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Dear Colleagues
Like all of us who teach sociology, we want to help a diverse range of students grasp the basic concepts of  
the discipline, see the relevance of those concepts to their everyday lives, and apply what they learn to the 
world around them. We want students to experience that aha! moment when they see the familiar in a  
new way and realize that sociology’s tools can help them better understand their rapidly changing social  
world. In other words, we want students to see the world from a sociological perspective and to actively  
use their sociological imagination. We want them to experience sociology.

W h a t ’s  u n i q u e  a b o u t  E x p e r i e n c e  S o c i o l o g y ?
CULTURE. STRUCTURE. POWER. Experience Sociology engages students with a clear framework 
for understanding their world based on three familiar terms at the heart of sociology: culture, structure, and 
power. Through the lenses of these three concepts, students learn from their frst class to see the world from a 
sociological perspective and to grasp the signifcance of sociology for their own lives. For every topic in the 
book—from the family to the economy to the environment—they learn to recognize the efects of the culture 
they have been taught, see the structures that constrain or empower them, and notice how power operates at 
every level of society.

H o w  i s  t h e o r y  c o v e r e d ?
Theory has a role in every chapter in Experience Sociology. We know how important it is for students not only 
to be able to apply concepts to their lives, but also to understand and be able to apply sociological theory. 
With its innovative organization around primary sociological concepts, Experience Sociology emphasizes the 
common ground that informs a basic sociological perspective. But every chapter also addresses the way difering 
theoretical perspectives illuminate various facets of these key sociological concepts, letting instructors and 
students go beyond conventional theoretical boundaries and the either-or framing of theoretical perspectives to 
see how each can contribute to our understanding of the social world.

W h a t ’s  t h e  f u l l  E x p e r i e n c e?
The third edition of Experience Sociology is much more than this text alone. Incorporating the work of 
many sociology instructors, it is instead a comprehensive instructional program that combines digital and 
print resources to promote student learning. Integrated with McGraw-Hill’s Connect Sociology, including 
SmartBook’s adaptive technology and learning resources, Experience Sociology helps you manage assignments 
and makes learning and studying more engaging and efcient for your students.

We wrote Experience Sociology because we want students to be able to experience their world diferently 
through the insights of sociology. We hope these resources will help you in introducing your students to the 
excitement of sociology.

Sincerely,
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Using the lenses of CULTURE, 
STRUCTURE, and POWER, 
Experience Sociology shows 
students the significance of 
sociology for their own lives.

Give your students  
a clearer picture of  
their world

CULTURE, STRUCTURE, and POWER help 
students explore sociological theory in ways that 

go beyond conventional theoretical boundaries.

WHY THE GLASSES?
We want students to see their familiar 
world in a clearer and deeper way. 
Experience Sociology, Third Edition, uses 
the lenses of culture, structure, and power 
to encourage students to move beyond an 
individual perspective while developing 
their own sociological imagination.

How were you 

socialized into  

your society’s 

culture?

How do agents  

of socialization  

reproduce social 

structure?
How does power 

shape your daily life  

and your sense of self?
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EXPERIENCE SOCIOLOGY includes a variety of boxed features and in-text learning 

aids to help students appreciate the range of sociology’s insights and their relevance to today’s fast-

changing social world, and to apply sociology’s concepts and theories to their own lives.

BOXED FEATURES

Sociology in Action boxes highlight the 
contributions of sociological research to 
public policy and to the efforts of public 

interest organizations, social movements, and others 
to effect social change.

Sociology Works boxes profile people who 
studied sociology in college and are now 
using sociology’s insights in diverse work 

settings. These high-interest stories feature people 
working in fields such as health care, criminal justice, 
social work, labor unions, business, mass media, 
government, and the military.

Through a Sociological Lens boxes 
demonstrate how sociology can provide 
distinctive insights into contemporary 

social issues. Students can see how sociological 
research reveals information that can both surprise 
and empower them in their everyday lives.

Fast-Forward boxes illuminate the ever-
evolving nature of our social world. These 
brief, engaging features—illustrated with 

photographs, advertisements, or other images—show 
students how change has been a constant feature of 
social life.

A Changing World sections conclude 
each chapter with a look at the influence 
of changing social conditions on some 

aspect of the chapter topic. Examples include culture 
and globalization, increasing inequality in the United 
States, social structure and privacy, and convergence 
in gender and sexuality.

IN-TEXT LEARNING AIDS

Thinking About notes help students 
connect chapter content to their own 
experience. These brief notes, found at 

the bottom of text pages, prompt students to 
consider how the three core concepts of culture, 
structure, and power apply to their own lives and 
views on issues, thus encouraging students to think 
sociologically.

Core Concepts Challenge questions 
encourage students to apply their 
sociological imagination to what they are 

learning. Appearing with selected figures, tables, and 
photographs, these questions prompt students to 
apply culture, structure, and power in thinking about 
an issue as well as to think critically about the graphic, 
table, or image.

Spotlight notes prompt students to 
consider social theories that are  
discussed within the text. These notes 

help students use the three concepts to apply theory 
to their own lives.FF

think

CW

CCC



Connect® is a digital teaching and learning environment that 
improves performance over a variety of critical outcomes. It 
is easy to use, and it is proven effective. Connect includes 
assignable and assessable quizzes, exercises, and 
interactive activities, all associated with learning objectives 
for Experience Sociology, Third Edition. Videos, interactive 
assessments, links to news articles about current issues 
with accompanying questions (“NewsFlash”), and scenario-
based activities engage students and add real-world 
perspective to the introductory sociology course. In 
addition, printable, exportable reports show how well each 
student or section is performing on each course segment.

