-Semitism and the Nazi holocaust. The cultural and 
structural changes in Japan were extensive, as well. The 
decimation of the Jewish population in Germany and 
other nations throughout Europe resulted in the massive 
migration of Jews to the United States. The Vietnam War 
also resulted in many social changes, including the migra-
tion of Vietnamese to the United States. If this history of 
war is any indication, we might shortly expect a wave of 
migration of Iraqis and Afghanis to the United States. 

Theories of Social Change 
How do we explain social change? Some believe that 
change is cyclical, that is, recurring at regular intervals. 
Cyclical theories build on the idea that societies have 
a life cycle, like seasonal plants, or at least a life span, 
like humans. Arnold J. Toynbee, a social historian and 
a principal theorist of cyclical social change, argues 
that societies are born, mature, decay, and sometimes 

die (Toynbee and Caplan 1972). For at least part of his 
life, Toynbee believed that Western society was fated to 
self-destruct because he thought energetic social build-
ers would be replaced by entrenched elites who ruled 
by force. Then, society would wither under these ster-
ile regimes. Some believe that societies become more 
decrepit, only to be replaced by more youthful societies. 

Sociological theories of change are more nuanced 
than the idea that there are regular life cycles in soci-
ety. Each of the major sociological perspectives takes a 
somewhat different approach to theorizing how social 
change occurs. 

Functionalist Theory 
Recall from previous chapters that functionalist theory 
builds on the postulate that all societies, past and pres-
ent, possess basic elements and institutions that per-
form certain functions permitting a society to survive 
and persist. A function is a consequence of a social ele-
ment that contributes to the continuance of a society. 
For example, the function of an institution such as the 
family is to provide the society with sufficient popula-
tion to assure its continuance. 

The early theorists Herbert Spencer (1882) and 
Emile Durkheim (1964/1895) both argued that as 
societies move through history, they become more 
complex. Spencer argued that societies move from 
“homogeneity to heterogeneity.” Durkheim similarly 
argued that societies move from a state of mechanical 
solidarity, a cohesiveness based on the similarity 
among its members, to organic solidarity, a cohesive-
ness based on difference; a division of labor that exists 
among its members joins them together, because each 
depends on the others to perform specialized tasks 
(see Chapter 5). Through the creation of specialized 
roles, structures, and institutions, societies thus move 
from being rather undifferentiated to greater social 
differentiation. 

According to functional theorists, societies that are 
structurally simple and homogeneous, such as foraging 
or pastoral societies, where all members engage in sim-
ilar tasks, move to societies more structurally complex 
and heterogeneous, such as agricultural, industrial, and 
postindustrial societies, where great social differentia-
tion exists in the division of labor among people who 
perform many specialized tasks. The consequence (or 
function) of increased differentiation and division of 
labor is a higher degree of stability and cohesiveness  
in the society, brought about by mutual dependence 
(Parsons 1966, 1951a). 

Conflict Theory 
Karl Marx (1967/1867), the founder of conflict theory, 
theorized that societies change and social change has 
direction, the central principle in Spencer’s social 
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evolutionary theory, but Marx emphasized the role 
of economics. He argued that societies could indeed 
“advance,” and that advancement was to be measured 
by the movement from a class society to a society with 
no class structure. Marx believed that, along the way, 
class conflict was inevitable. 

The central notion of conflict theory, as we have 
seen, is that conflict is inherently built into social rela-
tions (Dahrendorf 1959). For Marx, social conflict, 
particularly between the two major social classes—
working class versus upper class, proletariat versus 
bourgeoisie—was not only inherent in social relations 
but was indeed the driving force behind all social 
change. Marx believed that the most important causes 
of social change were the tensions between social 
groups, especially those defined along social class lines. 
Different classes have different access to power, with 
the relatively lower class carrying less power. 

Although Marx was referring specifically to social 
classes, subsequent interpretations include conflict 
between any socially distinct groups that receive une-
qual privileges and opportunities. The central idea of 
conflict theory is the notion that social groups will have 
competing interests and that conflict is an inherent part 
of any society. 

Symbolic Interaction Theory 
Because symbolic interaction focuses on more micro-
level behaviors, it does not explain the wide-scale 
social changes that other theorists analyze. Symbolic 
interaction does, though, contribute to understand-
ing social change, especially in how it emphasizes the 
meaning that people attach to social behavior. Sym-
bolic interaction theorists might, for example, look 
at the quixotic character of fads and fashion and how 
people adapt and respond to these behaviors. Fads, 
for example, emerge, tend to spread rapidly, but then 
typically vanish (Best 2006). How, for example, did 
UGG boots become such a symbol of social status? 
Fads, such as this one, come and go—perhaps pass-
ing quickly, even when they are widely popular. Per-
haps by the time this book is published, UGGs will 
be considered passé or even normative and some 
wholly unpredictable other status symbol will produce 
changes in how people dress. 

Symbolic interaction theory thus looks at change in 
terms of how people define social behaviors and how 
those definitions emerge. Of course, with fads, much 
of that definition comes through the work of market-
ing and the sponsorship of the corporate world. Social 
change, though, also comes from the behaviors of 
people as they reformulate their ideas and attitudes. 
Changes in public attitudes and how people think are 
signs of social change, as symbolic interaction theory 
would point out. 

Globalization and 
Modernization: Shaping 
Our Lives 
Globalization is the increased interconnectedness and 
interdependence of numerous societies around the 
world. No longer can the nations of the world be viewed as 
separate and independent societies. The irresistible cur-
rent trend has been for societies to develop deep depen-
dencies on each other, with interlocking economies and 
social customs. In Europe, this trend proceeded as far as 
developing a common currency, the euro, for all nations 
participating in the newly constructed common economy. 

As the world becomes increasingly interconnected, 
does this mean we are moving toward a single, homoge-
neous culture? In such a culture, electronic communi-
cations, computers, and other developments can erase 
the geographic distances between cultures and, eventu-
ally, the cultural differences. As societies become more 
interconnected, cultural diffusion between them cre-
ates common ground, while cultural differences may 
become more important as the relationships among 
nations become more intimate. The different perspec-
tives on globalization are represented by three main 
theories that we will review: modernization theory, 
world systems theory, and dependency theory, which 
are included in ◆ Table 16.1. 

As societies grow and change, they become more 
modern in a general sense. Modernization is a process 
of social and cultural change initiated by industrializa-
tion and followed by increased social differentiation 
and division of labor. Societies can, of course, experi-
ence social change without industrialization. Modern-
ization has positive consequences, such as improved 
transportation and a higher gross national product, but 
also negative consequences, such as pollution, elevated 
stress, and perhaps social alienation.

Modernization has three general characteristics 
(Berger et al. 1974):

1. Modernization is typified by the decline of small, 
traditional communities. The individuals in forag-
ing or agrarian societies live in small-scale settle-
ments with their extended families and neighbors. 
The primary group is prominent in social interac-
tion. Industrialization causes an overall decline in 
the importance of primary group interactions and 
an increase in the importance of secondary groups, 
such as colleagues at work. 

2. With increasing modernization, a society becomes 
more bureaucratized. Interactions come to be 
shaped by formal organizations. Traditional ties of 
kinship and neighborhood feeling decrease, and 
members of the society tend to experience feelings 
of uncertainty and powerlessness. 
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3. There is a decline in the importance of religious 
institutions. With the mechanization of daily 
life, people begin to feel that they have lost con-
trol of their own lives: People may respond by 
building new religious groups and communities 
(Wuthnow 1994). 

From Community to Society 
The German sociologist Ferdinand Tönnies  
(1855–1936) formulated a theory of modernization that 
still applies to today’s societies (Tönnies 1963/1887). 
Tönnies viewed the process of modernization as a 
progressive loss of gemeinschaft (German for “com-
munity”), a state characterized by a sense of com-
mon feeling, strong personal ties, and sturdy primary  
group memberships, along with a sense of personal 
loyalty to one another. Tönnies argued that the Indus-
trial Revolution, which emphasized efficiency and 
task-oriented behavior, destroyed the sense of com-
munity and personal ties associated with an earlier 
rural life. At the crux of this was a society organized on 
the basis of self-interest, which caused the condition 
of gesellschaft (German for “society”), a kind of social 
organization characterized by a high division of labor, 
less prominence of personal ties, the lack of a sense 
of community among the members of society, and 
the absence of a feeling of belonging—maladies often 
associated with modern urban life. 

The United States has become a gesellschaft, with 
social interaction less intimate and less emotional, 
although certain primary groups such as the family 
and the friendship group still permit strong emotional 
ties. Tönnies noted that the role of the family is con-
siderably less prominent in a gesellschaft than in a 
gemeinschaft. Patriarchy is less prominent, yet more 
public, and more women are employed outside the 

home. In the large cities that characterize the gesell-
schaft, people live among strangers and pass people 
on the street who are unfamiliar. In a gemeinschaft, 
people have already seen most of the people they 
encounter. The level of interpersonal trust is consid-
erably less in a gesellschaft. Social interaction tends 
to be even more confined within ethnic, racial, and 
social class groups. To find personal contact and to 
satisfy the need for intimate interaction, individuals 
often join small church groups, training groups, or 
personal awareness groups or movements. 

Urbanization 
One consequence of the elaboration of society is the 
growth of cities. Of course, cities have always been 
important sites for population density, commerce, and 
a bustling social life. Scholars locate the development of 
the first city around 3500 B.C. (Flanagan 1995). 

The study of the urban, the rural, and the subur-
ban is the task of urban sociology, a subfield of soci-
ology that examines the social structure and cultural 
aspects of the city compared with rural and suburban 
centers. These comparisons involve what urban soci-
ologist Gideon Sjøberg (1965) calls the rural–urban 
continuum, those structural and cultural differences 
that exist as a consequence of differing degrees of 
urbanization. Urbanization is the process by which a 
community acquires the characteristics of city life and 
the “urban” end of the rural–urban continuum. 

Early German sociological theorist Georg Sim-
mel (1950/1902) argued that urban living had pro-
found social psychological effects on individuals. 
He was among the early theorists who argued that 
social structure could affect individuals. Simmel 
argued that urban life has a quick pace and is stimu-
lating, but as a consequence of this intense style of 

 ◆ Table 16.1 Theories of Social Change 

Functionalist Theory Conflict Theory Symbolic Interaction Theory 

How do societies change? Societies change from  
simple to complex and from  
an undifferentiated to a highly  
differentiated division of labor.

Conflict is inherent in  
social relations, and society 
changes from a class-based  
to a classless society. 

Social change occurs when 
new meaning systems 
develop around people’s 
behaviors and attitudes.

What is the primary  
cause of social change? 

Technological innovation  
and globalization make  
society more differentiated  
but still stable.

Economic inequality drives 
social change. 

Changes in people’s attitudes 
and beliefs drive social 
change. 

What is the impact  
of social change  
on individuals? 

Individuals remain integrated  
into the whole because  
society seeks equilibrium. 

Individuals are faced with  
conflict, but the powerless  
may organize to drive social 
change. 

People have to adapt to new 
understandings that emerge 
from social change. 
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life, individuals become insensitive to people and 
events that surround them. Urban dwellers tend to 
avoid the emotional involvement that, according to 
Simmel, was more likely found in rural communities. 
Interaction tends to be characterized as economic 
rather than social, and close, personal interaction is 
frowned upon and discouraged. Urban dwelling can, 
however, increase the likelihood of other ills: Emile 
Durkheim noted that the suicide rate per 10,000 peo-
ple was greater in more urbanized areas than in rural 
areas (Durkheim 1951/1897). 

The sociologist Louis Wirth (1928), focusing on 
Chicago in the 1920s, also argued that the city was a 
center of distant, cold interpersonal interaction, and as 
a result, urban dwellers experienced alienation, loneli-
ness, and powerlessness. One positive consequence of 
all this, according to Wirth and Simmel, was the liberat-
ing effect that arises from the relative absence of close, 
restrictive ties and interactions. Thus city life offered 
individuals a certain feeling of freedom. 

A contrasting view of urban life is offered by Her-
bert Gans (1982/1962), who studied people in Bos-
ton in the late 1950s and concluded that many city 
residents develop strong loyalties to others and are 
characterized by a sense of community. Such sub-
groupings he referred to as the urban village, which 
is characterized by several “modes of adaptation,” 

among them cosmopolites—typically students, art-
ists, writers, and musicians, who together form a 
tightly knit community and choose urban living to be 
near the city’s cultural facilities. A second category 
includes the ethnic villagers, people who live in eth-
nically and racially segregated neighborhoods. Such 
urban enclaves tend to develop their own unique 
identities, such as San Francisco’s Chinatown or 
Miami’s Little Havana. 

Urban spaces are among some of the nation’s most 
diverse spaces, even while cities remain highly segre-
gated by race and by class. Even with urban racial and 
class segregation, however, you can observe places in 
cities where highly diverse groups assemble and inter-
act (see the box, “Understanding Diversity: The Cosmo-
politan Canopy”).

Social Inequality, Powerlessness, 
and the Individual 
Another product of modernization, along with mass 
society, is pronounced social stratification, according 
to theorists such as Karl Marx (1967/1867) and Jurgen 
Habermas (1970). In their view, the personal feelings of 
powerlessness that accompany modernization are due 
to social inequalities related to race, ethnicity, class, and 
gender stratification. Marx argued that inequalities are 

Fascinated by the social structure of urban 
life, sociologist Elijah Anderson defines 
the cosmopolitan canopy as public spaces 
in urban areas where diverse groups come 
together and civility is the norm. In such 
spaces, urban dwellers and visitors inter-
act with grace and respect, different from 
the usual tensions and distrust that also 
characterize intergroup relationships.

Anderson studied three neighbor-
hoods in urban Philadelphia—a market, 
a mall, and a park—with an eye to how 
diverse groups of people otherwise 
separated by race, class, and other social 
truths, interact in public spaces. His 
careful ethnographic research provides 
a counterpoint to the usually dreary 
account of urban blight, poverty, slums, 
and racial strife. 