Put students first with Connect’s new, intuitive mobile 
interface, which gives students and instructors flexible, 
convenient, anytime-anywhere access to all components of 
the Connect platform. It provides seamless integration of 
learning tools and places the most important priorities up front 
in a new “to-do” list with a calendar view across all Connect 
courses. Enjoy on-the-go access with the new mobile 
interface designed for optimal use of tablet functionality.

Help Your Students Succeed 
with Connect

Provide a Smarter Text and 
Better Value with SmartBook
Available within Connect, SmartBook® makes study time as 
productive and efficient as possible by identifying and closing 
knowledge gaps. SmartBook is powered by the proven 
LearnSmart® engine, which identifies what an individual student 
knows and doesn’t know based on the student’s confidence 
level, responses to questions, and other factors. It then provides 
focused help through targeted learning resources (including 
videos, animations, and other interactive activities).

SmartBook builds an optimal, personalized learning path for 
each student, so students spend less time on concepts they 
already understand and more time on those they don’t. As a 
student engages with SmartBook, the reading experience 
continuously adapts by highlighting the most impactful content 
a student needs to learn at that moment in time. This ensures that every minute spent with SmartBook is 
returned to the student as the most value-added minute possible. The result? More confidence, better 
grades, and greater success.



A Revision Informed  
by Student Data

Access Performance Data 
Just in Time

Connect Insight® is Connect’s new one-of-a-
kind visual analytics dashboard, now available 
for both instructors and students, that 
provides at-a-glance information regarding 
student performance, which is immediately 
actionable. By presenting assignment, 
assessment, and topical performance results, 
together with a time metric that is easily 
visible for aggregate or individual results, 
Connect Insight gives the user the ability to 
take a just-in-time approach to teaching and learning, which was never before available. Connect Insight 
presents data that empowers students and helps instructors improve class performance in a way that is 
efficient and effective.

Ever since students began using it, Connect Sociology’s LearnSmart 
for Experience Sociology, Second Edition, has been collecting 
anonymous data on students’ performance on specific learning 
objectives. This aggregated data, displayed in the form of heat 
maps, graphically identifies challenging “hot spots” in the text, 
helping guide the revision of both core content and assessment 
activities for the third edition.
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•	 New Sociology in Action box featuring Ruth Milkman

•	 Updated discussion of mobile phones in Africa

•	 New section, “A Changing World: The Changing  
Structure of Friendship” ✓

CHAPTER 5
•	 Through a Sociological Lens box on Foucault and  

power rewritten for clarity

•	 New Black Lives Matter example in discussion of the 
power of noncompliance

•	 Revised discussion of same-sex marriage in light of 
Supreme Court ruling

•	 Revised discussion of the double meaning of status ✓
•	 Revised discussion of social closure ✓
•	 Revised discussion of socialism ✓

CHAPTER 6
•	 New Through a Sociological Lens box, “Learning Politics”

•	 Revised discussion of cross-cultural differences in 
parenting styles and updated section on “media” as an 
agent of socialization

•	 Revised section on childhood in the discussion of 
socialization through the life course ✓

•	 Revised and reorganized discussion of epigenetics ✓
•	 Revised Sociology in Action box on biological  

explanations of social life

•	 New “A Changing World” section on identity formation 
in a digital world

CHAPTER 7
•	 New chapter-opening vignette about organizational 

structure at Zappos.com

•	 Revised section on the Thomas Theorem ✓
•	 Discussion of social construction of reality revised for 

clarity ✓
•	 Example of refugee crisis in Europe added to the 

section “The Nature of Networks and Ties,” and 
examples on terrorism and other threats to personal 
safety added to the discussion of conformist behavior

•	 Revised section on social network analysis ✓
•	 Revised and updated discussion of networks and 

groups in the digital age

•	 New “A Changing World” section on privacy and social 
media

Highlights of the third edition

CHAPTER 1
•	 New chapter-opening vignette on paying for college

•	 Discussion of Comte revised and condensed for  
clarity ✓

•	 New extended example to help explain the concept of 
“theory”

•	 Definition of structural-functionalism and discussion of 
structural-functionalist theories revised for clarity ✓

•	 New Sociology in Action box, “Studying  
Homelessness”

CHAPTER 2
•	 Streamlined and clarified discussion of the theory- 

research dynamic and research methods

•	 Revised and clarified sections on validity, reliability, 
and loaded language

•	 New Sociology Works box, “Sydney Hessel and User 
Experience Research”

•	 New Sociology in Action box on the U.S. Census  
Bureau

•	 New material on gender in video games added to the 
section on content analysis

•	 New Fast-Forward feature on research and change

CHAPTER 3
•	 Rewritten discussion of values ✓
•	 Replaced Figure 3.1 with a new figure on support 

for taxing the rich to assist the poor and revised 
associated discussion on values and policy

•	 Updated Figure 3.2 and associated discussion on 
religiosity and wealth

•	 Revised discussion of cultural diversity and dominant 
culture

•	 New examples in discussion of subcultures 
(survivalists) and product placement (Beyoncé and 
Lady Gaga)