The Cosmopolitan Canopy
He finds that in these cosmopolitan 

canopies, people interact across racial 
and class lines with respect and accep-
tance. Although such interactions are 
relatively impersonal, they nonetheless 
reveal the potential for positive group 
relationships. Anderson asks if in these 
seemingly impersonal spaces, people 
can relate to one another with respect 
and acceptance, how can such social 
norms be extended to spaces beyond 
the cosmopolitan canopy? Cosmopolitan 
canopies co-exist where there are also 
highly segregated neighborhoods—seg-
regated by race and by class. 

Anderson also shows in his detailed 
descriptions of social interaction 
under the cosmopolitan canopy how 
easily civility can also break down. As 

Anderson writes, “The promise of the 
cosmopolitan canopy is challenged 
by recurring situational racial dis-
crimination or by the occasional racial 
incident” (p. 157). Still, Anderson is an 
optimist and believes that some of the 
civil and respectful behaviors that take 
place under cosmopolitan canopies 
can encourage better intergroup 
relationships. 

Perhaps you can think of places in 
your community that form cosmopolitan 
canopies. What social interactions occur 
there? How diverse are the interac-
tions? What would it take for such civil 
behaviors to be the norm in other social 
environments?

Source: Anderson, Elijah. 2011. The Cosmo-
politan Canopy: Race and Civility in Everyday 
Life. New York: W.W. Norton. 

understanding diversity
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the inevitable product of the capitalist system. Haber-
mas argued that inequalities are the cause of social 
conflict. 

The social structural conditions that arise from 
modernization, such as increased social stratification, 
affect individual people’s lives. Building a stable per-
sonal identity is difficult in a highly modernized society 
that presents individuals with complex and conflicting 
choices about how to live. Many individuals flounder 
among lifestyles while searching for personal stability 
and a sense of self. According to Habermas, individuals 
in highly modernized environments are more likely than 
their less modernized peers to experiment with new 
religions, social movements, and lifestyles in search of 
a fit with their conception of their own “true self.” These 
individual responses to social structural conditions 
reveal how the social structure can affect personality. 

The influential social theorist Herbert Marcuse 
(1964) has argued that modernized society fails to meet 
the basic needs of people, among them the need for a 

fulfilling identity. In this respect, modern society and 
its attendant technological advances are not stable and 
rational, as is often argued, but unstable and irrational. 
The technological advances of modern society do not 
increase the feeling of having control over one’s life, 
but instead reduce that control and lead to feelings of 
powerlessness. 

This powerlessness leads to the alienation of indi-
viduals from society—individuals experience feelings 
of separation from the group or society. This alien-
ation is most likely to affect people traditionally denied 
access to power, such as racial minorities, women, 
and the working class. This alienation from the highly 
modernized, technological society is, in Marcuse’s 
view, one of the most pressing problems of civilization 
today. Marcuse argues that, despite the popular view 
that technology is supposed to yield efficient solutions 
to the world’s problems, it may be more accurate to say 
that technology is a primary cause of many problems in 
modern society. 

What is environmental sociology? 
Any society is a human ecosystem with interacting and 
interdependent forces, consisting of human popula-
tions, natural resources, and the state of the environ-
ment. Climate change is the systematic increase in 
worldwide surface temperatures and the resulting 
ecological change. Although some deny that climate 
change is the result of human behavior, there is little 
doubt among scientists that climate change is largely 
the result of human activity. 

What is meant by environmental racism? 
Environmental racism is the pattern whereby toxic 
dumps are found more frequently in or very near Afri-
can American, Hispanic, and Native American com-
munities. Disasters also have a social dimension that 
can make certain population more vulnerable than 
others. 

What are the basic dimensions of population 
development? 
Demography is the scientific study of population. The 
total number of people in a society at any given moment 
is determined by only three variables: births, deaths, 
and migrations. 

How is diversity becoming more important in 
population change? 
Diversity in a population occurs along lines of sex, age, 
as well as race and ethnicity. Currently, the United 

States is rapidly becoming more diverse because of 
immigration, but also fertility and mortality rates that 
vary among different groups. 

How do sociologists explain population growth? 
Malthusian theory warns us about the dangers of expo-
nential population growth that only such calamities as 
famine and war could prevent. Others have also warned 
that there could be a population bomb, with the size of 
the population outpacing the capacity to support peo-
ple. Demographic transition theory postulates that soci-
eties pass through sequences of population patterns 
linked to developmental stages affecting the birthrates 
and death rates. 

What are the different sources of social change? 
Social change is that process by which social interac-
tion, the social stratification system, and entire institu-
tions in a society change over time. Sources of social 
change include cultural diffusion, technological inno-
vation, social movements/collective behavior, and war 
and revolution. 

What sociological theories explain social change? 
Functionalist theories explain that societies move or 
evolve from the structurally simple to the structurally 
complex. Conflict theories predict that social conflict is 
an inherent part of any social structure and that con-
flict between social class strata or racial–ethnic groups 
can bring about social change. Symbolic interaction 

Chapter Summary
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theory studies micro-level processes by which people 
attribute new meanings to beliefs and behaviors. 

What changes are brought about by globalization 
and modernization? 
Globalization is the increased interconnectedness and 
interdependence of societies around the world. It is 

being coupled with modernization, a process of social 
and cultural change initiated by industrialization and 
resulting in increased social differentiation and a strong 
division of labor. Modernization can produce feelings of 
powerlessness among individuals as society becomes 
more stratified and complex.
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Glossary

absolute poverty the amount of money 
needed in a particular country to meet 
basic needs of food, shelter, and clothing. 

achieved status a status attained by effort. 

achievement test test intended to 
measure what is actually learned rather 
than potential.  

affirmative action a method for opening 
opportunities to women and minorities that 
specifically redresses past discrimination by 
taking positive measures to recruit and hire 
previously disadvantaged groups. 

Affordable Care Act the nation’s health 
care reform law that has extended some 
health care insurance to larger segments  
of the U.S. population. 

age cohort an aggregate group of people 
born during the same time period. 

age discrimination different and unequal 
treatment of people based solely on their age. 

age prejudice a negative attitude about an 
age group that is generalized to all people 
in that group. 

age stereotype preconceived judgments 
about what different age groups are like. 

age stratification the hierarchical ranking 
of age groups in society. 

ageism the institutionalized practice of 
age prejudice and discrimination. 

alienation the feeling of powerlessness 
and separation from one’s group or society. 

Americans with Disabilities Act law 
passed in 1990, stipulating that employers 
and other public entities must provide 
“reasonable accommodation” to people 
with disabilities when they are otherwise 
qualified for the job or activity.

altruistic suicide the type of suicide that 
can occur when there is excessive regulation 
of individuals by social forces. 

anomic suicide the type of suicide 
occurring when there are disintegrating 
forces in the society that make individuals 
feel lost or alone. 

anomie the condition existing when social 
regulations (norms) in a society break down. 

anticipatory socialization the process of 
learning the expectations associated with  
a role one expects to enter in the future. 

anti-Semitism the belief or behavior that 
defines Jewish people as inferior and that 
targets them for stereotyping, mistreatment, 
and acts of hatred. 

ascribed status a status determined at birth. 

assimilation theory process by which a 
minority becomes socially, economically, 

and culturally absorbed within the 
dominant society. 

attribution error error made in 
attributing the causes for someone’s 
behavior to their membership in a 
particular group, such as a racial group. 

attribution theory the principle that 
dispositional attributions are made about 
others (what the other is “really like”) 
under certain conditions, such as out-
group membership.

authoritarian state where power is 
concentrated in the hands of a very few 
individuals who rule through centralized 
power and control. 

authority power that is perceived by 
others as legitimate. 

automation the process by which human 
labor is replaced by machines. 

autonomous state model a theoretical 
model of the state that interprets the state 
as developing interests of its own, 
independent of other interests. 

aversive racism subtle, nonovert, and 
nonobvious racism. 

beliefs shared ideas held collectively by 
people within a given culture. 

bilateral kinship a kinship system where 
descent is traced through the father and 
the mother. 

biological determinism explanations that 
attribute complex social phenomena to 
physical characteristics.  

birthrate the number of babies born  
each year for every 1000 members of the 
population. 

Brown v. Board of Education the 1954 
Supreme Court decision that ruled 
separate but equal public facilities to be 
unconstitutional. 

bureaucracy a type of formal organization 
characterized by an authority hierarchy,  
a clear division of labor, explicit rules, and 
impersonality. 

capitalism an economic system based 
on the principles of market competition, 
private property, and the pursuit of profit. 

caste system a system of stratification 
(characterized by low social mobility) in 
which one’s place in the stratification 
system is determined by birth. 

census a count of the entire population  
of a country. 

charisma a quality attributed to 
individuals believed by their followers  
to have special powers. 

charismatic authority authority derived 
from the personal appeal of a leader. 

church a formal organization that sees 
itself and is seen by society as a primary 
and legitimate religious institution. 

Civil Rights Act of 1964 federal law 
prohibiting discrimination on the basis of 
race, color, national origin, religion, or sex. 

class see social class. 

class consciousness the awareness that a 
class structure exists and the feeling of shared 
identification with others in one’s class with 
whom one perceives common life chances. 

class system the organized pattern of 
social class in society. 

climate change the systematic increase  
in worldwide surface temperatures and  
the resulting ecological change. 

coalition an alliance formed by two or 
more individuals or groups against another 
individual or one or more groups to 
achieve certain ends. 

coercive organization organizations for 
which membership is involuntary; examples 
are prisons and mental hospitals. 

cohort (birth cohort) see age cohort. 

collective behavior (action) behavior  
that occurs when the usual conventions 
are suspended and people collectively 
establish new norms of behavior in 
response to an emerging situation. 

collective consciousness the body of 
beliefs that are common to a community  
or society and that give people a sense of 
belonging. 

colonialism system by which Western 
nations became wealthy by taking raw 
materials from other societies (the 
colonized) and reaping profits from 
products finished in the homeland. 

color-blind racism ignoring legitimate 
racial, ethnic, and cultural differences 
between groups, thus denying the reality  
of such differences. 

coming out the process of defining 
oneself as gay or lesbian. 

commodity chain the network of 
production and labor processes by which 
a product becomes a finished commodity. 
By following the commodity chain, it is 
evident which countries gain profits and 
which ones are being exploited. 

communism an economic system where 
the state is the sole owner of the systems  
of production. 

concentrated poverty refers to geographic 
areas where large percentages of people 
are poor. 
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Glossary
concept any abstract characteristic or 
attribute that has the potential to be 
measured. 

conflict theory a theoretical perspective 
that emphasizes the role of power and 
coercion in producing social order. 

conspicuous consumption the ostentatious 
display of goods to mark one’s social status. 

contact theory the theory that prejudice 
will be reduced through social interaction 
with those of different race or ethnicity but 
of equal status. 

content analysis the analysis of meanings 
in cultural artifacts such as books, songs, 
and other forms of cultural communication. 

contingent worker a person who does not 
hold a regular job, but whose employment 
is dependent upon demand. 

controlled experiment a method of 
collecting data that can determine whether 
something actually causes something else. 

core countries (core nations) within 
world systems theory, those nations that 
are more technologically advanced. 

correlation the degree of positive (direct) 
or negative (inverse) association between 
two variables. 

countercultures subcultures created as a 
reaction against the values of the dominant 
culture. 

covert participant observation the form 
of participant observation wherein the 
observed individuals are not told that they 
are being studied. 

crime one form of deviance; specifically, 
behavior that violates criminal laws. 

criminology the study of crime from a 
scientific perspective. 

cross-tabulation a table that shows how 
the categories of two variables are related. 

crude birthrate the number of babies 
born each year for every 1000 members  
of the population. 

crude death rate the number of deaths each 
year per 1000 members of the population. 

cults religious groups devoted to a specific 
cause or charismatic leader. 

cultural capital (also known as social 
capital) cultural resources that are socially 
designated as being worthy (such as 
knowledge of elite culture) and that give 
advantages to groups possessing such capital. 

cultural diffusion the transmission of 
cultural elements from one society or 
cultural group to another. 

cultural hegemony the pervasive and 
excessive influence of one culture 
throughout society. 

cultural relativism the idea that 
something can be understood and judged 
only in relationship to the cultural context 
in which it appears. 

culture the complex system of meaning 
and behavior that defines the way of life  
for a given group or society. 

culture lag the delay in cultural adjustments 
to changing social conditions. 

culture of poverty the argument that 
poverty is a way of life and, like other 
cultures, is passed on from generation to 
generation. 

culture shock the feeling of disorientation 
that can come when one encounters a new 
or rapidly changed cultural situation. 

data the systematic information that 
sociologists use to investigate research 
questions. 

data analysis the process by which 
sociologists organize collected data to 
discover what patterns and uniformities 
are revealed. 

death rate the number of deaths each 
year per 1000 people. 

debriefing a process whereby a researcher 
explains the true purpose of a research 
study to a subject (respondent); usually 
done after completion of the study.

debunking looking behind the facades  
of everyday life. 

deductive reasoning the process of 
creating a specific research question about 
a focused point, based on a more general 
or universal principle. 

deindividuation the feeling that one’s self 
has merged with a group. 

deindustrialization the transition from a 
predominantly goods-producing economy 
to one based on the provision of services. 

democracy system of government based 
on the principle of representing all people 
through the right to vote. 

demographic transition theory argument 
that countries pass through a consistent 
sequence of population patterns linked to 
the degree of development and ending 
with a low birth and death rate. 

demography the scientific study of 
population. 

dependency theory the global theory 
maintaining that industrialized nations 
hold less-industrialized nations in a 
dependent relationship that benefits the 
industrialized nations at the expense of the 
less-industrialized ones. 

dependent variable the variable that is a 
presumed effect (see also independent 
variable). 

deviance behavior that is recognized as 
violating expected rules and norms. 

deviant career continuing to be labeled as 
deviant even after the initial (primary) 
deviance may have ceased. 

deviant community groups that are 
organized around particular forms of social 
deviance. 

deviant identity the definition a person 
has of himself or herself as a deviant. 

differential association theory theory 
that interprets deviance as behavior one 
learns through interaction with others. 