•	 New Super Bowl 2016 example for the multiculturalism 
section

CHAPTER 4
•	 Updated Through a Sociological Lens box on organiza-

tional structure and school violence

•	 Revised section “Globalization and the Structure of 
Work” for clarity ✓

The text has been refreshed throughout with references to recent scholarship, and figures, maps, and tables have been 
updated throughout with the most recent available data. Revisions in response to heat-map data are indicated by ✓.
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•	 Revised discussion of the 1965 Immigration and 

Nationality Act ✓
•	 New Sociology in Action box, “Black Lives Matter”

CHAPTER 11
•	 Clarified the concept of “doing gender” ✓ and the 

difference in meaning between transgender and  
transsexual ✓

•	 Extensively revised “Media and Gender” section with 
reference to new studies and data

•	 Revised discussion of the pervasiveness of patriarchy 
in the section “Sex and the Origins of Patriarchy” ✓

•	 Thoroughly revised treatment of the male-female pay 
gap and its sources, featuring new material on educa-
tion, majors, and occupations; contemporary trends 
in women’s participation in the paid workforce; and 
men’s and women’s differing work patterns

•	 Completely overhauled the section “Discrimination 
and the Glass Ceiling” probing ongoing bias and 
discrimination against women in the workplace, with a 
new figure on women in S&P 500 companies

•	 Thoroughly revised discussion in the section “Home 
and Family”

•	 Extensively revised discussion of intimate partner vio-
lence in the “Domestic Violence and Sexual Assault” 
section, adding LGBT critique of “violence against 
women” frame

•	 Extensively revised “Sexual Identities” section, high-
lighting data and other findings from a range of recent 
research and clarifying the distinction between sexual 
behavior and sexual identity ✓

•	 Thoroughly revised “Sexual Identities and Inequalities” 
section taking into account court decisions and policy 
changes

CHAPTER 12
•	 Comprehensive revision and updating of the major 

section “The Social History of Family Life in the United 
States” incorporating new analysis of the myth of the 
“traditional” family

•	 Revised and updated Through a Sociological Lens  
box, “Delaying Adulthood,” with insights from recent 
scholarship

•	 Extensive revision, reorganization, and new analysis in 
the major section “Trends in U.S. Family Life”

•	 Expanded discussion of unmarried and single parents; 
new material on couples who are childfree by choice; 
a thoroughly revised, updated account of same-sex 
families

•	 Revised discussion of divorce patterns ✓
•	 Revised and updated “Fundamentalism and  

Democracy” section

CHAPTER 8
•	 New material on the differing impact of contact with 

the police for African American vs. white youth in the 
section “The Effects of Deviant Labels”

•	 New Through a Sociological Lens box, “Experiencing 
and Challenging the Stigma of Obesity”

•	 New Sociology Works box, “Nate Mandel and Parolee 
Outreach to Reduce Recidivism”

•	 “Body Weight” section revised and updated, including 
new material on body weight and income disparities

•	 Thoroughly revised and updated text discussion in the 
section “Surveillance and Social Control in the Digital 
Age,” detailing the latest digital tracking practices and 
their growing impact on personal privacy

•	 Thoroughly updated “Crime and Punishment” section with 
data and analysis on trends in prison population numbers, 
racial/ethnic composition of inmates, and male-female 
differences in incarceration and recidivism rates

CHAPTER 9
•	 Revised and clarified explanation of socialism in sec-

tion on Marx’s analysis of class ✓
•	 Revised and clarified discussion of the rising impor-

tance of the middle class over time and its implications 
for Marx’s theory ✓

•	 New opening and illustrative example for the “Class 
Inequality in the United States” section ✓

•	 Extensively revised Through a Sociological Lens box 
on growing inequality among African Americans

•	 Comprehensively revised and updated discussion of 
the effects of class on education.

•	 New Figure 9.4, “College Attendance Rate and 
College Quality by Parents’ Income”

•	 Thoroughly updated treatment of poverty, poverty 
rates, and misconceptions about poverty, the poverty 
rate, and the poverty line ✓

•	 Clarified discussion of cultural capital ✓
•	 Revised and updated discussion of wages, labor laws, 

and labor union decline ✓
•	 Expanded coverage of the mortgage interest tax deduc-

tion program within the treatment of public assistance ✓
•	 New Figure 9.10, “Global Wealth Distribution”

CHAPTER 10
•	 New opening vignette on Trump, politics, and race

•	 New section with reworked content on ethnicity as a 
social construction

•	 Revised discussion of “withdrawal” as a minority-group 
strategy for response to discrimination ✓

•	 Revised and expanded section on Arab Americans
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CHAPTER 16
•	 The “Structure of Politics” section and the discussion 

of the distinction between power and authority revised 
for clarity

•	 New material on state voter ID laws

•	 New material on campaign contributions, including 
coverage of small-donor fundraising on the Internet 
and the impact of PACs and super PACs

•	 Major new section summarizing sociological insights 
on terrorism

•	 New material on types of welfare states

CHAPTER 17
•	 Headings and subheadings of chapter’s first major 

section changed for clarity and to more clearly flag the 
theories they introduce

•	 New material on evolutionary theory as an explanation for 
social change in the “Theories of Social Change” section

•	 New Sociology in Action box, “Sociological Research 
in the International Arena”

•	 Revised and updated discussion of digitization and cul-
tural exports in the “Impact of Globalization” section

•	 The “Limits of Globalization” section revised and 
updated with reference to globalization’s negative 
impacts in both developing and developed economies

•	 Discussion of the turmoil that followed the global eco-
nomic crisis of the late 2000s, emerging economies’ 
resulting pushback against Western-dominated world 
financial organizations, and the rise of a global justice 
movement

•	 New Fast-Forward on social movement communications

•	 New table with accompanying discussion on types of 
social movements

CHAPTER 13
•	 New chapter-opening vignette on family-work conflicts 

for a low-wage worker

•	 New Table 13.1 on primary-school instruction days per 
year for select nations

•	 New Table 13.4 on occupational prestige

•	 Substantially revised “A Changing World” section with 
new material on the sharing economy

CHAPTER 14
•	 Updates and new examples added to the “Trends in 

the Media Industries” section

•	 Added material on UNESCO’s promotion of cultural di-
versity to the “Global Media and Cultural Imperialism” 
section

•	 New figure on the size of the middle class globally

CHAPTER 15
•	 Clarifying revisions made to the human ecology sec-

tion, including revision of Figure 15.2 ✓
•	 Clarifying revisions made to the “Urbanization in a 

Global Economy” section ✓ and to the “Structure and 
Culture of the Suburbs” section ✓

•	 Expanded discussions of environmental threats and 
environmental justice

•	 New Through a Sociological Lens box on climate 
change

•	 Section on solutions to climate change updated and 
revised for clarity, including coverage of the Paris Ac-
cord and the 2014 People’s Climate Change March ✓

•	 New section “The Social Determinants of Health,” with 
new figure, “What Improves Health Outcomes Today?”

•	 New material on the Affordable Care Act and on race, 
ethnicity, and health care inequality, and new map on 
global disparities in life expectancy
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TEACHING RESOURCES

Instructor’s Manual. The Instructor’s Manual includes 
detailed chapter outlines and chapter summaries, 
learning objectives, a chapter-by-chapter bulleted list 
of new content, key terms, essay questions, and 
critical-thinking questions.

PowerPoint Slides. The PowerPoint Slides include 
bulleted lecture points, figures, and maps. They can be 
used as is or modified to meet the instructor’s 
individual needs.

Test Bank. The Test Bank includes multiple-choice, 
true-false, and essay questions for every chapter. 
TestGen software allows the instructor to create 
customized exams using either publisher-supplied test 
items or the instructor’s own questions.

Guide to Connect Resources. The Guide details the 
resources available to instructors in Connect and 
correlates them with chapter-by-chapter content.

These instructor resources can be accessed through 
the Library tab in Connect.

  McGraw-Hill Education 
  Create® is a self-service 

website that allows you to create customized  
course materials using McGraw-Hill Education’s 
comprehensive, cross-disciplinary content and digital 
products. You can even access third-party content 
such as readings, articles, cases, videos, and more.

•	 Select and arrange content to fit your course scope 
and sequence.

•	 Upload your own course materials.

•	 Select the best format for your students—print or eBook.

•	 Select and personalize your cover.

•	 Edit and update your materials as often as you’d like.

Experience how McGraw-Hill Education’s Create 
empowers you to teach your students your way:  
http://www.mcgrawhillcreate.com.

McGraw-Hill Education 
Campus® is a 

groundbreaking service that puts world-class digital 
learning resources just a click away for all faculty 
and students. All faculty—whether or not they use a 
McGraw-Hill title—can instantly browse, search, and 
access the entire library of McGraw-Hill Education 
instructional resources and services, including 
eBooks, test banks, PowerPoint slides, animations, 
and learning objects—from any Learning Management 
System (LMS), at no additional cost to an institution. 
Users also have single sign-on access to McGraw-Hill 
Education digital platforms, including Connect, 
Create, and Tegrity, a fully automated lecture 
capture solution.

Teaching and Learning with 
Experience Sociology
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1 Sociology in a  
Changing World

How can sociology and 

the sociological 

perspective help us 

understand society and 

our place in it?

How can three of 

sociology’s core 

concepts—culture, 

structure, and power—

and its diverse theories 

help us understand 

ourselves and our world?

How can sociology, which 

emerged in a period of 

revolutionary change, 

help us understand our 

own rapidly changing 

world?
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When Jennifer DeCarolis graduated from 
New Hampshire’s Keene State College in 2005, 
she took a job as a preschool teacher and 
moved in with her grandparents. With the  
very modest pay from her job, living with her 
grandparents to save money was the only way 
she could start paying down the nearly $40,000 
in student debt she had accumulated. “If I didn’t 
have them, I don’t know where I’d be,” she  
said. Jennifer later returned to school for a 
graduate certificate, and a decade after her 

undergraduate graduation, she was finally 
paying down the last of her debt (Eisenstadter 
2015).

Louis Moe Christoffersen is a college 
student who doesn’t worry about debt 
(Noack 2015). That’s because he is Danish 
and lives in a society with a very different 
approach to paying for college. Denmark  
has much higher income taxes than those in  
the United States. In return, Danish citizens 
get a wide range of free or low-cost social 
services, including free higher education. 
Notes Christoffersen, “Danish citizens don’t 
have to pay any tuition fees. Housing is really 
cheap as well. In fact, we’re all being paid  
by our government if we’re enrolled in a 
university. It’s like somebody is paying you  
a salary for going to your college classes” 
(Noack 2015).

Jennifer and Louis have had decidedly 
different personal experiences with higher 
education because of broader differences  
in their countries. Public policy relating to 
education and cultural values regarding taxes 
are among the differences between U.S. and 
Danish society. Those differences have helped 
shape the experience of college students  
in both countries. Louis’s understanding of 
government’s role in providing social services, 
along with his future responsibility to pay higher 
taxes, is something he shares with a majority of 
his fellow citizens. Jennifer’s struggle with debt 
is shared to varying degrees by millions of U.S. 
college students. Her personal experience is 
part of a larger public issue being debated in 
recent years.