digital divide the persistence of inequality 
in people’s access to electronic information.  

discrimination overt negative and unequal 
treatment of the members of some social 
group or stratum solely because of their 
membership in that group or stratum. 

disengagement theory theory predicting 
that as people age, they gradually withdraw 
from participation in society and are 
simultaneously relieved of responsibilities. 

diversity the variety of group experiences 
that result from the social structure of society. 

division of labor the systematic 
interrelation of different tasks that 
develops in complex societies. 

doing gender a theoretical perspective 
that interprets gender as something 
accomplished through the ongoing social 
interactions people have with one another. 

dominant culture the culture of the most 
powerful group in society. 

dominant group the group that assigns a 
racial or ethnic group to subordinate status 
in society. 

dual labor market the division of the 
labor market into two segments—the 
primary and secondary labor markets. 

dual labor market theory a theory that 
contends that the labor market is divided 
into two segments—the primary and 
secondary labor markets. 

dyad a group consisting of two people. 

economic restructuring contemporary 
transformations in the basic structure of 
work that are permanently altering the 
workplace, including demographic 
changes, deindustrialization, enhanced 
technology, and globalization. 

economy the system on which the 
production, distribution, and consumption 
of goods and services are based. 

educational attainment the total years  
of formal education. 

egoistic suicide the type of suicide that 
occurs when people feel totally detached 
from society. 

elite deviance the wrongdoing of 
powerful individuals and organizations. 

emigration (versus immigration) 
migration of people from one society  
to another (also called out-migration). 

emotional labor work that is explicitly 
intended to produce a desired state of 
mind in a client. 

empirical refers to something that is 
based on careful and systematic 
observation. 

Enlightenment the period in eighteenth- 
and nineteenth-century Europe characterized 
by faith in the ability of human reason to 
solve society’s problems. 

environmental racism the dumping of 
toxic wastes with disproportionate 
frequency at or very near areas with high 
concentrations of minorities. 
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environmental sociology the scientific 
study of the interdependencies that exist 
between humans and our physical 
environment. 

Equal Pay Act of 1963 first legislation 
requiring equal pay for equal work. 

Equal Rights Amendment a 
constitutional principle, never passed, 
guaranteeing that equality of rights under 
the law shall not be denied or abridged on 
the basis of sex. 

estate system a system of stratification in 
which the ownership of property and the 
exercise of power is monopolized by an 
elite or noble class that has total control 
over societal resources. 

ethnic group a social category of people 
who share a common culture, such as a 
common language or dialect, a common 
religion, or common norms, practices,  
and customs. 

ethnocentrism the belief that one’s 
in-group is superior to all out-groups. 

ethnomethodology a technique for 
studying human interaction by deliberately 
disrupting social norms and observing how 
individuals attempt to restore normalcy. 

eugenics a social movement in the early 
twentieth century that sought to apply 
scientific principles of genetic selection to 
“improve” the offspring of the human race. 

evaluation research research assessing 
the effect of policies and programs. 

expressive needs needs for intimacy, 
companionship, and emotional support. 

extended families the whole network  
of parents, children, and other relatives 
who form a family unit and often reside 
together. 

extreme poverty the situation in which 
people live on less than $275 a year, or 
$1.25 a day. 

false consciousness the thought resulting 
from subordinate classes internalizing the 
view of the dominant class. 

family a primary group of people—usually 
related by ancestry, marriage, or 
adoption—who form a cooperative 
economic unit to care for any offspring 
(and each other) and who are committed 
to maintaining the group over time. 

Family and Medical Leave Act 
(FMLA) federal law requiring employers 
of a certain size to grant leave to employees 
for purposes of family care. 

feminism a way of thinking and acting that 
advocates a more just society for women. 

feminist theory analyses of women and 
men in society intended to improve 
women’s lives. 

feminization of poverty the process 
whereby a growing proportion of the poor 
are women and children. 

folkways the general standards of 
behavior adhered to by a group. 

formal organization a large secondary 
group organized to accomplish a complex 
task or set of tasks. 

functionalism a theoretical perspective 
that interprets each part of society in terms 
of how it contributes to the stability of the 
whole society. 

game stage the stage in childhood when 
children become capable of taking a 
multitude of roles at the same time. 

gemeinschaft German for community, a 
state characterized by a sense of common 
feeling among the members of a society, 
including strong personal ties, sturdy 
primary group memberships, and a sense 
of personal loyalty to one another; 
associated with rural life. 

gender socially learned expectations and 
behaviors associated with members of 
each sex. 

gender apartheid the extreme segregation 
and exclusion of women from public life. 

gender-based violence various forms of 
violence associated with unequal power 
relationships between men and women.

gender identity one’s definition of self as 
a woman or man. 

gender inequality index measure of three 
key components of women’s lives, including 
reproductive health, empowerment, and 
labor market status. 

gender segregation the distribution of 
men and women in different jobs in the 
labor force. 

gender socialization the process by 
which men and women learn the 
expectations associated with their sex. 

gender stratification the hierarchical 
distribution of social and economic 
resources according to gender. 

gendered institutions the total pattern of 
gender relations that structure social 
institutions, including the stereotypical 
expectations, interpersonal relationships, 
and the different placement of men and 
women that are found in institutions. 

generalization applying information 
obtained on a small sample of units (such as 
people) to a larger population of the units. 

generalized other an abstract composite 
of social roles and social expectations. 

gesellschaft a type of society in which 
increasing importance is placed on the 
secondary relationships that are less 
intimate and more instrumental. 

Gini coefficient measure of income 
distribution within a given population. 

glass ceiling popular concept referring to 
the limits that women and minorities 
experience in job mobility. 

global assembly line an international 
division of labor where research and 
development is conducted in an industrial 
country, and the assembly of goods is done 
primarily in underdeveloped and poor 
nations, mostly by women and children. 

global culture the diffusion of a single 
culture throughout the world. 

global economy term used to refer to the 
fact that all dimensions of the economy 
now cross national borders. 

global stratification the differences in 
wealth, power, and prestige of different 
societies relative to their position in the 
international economy. 

globalization increased economic, 
political, and social interconnectedness 
and interdependence among societies in 
the world. 

government those state institutions that 
represent the population and make rules 
that govern the society. 

gross national income (GNI) the total 
output of goods and services produced by 
residents of a country each year plus the 
income from nonresident sources, divided 
by the size of the population. 

group a collection of individuals who 
interact and communicate, share goals and 
norms, and who have a subjective 
awareness as “we.” 

group size effect the effect upon the 
person of groups of varying sizes. 

groupthink the tendency for group 
members to reach a consensus at all costs. 

hate crime an assault or other malicious 
act (including crimes against property) 
motivated by various forms of bias, 
including that based on race, religion, 
sexual orientation, ethnic and national 
origin, or disability.