That Jennifer and Louis had very diferent experiences 
paying for college illustrates one of the basic insights of 
sociology: to understand the lives of individuals, we need 
to understand the broader social contexts in which they 

live. Jennifer and Louis had very diferent experiences not be-
cause of the choices they made, but because of the diferent so-
cieties into which they were born. The society in which we live 
helps shape the options we have while, in turn, our actions help 
maintain or change our society.

Perhaps in the coming years people in Denmark or the United 
States will change the policies that determine how students pay 
for college, resulting in diferent experiences for students. 

Changes like that—and their efects on people’s lives—have 
long been one of sociology’s major concerns. Indeed, sociology 
was born during a period of breathtaking change—the late 
1800s—when Europe and the United States were shifting from 
a rural agricultural economy to an urban industrial economy. 
Early sociologists grappled with the impact of those changes on 
people’s families, their living conditions, and the way they sup-
ported themselves.

Sociologists today are grappling with a similar period of 
rapid change arising from many sources, including a global 
economy, the expansion of media and technology, a fast-changing 
population, and enduring cultural conficts, to name just a few. 

©David M. Grossman/The Image Works
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Experience Sociology introduces you to sociology’s insights into 
this shifting social landscape. This chapter introduces you to 
sociology itself, its unique perspective, and its early develop-
ment as a discipline. It examines some of sociology’s diverse 
theories and the core concepts that unite the feld, along with a 
number of key concerns of sociology—indeed, of all of us today. 
We will see how sociology ofers insight into the forces that are 
shaping our lives and, at the same time, how it helps us recog-
nize our own capacity to bring about change.

What Is Sociology?
Sociology is the systematic study of the relationship between 
individuals and society. The approach used in sociology can be 
thought of as a perspective, a way of looking at the world. To 
take a sociological perspective is to see and understand the 
connections between individuals and the broader social contexts 
in which they live. You can understand your own life—including 
the forces that have shaped your current daily routines and the 
options you have in your future—only by considering the 
broader social contexts within which you live. Your identity  
(including your race, ethnicity, class, gender, and nationality) as 
well as the social environment in which you live (including your 
family, neighborhood, country, culture, and historical period) 
infuence who you are and who you can be. Understanding those 
connections is at the heart of a sociological perspective.

T h e  S o c i o l o g i c a l  P e r s p e c t i v e
Writing in 1959, U.S. sociologist C. Wright Mills provided the 
best-known description of the sociological perspective (or, as he 
called it, the sociological imagination). According to Mills, “The 
sociological imagination enables us to grasp history and biogra-
phy and the relations between the two within a society” (p. 6). In 
other words, our individual condition (what Mills calls “biogra-
phy”) depends, in part, upon larger forces in society (“history”).

Do you live in a prosperous, peaceful society with democratic 
freedoms or in one where survival is a challenge, violence is a 
constant threat, and people’s basic civil rights are suppressed? Is 
your mother or father a retail clerk, an auto worker, a school-
teacher, an engineer, in the military, a business executive, or 
unemployed? Are you African American, Latino, Asian, white? 
Are you male, female, or transgender? Are you gay or straight? 
Are you from a rural community, the suburbs, or a major city? 
Were you raised as a Christian, a Jew, a Muslim, a Hindu, or a 
nonbeliever? Although we often like to think of ourselves as 
rugged individuals responsible for our own lives, characteristics 
and circumstances like these infuence who we are and the 
options we have. And as Mills (1959) points out (using “man” 
instead of “person” in the convention of his day), as social con-
ditions change, so do the lives of individuals:

When a society is industrialized, a peasant becomes a worker; a 
feudal lord is liquidated or becomes a businessman. When 
classes rise or fall a man is employed or unemployed; when the 
rate of investment goes up or down, a man takes new heart or 

goes broke. When wars happen, an insurance salesman becomes 
a rocket launcher; a store clerk, a radar man; a wife lives alone; 
a child grows up without a father. Neither the life of an individ-
ual nor the history of a society can be understood without under-
standing both. (p. 3)

We need only consider the economic recession of recent years, the 
wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, the rapid growth of technology, and 
accompanying social developments to see that Mills’s observations 
are as relevant today as they were more than half a century ago.

However, Mills and other sociologists do not argue that peo-
ple are simply the passive victims of their social circumstances. 
Rather, as the sociological perspective reveals, interaction exists 
between the social conditions that shape our lives and the ac-
tions we take as individuals. We don’t get to choose the condi-
tions under which we live, the opportunities we enjoy, or the 
barriers we face, but we do have choices about how we respond 
to those circumstances, both individually and collectively. 
Deciding to join the military, have children, attend college, or 
move to another city are among the many individual decisions a 

C. Wright Mills wrote a classic description of the socio-
logical perspective called The Sociological Imagination 
(1959) and a series of books focused on social class and 
power in the United States (1948, 1952, 1956). He taught 
at Columbia University from 1946 until 1962, when he 
died of a heart attack at age 45. Mills’s critique of the 
concentration of power in the United States inspired a 
generation of activists in the 1960s to promote a more 
inclusive and democratic society, themes that continue to 
resonate today.

©Fritz Goro/The LIFE Picture Collection/Getty Images
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person can make that have a major impact on his or her future. 
Mills himself was a strong advocate for collective action to 
strengthen democracy and help change the difcult and often 
unequal conditions that face people in society. That idea, too, is 
as relevant today as ever.