Hawthorne effect the effect of the 
research process itself on the groups or 
individuals being studied; hence, the act of 
studying them often itself changes them. 

heterosexism institutional structures that 
define heterosexuality as the only social 
legitimate sexual orientation. 

homophobia the fear and hatred of gays 
and lesbians. 

human capital theory a theory that 
explains differences in wages as the result 
of differences in the individual 
characteristics of the workers. 

hypersegregation a pattern of extreme 
racial, ethnic, and/or social class residential 
segregation, such that nearly all individuals 
in an area are of one such group. 

hypothesis a statement about what one 
expects to find in research. 

ideal type model rarely seen in reality but 
that defines the principal characteristics of 
a social form.

identity how one defines oneself. 

ideology a belief system that tries to 
explain and justify the status quo. 

imitation stage the stage in childhood 
when children copy the behavior of those 
around them. 
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immigration (versus emigration) the 
migration of people into a society from 
outside it (also called in-migration). 

implicit bias nonconscious form of racism 
where individuals unconsciously associate 
negative characteristics with racial–ethnic 
groups.

impression management a process by 
which people attempt to control how others 
perceive them.  

income the amount of money brought 
into a household from various sources 
during a given year (wages, investment 
income, dividends, etc.). 

independent variable a variable that is 
the presumed cause of a particular result 
(see dependent variable). 

indicator something that points to or 
reflects an abstract concept. 

individualized education plan 
(IEP) programs and services that provide 
options for students with learning 
disabilities and physical disabilities. 

inductive reasoning the process of 
arriving at general conclusions from 
specific observations. 

infant mortality rate the number of 
deaths per year of infants under age 1 for 
every 1000 live births. 

informant in covert participant observation 
research, a single group member who 
provides “inside” information about the 
group being studied.

informed consent a formal 
acknowledgment by research subjects 
(respondents) that they understand the 
purpose of the research and agree to be 
studied. 

institutional racism racism involving 
notions of racial or ethnic inferiority that 
have become ingrained into society’s 
institutions. 

instrumental needs emotionally neutral, 
task-oriented (goal-oriented) needs. 

interest group a constituency in society 
organized to promote its own agenda. 

interlocking directorate organizational 
linkages created when the same people sit 
on the boards of directors of a number of 
different corporations. 

internalization a process by which a part 
of culture becomes incorporated into the 
personality. 

international division of labor system of 
labor whereby products are produced 
globally, while profits accrue only to a few. 

intersection perspective analytical  
framework that interprets race, class, and 
gender as simultaneously overlapping 
social factors.

intersexed person a person born with the 
physical characteristics of both sexes. 

issues problems that affect large numbers 
of people and have their origins in the 
institutional arrangements and history of  
a society. 

kinship system the pattern of 
relationships that defines people’s family 
relationships to one another. 

labeling theory a theory that interprets 
the responses of others as most significant 
in understanding deviant behavior. 

labor force participation rate the 
percentage of those in a given category 
who are employed. 

laissez-faire racism maintaining the 
status quo of racial groups by persistent 
stereotyping and blaming of minorities for 
achievement and socioeconomic gaps 
between groups. 

laws the written set of guidelines that 
define what is right and wrong in society. 

liberal feminism a feminist theoretical 
perspective asserting that the origin of 
women’s inequality is in traditions of the past 
that pose barriers to women’s advancement. 

life chances the opportunities that people 
have in common by virtue of belonging to 
a particular class. 

life course the connection between people’s 
personal attributes, the roles they occupy, 
the life events they experience, and the social 
and historical context of these events. 

life expectancy the average number of 
years individuals and particular groups can 
expect to live. 

Lily Ledbetter Fair Pay Act law stating 
that discrimination claims on the basis of 
sex, race, national origin, age, religion, and 
disability accrue with every paycheck. 

looking-glass self the idea that people’s 
conception of self arises through reflection 
about their relationship to others. 

macroanalysis analysis of the whole of 
society, how it is organized and how it 
changes. 

mass media channels of communication 
that are available to very wide segments of 
the population. 

master status some characteristic of a 
person that overrides all other features of 
the person’s identity. 

material culture the objects created in a 
given society. 

matriarchy a society or group in which 
women have power over men. 

matrilineal kinship kinship systems in 
which family lineage (or ancestry) is traced 
through the mother. 

matrilocal a pattern of family residence in 
which married couples reside with the 
family of the wife. 

McDonaldization the increasing and 
ubiquitous presence of the fast-food model 
in vast numbers of organizations. 

mean the sum of a set of values divided by 
the number of cases from which the values 
are obtained; an average. 

mechanical solidarity unity based on 
similarity, not difference, of roles. 

median the midpoint in a series of values 
that are arranged in numerical order. 

median income the midpoint of all 
household incomes. 

Medicaid a governmental assistance program 
that provides health care assistance for the  
poor, including the elderly. 

medicalization of deviance explanations 
of deviant behavior that interpret deviance 
as the result of individual pathology or 
sickness. 

Medicare a governmental assistance 
program established in the 1960s to provide 
health services for older Americans. 

meritocracy a system in which one’s 
status is based on merit or 
accomplishments. 

microanalysis analysis of the smallest, 
most immediately visible parts of social 
life, such as people interacting. 

minority group any distinct group in 
society that shares common group 
characteristics and is forced to occupy low 
status in society because of prejudice and 
discrimination. 

mode the most frequently appearing score 
among a set of scores. 

modernization a process of social and 
cultural change that is initiated by 
industrialization and followed by 
increased social differentiation and 
division of labor. 

modernization theory a view of 
globalization in which global development 
is a worldwide process affecting nearly all 
societies that have been touched by 
technological change. 

monogamy the marriage practice of a 
sexually exclusive marriage with one 
spouse at a time. 

monotheism the worship of a single god. 

mores strict norms that control moral and 
ethical behavior. 

multidimensional poverty index measure 
of poverty that accounts for health, 
education, and the standard of living. 

multinational corporations corporations 
that conduct business across national 
borders. 

multiracial feminism form of feminist 
theory noting the exclusion of women of 
color from other forms of theory and 
centering its analysis in the experiences of 
all women. 

nationalism the strong identity associated 
with an extreme sense of allegiance to 
one’s culture or nation. 

neocolonialism a form of control of poor 
countries by rich countries, but without 
direct political or military involvement. 

net worth the value of one’s financial 
assets minus debt. 

nonmaterial culture the norms, laws, 
customs, ideas, and beliefs of a group of 
people. 
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nonverbal communication communi-
cation by means other than speech, as by 
touch, gestures, use of distance, eye 
movements, and so on. 

normative organization an organization 
having a voluntary membership and that 
pursues goals; examples are the PTA or a 
political party. 

norms the specific cultural expectations 
for how to act in a given situation. 

nuclear family family in which a married 
couple resides together with their children. 

occupational prestige the subjective 
evaluation people give to jobs as better or 
worse than others. 

occupational segregation a pattern in 
which different groups of workers are 
separated into different occupations. 

organic solidarity unity based on role 
differentiation, not similarity. 

organic metaphor refers to the similarity 
early sociologists saw between society and 
other organic systems. 

organizational culture the collective 
norms and values that shape the behavior 
of people within an organization. 

organizational ritualism a situation in 
which rules become ends in themselves 
rather than means to an end. 

organized crime crime committed by 
organized groups, typically involving the 
illegal provision of goods and services to 
others. 

outsourcing transferring a specialized 
task or job from one organization to a 
different organization, usually in another 
country, as a cost-saving device. 

overt participant observation the form of 
participant observation wherein the 
observed individuals are told that they are 
being studied. 

participant observation a method 
whereby the sociologist becomes both a 
participant in the group being studied and 
a scientific observer of the group. 

patriarchy a society or group where men 
have power over women. 

patrilineal kinship a kinship system that 
traces descent through the father. 

patrilocal a pattern of family residence in 
which married couples reside with the 
family of the husband. 

peers those of similar status. 

percentage the number of parts per 
hundred. 

peripheral countries (nations) poor 
countries, largely agricultural, having little 
power or influence in the world system. 

personal crimes violent or nonviolent 
crimes directed against people. 

personality the cluster of needs, drives, 
attitudes, predispositions, feelings, and 
beliefs that characterize a given person. 

play stage the stage in childhood when 
children begin to take on the roles of 
significant people in their environment. 

pluralism pattern whereby groups 
maintain their distinctive culture and 
history. 

pluralist model a theoretical model of 
power in society as coming from the 
representation of diverse interests of 
different groups in society. 

political action committees (PACs) groups 
of people who organize to support candidates 
they feel will represent their views. 

polygamy a marriage practice in which 
either men or women can have multiple 
marriage partners. 

polytheism the worship of more than one 
deity. 

popular culture the beliefs, practices, and 
objects that are part of everyday traditions. 

population a relatively large collection of 
people (or other unit) that a researcher 
studies and about which generalizations 
are made. 

population density the number of people 
per square mile. 

population pyramids graphic depictions 
of the age and sex distribution of a given 
population at a point in time. 

positivism a system of thought that 
regards scientific observation to be the 
highest form of knowledge. 

postindustrial society a society 
economically dependent upon the 
production and distribution of services, 
information, and knowledge. 

poverty line the figure established by the 
government to indicate the amount of 
money needed to support the basic needs 
of a household. 

power a person or group’s ability to 
exercise influence and control over  
others. 

power elite model a theoretical model of 
power positing a strong link between 
government and business. 

preindustrial society one that directly 
uses, modifies, and/or tills the land as a 
major means of survival. 

prejudice the negative evaluation of a 
social group, and individuals within that 
group, based upon conceptions about that 
social group that are held despite facts that 
contradict it. 

prestige the value with which different 
groups of people are judged. 

primary group a group characterized by 
intimate, face-to-face interaction and 
relatively long-lasting relationships. 

profane that which is of the everyday, 
secular world and is specifically not 
religious. 

propaganda information disseminated by 
a group or organization (such as the state) 
intended to justify its own power. 

Protestant ethic belief that hard work and 
self-denial lead to salvation.  

psychoanalytic theory a theory of 
socialization positing that the unconscious 
mind shapes human behavior. 

qualitative research research that is 
somewhat less structured than quantitative 
research but that allows more depth of 
interpretation and nuance in what people 
say and do. 

quantitative research research that uses 
numerical analysis. 

queer theory a theoretical perspective 
that recognizes the socially constructed 
nature of sexual identity. 

race a social category, or social 
construction, that we treat as distinct on 
the basis of certain characteristics, some 
biological, that have been assigned social 
importance in the society. 

racial formation process by which groups 
come to be defined as a “race” through 
social institutions such as the law and the 
schools. 

racial profiling the use of race alone as a 
criterion for deciding whether to stop and 
detain someone on suspicion of having 
committed a crime. 

racialization a process whereby some 
social category, such as a social class or 
nationality, is assigned what are perceived 
to be race characteristics. 

racism the perception and treatment of a 
racial or ethnic group, or member of that 
group, as intellectually, socially, and 
culturally inferior to one’s own group. 

radical feminists feminist theory that 
locates the source of women’s inequality in 
the power that men hold in society.

random sample a sample that gives 
everyone in the population an equal 
chance of being selected. 

rate parts per some number (for example, 
per 10,000; per 100,000). 

rational–legal authority authority 
stemming from rules and regulations, 
typically written down as laws, procedures, 
or codes of conduct. 

reference group any group (to which one 
may or may not belong) used by the 
individual as a standard for evaluating her 
or his attitudes, values, and behaviors. 

reflection hypothesis the idea that the 
mass media reflect the values of the 
general population. 

relative poverty a definition of poverty 
that is set in comparison to a set standard. 

reliability the likelihood that a particular 
measure would produce the same results if 
the measure were repeated. 

religion an institutionalized system of 
symbols, beliefs, values, and practices by 
which a group of people interprets and 
responds to what they feel is sacred and 
that provides answers to questions of 
ultimate meaning. 
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religiosity the intensity and consistency  
of practice of a person’s (or group’s) faith. 

replication study research that is 
repeated exactly, but on a different group 
of people at a different point in time. 

research design the overall logic and 
strategy underlying a research project. 

resegregation the process by which once 
integrated schools become more racially 
segregated. 

residential segregation the spatial 
separation of racial and ethnic groups in 
different residential areas. 

resocialization the process by which 
existing social roles are radically altered  
or replaced. 

revolution the overthrow of a state or  
the total transformation of central state 
institutions. 

risky shift (also polarization shift) the 
tendency for group members, after 
discussion and interaction, to engage  
in riskier behavior than they would  
while alone. 

rite of passage ceremony or ritual that 
symbolizes the passage of an individual 
from one role to another. 

ritual a symbolic activity that expresses  
a group’s spiritual convictions. 

role behavior others expect from a person 
associated with a particular status. 

role conflict two or more roles associated 
with contradictory expectations. 

role modeling imitation of the behavior  
of an admired other. 

role set all roles occupied by a person at  
a given time. 

role strain conflicting expectations within 
the same role. 

sacred that which is set apart from 
ordinary activity, seen as holy, and 
protected by special rites and rituals. 

salience principle categorizing people  
on the basis of what initially appears 
prominent about them. 

sample any subset of units from a 
population that a researcher studies. 

Sapir–Whorf hypothesis a theory that 
language determines other aspects of 
culture because language provides the 
categories through which social reality  
is defined and perceived.  

schooling socialization that involves 
formal and institutionalized aspects  
of education. 

scientific method the steps in a research 
process, including observation, hypothesis 
testing, analysis of data, and generalization. 

secondary analysis any analysis of data, 
qualitative or quantitative, which has been 
already gathered and analyzed by another 
researcher.

secondary group a group that is relatively 
large in number and not as intimate or 
long in duration as a primary group. 

sect group that has broken off from an 
established church. 

secular the ordinary beliefs of daily life 
that are specifically not religious. 

segregation the spatial and social 
separation of racial and ethnic groups. 

self our concept of who we are, as formed 
in relationship to others. 

self-concept a person’s image and 
evaluation of important aspects of oneself. 

self-fulfilling prophecy the process by 
which merely applying a label changes 
behavior and thus tends to justify the label. 

semiperipheral countries semi-
industrialized countries that represent a 
kind of middle class within the world 
system. 

serendipity unanticipated, yet 
informative, results of a research study. 

sex used to refer to biological identity as 
male or female. 

sex ratio (gender ratio) the number of 
males per 100 females. 