S o c i o l o g y  a n d  C o m m o n 
S e n s e
You do not have to be a professional sociologist to look at the 
world from a sociological perspective. Indeed, many popular 
expressions refect a kind of commonsense folk wisdom that 
assumes a sociological perspective. You have probably heard 
some version of the expression “You’ve got to play the cards 
you’re dealt in life.” The card game metaphor makes the 
point  that from the beginning, our options in life have been 
shaped by social conditions that we did not get to pick our-
selves. Such factors can heavily infuence the opportunity 
people have for good health, education, material comfort, and 
overall well-being.

You don’t get to choose the cards you are dealt, but you do get 
to decide how you will play them. For example, you no doubt 
decided to go to college with the hope that doing so could posi-
tively infuence your future. Others may have had the option of 
attending college but chose not to exercise it. Many more peo-
ple, of course, never had the option of attending college in the 
frst place; they were dealt a very diferent hand in life.

The idea that people must play the cards they are dealt in life 
is consistent with a sociological perspective. But the problem 

with relying on commonsense folk wisdom to 
understand the world is that, however insightful 
it may sometimes be, it can produce a bewilder-
ing array of contradictory claims. One popular 
saying, “Life is what you make of it,” suggests 
that individuals have total control over their fate. 
In contrast, “The apple doesn’t fall far from the 
tree” suggests that our social origins largely 
predetermine our character and fate. Without 
some way of gauging their accuracy, such wildly 
contradictory claims provide no insight at all.

In addition, an understanding of the world 
based only on our own individual experience 
may not be helpful in unfamiliar circumstances. 
This is especially true in a world in which com-
munications, media, immigration, and interna-
tional travel are bringing together people of 
vastly diferent backgrounds as never before. To 
operate in such a diverse society we need to un-
derstand not only how we make sense of the 
world, but how other people do so as well.

If we are to understand our connection to the 
social world beyond our own limited experience 
and be able to sort through competing claims 
about that world, we need a more systematic 
way to comprehend the patterns of behavior and 
the processes that make up social life. We need 
the discipline of sociology.

S o c i o l o g y  a s  a  D i s c i p l i n e
Sociologists combine the sociological perspective with a variety 
of research methods (discussed in Chapter 2) to study in a sys-
tematic way how our actions shape, and are shaped by, broader 
social forces. Because the sociological perspective can apply to 
any aspect of people’s lives and any social issue, the discipline 
of sociology addresses an especially broad array of topics, as we 
will see throughout this book.

Sociology is one of the social sciences, a group of research- 
based disciplines that gather and evaluate evidence in order to 
study human society. This focus on human society distinguishes 
the social sciences from the natural sciences, which focus on 
the physical aspects of nature.

In addition to sociology, the social sciences include political 
science, economics, psychology, and anthropology. Each of 
these disciplines highlights diferent aspects of social life. Take 
crime, for example.

■	 Political scientists might study how politicians use the issue 
of crime in their campaigns.

■	 Economists might examine the fnancial impact of crime on 
society.

■	 Psychologists might look at the individual features of crimi-
nals, perhaps suggesting personality traits associated with 
certain types of criminal behavior.

■	 Anthropologists might compare how diferent societies de-
fne crime and respond to it.

Personal choices—especially deciding to volunteer for the armed forces—
contributed to this Iraq war veteran’s current situation. But those decisions 
were made in the context of broader social conditions, including economic 
pressures to earn a living, a culture of popular patriotism, key decisions 
made by those with political power, and events that transformed interna-
tional relations. The connections between individual lives and larger social 
processes are rarely so explicit or so poignant.

Fred W. Baker/U.S. Department of Defense



5

S
o

cio
lo

g
y’s H

isto
rical an

d
 S

o
cial C

o
n

te
xt

Sociologists, in contrast, emphasize the interrelationship be-
tween individuals and larger social forces, as well as the inter-
actions between various social institutions such as government, 
economy, media, schools, and family. The result is a broad 
range of research interests. Sociologists, for example, might

■	 explore why crime rates vary over time and are often linked 
to social trends such as changes in the age of the population 
(since younger people commit crimes at a higher rate than 
older ones).

■	 examine the role of media in helping shape people’s percep-
tion of crime and the criminal justice system through both 
news coverage and entertainment dramas.

■	 examine the efectiveness of government eforts to reduce crime.

Sociologists have many interests, and the discipline as a whole 
has many areas of specialization, including medical sociology, 
sociology of the family, sociology of religion, political sociol-
ogy, the sociology of race and ethnicity, the sociology of work, 
the sociology of gender, the sociology of media, and the sociol-
ogy of social movements. As a result, sociology courses can 

These children’s life chances—their opportunities for good health, education, material comfort, and overall well-being—are  
significantly influenced by the social environment into which they were born. What differences are evident from these photographs? 
What elements of your social environment influenced your development?

provide a foundation for further study in any of these felds. As 
the Sociology Works box suggests, the study of sociology can 
also provide valuable skills for many careers, including some 
that may seem completely unrelated to sociology itself.

Sociology’s Historical 
and Social Context
Imagine a time in which scientifc discoveries alter our under-
standing of the world, political unrest sparks calls for social 
change, and economic crises and new technologies transform 
daily life. You might suspect this was a description of the world 
today, but similar upheavals disturbed Europe leading up to the 
1800s, which is where and when the formal discipline of sociol-
ogy frst emerged. To better understand the origins of the disci-
pline, we need to consider that historical and social context.