sex tourism practice whereby people travel 
to engage in commercial sexual activity. 

sex trafficking refers to the practice 
whereby women, usually very young 
women, are forced by fraud or coercion 
into commercial sex acts. 

sexual harassment unwanted physical or 
verbal sexual behavior that occurs in the 
context of a relationship of unequal power 
and that is experienced as a threat to the 
victim’s job or educational activities. 

sexual identity the definition of oneself 
that is formed around one’s sexual 
relationships. 

sexual orientation the attraction that 
people feel for people of the same or 
different sex. 

sexual politics the link feminists argue 
exists between sexuality and power, and 
between sexuality and race, class, and 
gender oppression. 

sexual revolution the widespread 
changes in men’s and women’s roles and  
a greater public acceptance of sexuality  
as a normal part of social development. 

sexual scripts the ideas taught to us about 
what is appropriate sexual behavior for a 
person of our gender. 

significant others those with whom we 
have a close affiliation. 

social capital see cultural capital. 

social change the alteration of social 
interaction, social institutions, stratification 
systems, and elements of culture over time. 

social class the social structural 
hierarchical position groups hold relative 
to the economic, social, political, and 
cultural resources of society. 

social construction perspective a 
theoretical perspective that explains 
identity and society as created and  

learned within a cultural, social, and 
historical context. 

social control the process by which 
groups and individuals within those groups 
are brought into conformity with dominant 
social expectations. 

social control agents those who regulate 
and administer the response to deviance, 
such as the police or mental health 
workers. 

social control theory theory that explains 
deviance as the result of the weakening of 
social bonds.  

social fact social pattern that is external to 
individuals. 

social institution an established and 
organized system of social behavior with  
a recognized purpose. 

social interaction behavior between two 
or more people that is given meaning. 

social learning theory a theory of 
socialization positing that the formation  
of identity is a learned response to social 
stimuli. 

social media the term used to refer to the 
vast networks of social interaction that new 
media have created. 

social mobility a person’s movement over 
time from one class to another. 

social movement a group that acts  
with some continuity and organization  
to promote or resist social change in 
society. 

social network a set of links between 
individuals or other social units such as 
groups or organizations. 

social organization the order established 
in social groups. 

social sanction a mechanism of social 
control that enforces norms. 

social stratification a relatively fixed 
hierarchical arrangement in society by 
which groups have different access to 
resources, power, and perceived social 
worth; a system of structured social 
inequality. 

social structure the pattern of social 
relationships and social institutions that 
make up society. 

socialism an economic institution 
characterized by state ownership and 
management of the basic industries. 

socialization the process through which 
people learn the expectations of society. 

socialization agents those who pass on 
social expectations. 

society a system of social interaction, 
typically within geographical boundaries,  
that includes both culture and social 
organization. 

socioeconomic status (SES) a measure  
of class standing, typically indicated by 
income, occupational prestige, and 
educational attainment. 
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sociological imagination the ability to  
see the societal patterns that influence 
individual and group life. 

sociology the study of human behavior  
in society. 

spurious correlation a false correlation 
between X and Y, produced by their 
relationship to some third variable (Z) 
rather than by a true causal relationship to 
each other. 

state the organized system of power and 
authority in society. 

status an established position in a social 
structure that carries with it a degree of 
prestige. 

status attainment the process by which 
people end up in a given position in the 
stratification system. 

status inconsistency exists when the 
different statuses occupied by the 
individual bring with them significantly 
different amounts of prestige. 

status set the complete set of statuses 
occupied by a person at a given time. 

stereotype an oversimplified set of beliefs 
about the members of a social group or 
social stratum that is used to categorize 
individuals of that group. 

stereotype interchangeability the 
principle that negative stereotypes are 
often interchangeable from one racial 
group (or gender or social class) to another. 

stereotype threat the effect of a negative 
stereotype about one’s self upon one’s own 
test performance. 

stigma an attribute that is socially 
devalued and discredited. 

Stockholm syndrome a process whereby 
a captured person identifies with the 
captor as a result of becoming 
inadvertently dependent upon the captor. 

structural strain theory a theory that 
interprets deviance as originating in the 
tensions that exist in society between 
cultural goals and the means people have 
to achieve those goals. 

subculture the culture of groups whose 
values and norms of behavior are somewhat 
different from those of the dominant culture. 

symbolic interaction theory a theoretical 
perspective claiming that people act 
toward things because of the meaning 
things have for them. 

symbol thing or behavior to which people 
give meaning. 

taboo behavior that bring the most serious 
sanctions.  

taking the role of the other the process of 
imagining oneself from the point of view of 
another. 

teacher expectancy effect the effect of a 
teacher’s expectations on a student’s actual 
performance, independent of the student’s 
ability. 

Temporary Assistance for Needy Families 
(TANF) federal program by which grants 
are given to states to fund welfare.  

terrorism the unlawful use of force or 
violence against people or property to 
intimidate or coerce a government or 
population in furtherance of political or 
social objectives. 

Title IX legislation that prohibits schools 
that receive federal funds from 
discriminating based on gender. 

total institution an organization cut off 
from the rest of society in which individuals 
are subject to strict social control. 

totalitarian state an extreme form of 
authoritarianism where the state has total 
control over all aspects of public and 
private life. 

totem an object or living thing that a 
religious group regards with special awe 
and reverence. 

tracking grouping, or stratifying, students 
in school on the basis of ability test scores. 

traditional authority authority stemming 
from long-established patterns that give 
certain people or groups legitimate power 
in society. 

transgender those who deviate from the 
binary (that is, male or female) system of 
gender. 

transnational family families where one 
parent (or both) lives and works in one 
country while the children remain in their 
country of origin. 

triad a group consisting of three people.  

troubles privately felt problems that  
come from events or feelings in one 
individual’s life. 

underemployment the condition of being 
employed at a skill level below what would 

be expected given a person’s training, 
experience, or education. 

unemployment rate the percentage of 
those not working, but officially defined as 
looking for work. 

urban underclass a grouping of people, 
largely minority and poor, who live at the 
absolute bottom of the socioeconomic 
ladder in urban areas. 

urbanization the process by which a 
community acquires the characteristics of 
city life. 

utilitarian organization a profit or 
nonprofit organization that pays its 
employees salaries or wages. 

validity the degree to which an indicator 
accurately measures or reflects a concept. 

values the abstract standards in a society 
or group that define ideal principles. 

variable something that can have more 
than one value or score. 

verstehen the process of understanding 
social behavior from the point of view of 
those engaged in it.  

wealth the monetary value of everything 
one actually owns. 

White privilege the ability for Whites to 
maintain an elevated status in society that 
masks racial inequality. 

work productive human activity that 
produces something of value, either goods 
or services. 

world cities cities that are closely linked 
through the system of international 
commerce. 

world systems theory theory that 
capitalism is a single world economy and 
that there is a worldwide system of unequal 
political and economic relationships that 
benefit the technologically advanced 
countries at the expense of the less 
technologically advanced. 

xenophobia the fear and hatred of 
foreigners. 

zero population growth stable population 
growth whereby the birthrate is equal to 
the death rate, without other influences, 
such as immigration.
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