In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, European society 
entered a new historical era marked by revolutionary cultural, 

©Andrew Holbrooke/Corbis

©Ashley Corbin-Teich/AgencyCultura RM/Alamy Stock Photo

©Moodboard/Alamy Stock Photo

©John Miles/The Image Bank/Getty Images
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SOCIOLOGY WORKS
The Sociology Major and the Job Market

People, culture, social problems, social change—these 
fascinating topics help explain why students often  
enjoy sociology. However, practical concern about the  
future might lead some to ask, “What can I do with a 

degree in sociology?”
The answer is, “Plenty.” By majoring in sociology you not 

only learn to better understand yourself and your world, but 
you also develop important skills that can prepare you for entry- 
level positions in a variety of employment settings, including 
business, education, social services, health care, government, 
media, and criminal justice. Sociology can also be an excellent 
choice for students who plan to go on to graduate school.

Here are four key advantages of majoring in sociology:

	1.	A sociology degree is flexible. Because 
sociology can be applied to virtually 
any aspect of social life, you can 
major in sociology with an eye to-
ward your own particular interests. 
For example, if you are interested in 
health and medicine, you can take a 
course in medical sociology; if you 
are interested in social work, you can 
take courses related to the social prob-
lems you wish to address or the populations you wish to 
serve. Sociology can help you understand the issues re-
lated to your field of interest.

	2.	Sociology focuses on the critical use of information. As 
part of a liberal arts education, a sociology degree pre-
pares you to find, understand, analyze, use, and communi-
cate information. These fundamental critical-thinking skills 
apply to an array of work settings and will not become ob-
solete; they are highly valuable in today’s rapidly chang-
ing, information-based job market. Since most people 
change jobs—and even careers—during their lives, mas-
tering such information-based skills is crucial for success. 
The ability to work with social science data found in  

government reports, marketing surveys, and other infor-
mation sources is particularly important.

	3.	Sociology provides insights into diversity. Success in many 
fields of employment requires understanding people from 
different backgrounds. Sociology majors have an advantage 
in understanding diversity. As a result, they are more likely 
to work effectively in multicultural workplaces such as 
schools, hospitals, and businesses as well as in any field in 
which the players may be from diverse social backgrounds.

	4.	Sociology explores the source of social problems. Are you 
interested in a field that addresses social problems, such 
as social work, criminal justice, or health care? Do you plan 
to work with community organizations, international aid 

agencies, or social movements to bring about 
social change? If so, studying sociology 

can be particularly relevant. By focusing 
on the relationship between individuals 
and their social context, sociology 
helps you understand the roots of so-
cial problems.

The Sociology Works boxes through-
out this book highlight how former so-

ciology students are using the insights of 
sociology in a variety of fields. If you are considering majoring 
in sociology, talk with your instructor, who can tell you about 
the programs available at your school.

think about it
1.	 Do you have any tentative ideas about the kind of work 

you’d like to do when you complete school? What kinds of 
classes do you think will help you prepare for the future? 
Why?

2.	Take a look at your school’s course listings. Do you see any 
sociology courses that you think you may want to take? 
What interests you about the topics covered in these courses?

Majoring in sociology 
allows you to study a subject 
area that interests you and 
helps you prepare for your 

future.

Sociology majors in many occupations have made contributions to their professional fields. A few well-known majors have had an 
impact across society. Pictured here, from left to right, are former U.S. president Ronald Reagan, civil rights leader Martin Luther King Jr., 
former First Lady Michelle Obama, television journalist Suzanne Malveaux, and actor Kal Penn.

©Alliance Images/Alamy ©Bettmann/Corbis ©Olivier Douliery-Pool/
Getty Images

©Alberto E. Rodriguez/
Getty Images

©Jenna Blake/Corbis
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of the universe. Writers and philosophers seized on these ad-
vances in the natural sciences to promote the Enlightenment, an 
eighteenth-century intellectual movement that combined a be-
lief in individual freedom and respect for individual rights with 
the logic of the natural sciences. These Enlightenment thinkers, 
who were among the frst intellectuals independent of the 
Church, argued that neither the physical nor the social world 
should be taken on faith. Instead, both should be open to ques-
tioning and examined through reason; claims to knowledge 
should be subject to testing through the collection of evidence, 
and explanations should be based in natural causes and events. 
German philosopher Immanuel Kant summed up this revolu-
tionary way of thinking in the motto “Dare to know” ([1784] 
1999). This new emphasis on reason and science created the 
cultural conditions needed for the emergence of sociology.

P o l i t i c a l  Re v o l u t i o n :  
T h e  R i s e  o f  D e m o c r a c y
Enlightenment thinkers believed that the open debate of ideas 
and the application of reason and science to questions of social 
signifcance would promote tolerance, freedom, individual 
rights, equality, and democracy. Enlightenment ideas provided 
the intellectual basis for both the American (1775–1783) and 

political, economic, and social change (Table 1.1). This period, 
known as modernity, was characterized by the growth of de-
mocracy and personal freedom, increased reliance on reason 
and science to explain the natural and social worlds, and a shift 
toward an urban industrial economy. Early sociologists sought 
to understand these dramatic changes and to suggest what might 
be done to deal with the social problems that resulted from them.

C u l t u r a l  Re v o l u t i o n :  S c i e n c e 
a n d  t h e  E n l i g h t e n m e n t
During the Middle Ages the Church and its clergy dominated 
European intellectual life, controlling the era’s limited number 
of books, libraries, and schools. Because religious doctrine 
formed the basis for acceptable social thought, heretics—those 
who held beliefs contrary to Church teaching—were often per-
secuted and even killed for questioning the accepted order. This 
intellectual climate was not hospitable to the open and free in-
quiry required for science, which uses logic and the systematic 
collection of evidence to support its claims about the world.

The Church slowly lost its dominance, however, as scientifc 
research exposed the shortcomings of religious explanations of 
the natural world. For example, proof that the earth orbited the 
sun contradicted Church doctrine that the earth was at the center 

The rise of modernity introduced rapid social change. Work life shifted from fields to factories. Home and community life was 
transformed as people moved from small rural villages to rapidly expanding urban centers. What effect do you think the shift 
from rural village life based on farming to urban life based on wage labor had on family life?

TABLE 1.1 SOCIOLOGY AND REVOLUTION

Sociology Arose in the Context of Revolutionary Change

Cultural Revolution	 Political Revolution	 Economic and Social Revolution

The declining influence of religion	 Declining power of monarchies; American	 Decline of agricultural life; industrialization 
	 and French revolutions	 and rise of consumer society

The rise of scientific thought	 Uprisings of 1848	 Capitalism

The Age of Enlightenment	 Growth in democracy and individual rights	 Urbanization

©DeAgostini/Getty Images ©Prisma/UIG via Getty Images
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workers. Disease (linked to poor sanitation), overcrowded and un-
safe housing, inadequate transportation, and crime plagued the rap-
idly growing cities. Staggering inequality and growing social 
problems caused great concern among political and social thinkers, 
inspiring calls for reform and igniting revolutionary movements.

The rise of modernity produced rapid and immediately visi-
ble changes that showed traditional ways of life were not inevi-
table; the fate of individuals was tied to broader social changes 
beyond their control; and human action could transform the 
world through new ideas, political reform, and technological 
innovation. Faced with the challenge of understanding these 
dramatic transformations, social thinkers began applying reason 
and scientifc techniques to study social life systematically and 
to suggest ways that society might be improved. The resulting 
ideas became the foundation of sociology.

Foundations of 
Sociological Thought
Sociology today has its roots in the ideas developed by early 
sociologists more than a century ago. Some of these thinkers 
asked profound questions of enduring relevance and are still 
widely read (Calhoun 2012; Ritzer and Stepnisky 2013). Their 
work on the rapidly changing world of the late eighteenth and 
early nineteenth centuries continues to provide insight into our 
own social world today.

D e f i n i n g  t h e  Te r r a i n  o f 
S o c i o l o g y :  C o m t e  a n d 
S p e n c e r
Auguste Comte (1798–1857) and Herbert Spencer (1820–1903) 
helped establish the idea that the social world could be the sub-
ject of systematic, scientifc investigation.

Auguste Comte:  Stabi l i t y  and Change  
Auguste Comte, a French intellectual with wide-ranging inter-
ests, coined the term sociology in the early nineteenth century. 
Comte sought to establish sociology as a rigorous science of 
society—modeled on the natural sciences—that would identify 
the laws that govern human behavior.

At the core of Comte’s new feld of study were two funda-
mental questions about social life: “How and why do societies 
change?” (social dynamics) and “What is the basis of social 
stability at a specifc historical moment?” (social statics). Comte 
was interested in how society had developed from humanity’s 
earliest small-scale bands of hunters and gatherers to his  
own nineteenth-century European society. He theorized that 
throughout history societies progressed through several stages: 
the theological (ruled by religion), the metaphysical (ruled by 
philosophy), and the positivist (ruled by science). For Comte, 
positivism, a belief that accurate knowledge must be based on 
the scientific method, enabled a deeper understanding of hu-
man life and was the key to solving persistent social problems.

French (1789–1799) revolutions, as well as for a series of upris-
ings that swept through Europe in 1848, challenging traditional 
rulers and promoting democratic ideals. These revolutions stim-
ulated much interest in achieving a more equal society and im-
proved living conditions, but they provoked condemnation from 
conservatives who saw them as a threat to stability, traditional 
values, and social order. Thus controversies about the nature and 
desirability of social order versus social change were among the 
frst topics addressed by early sociologists.

E c o n o m i c  a n d  S o c i a l 
Re v o l u t i o n :  I n d u s t r i a l 
C a p i t a l i s m  a n d  U r b a n i z a t i o n
The term Industrial Revolution refers to a collection of major de-
velopments that transformed rural agricultural societies into urban 
industrial societies. This process began in Great Britain and spread 
through Europe and the United States in the nineteenth century.

The practical application of scientifc developments, such as 
the creation of the steam engine, paved the way for industrializa-
tion, the use of large-scale machinery for the mass manufacture 
of consumer goods. Industrialization required a major investment 
in factories and mills with complex machinery—such as mecha-
nized looms—at a cost that was often beyond the reach of a single 
owner. Thus industrialization became linked to the rise of capi-
talists, people who pursued profts by investing in and owning 
businesses. Mass manufacturing relied on a new type of relation-
ship between workers and owners in which the workers sold their 
labor for a wage. They used their wages to buy food, clothing, and 
shelter, unlike rural peasants who produced many of their own 
material goods and met their basic needs by farming. The result 
was the birth of both wage labor and consumerism, a way of life 
that depends on the purchase and use of commercial goods and 
services. These developments fueled the rapid expansion of capi-
talism, an economic system in which the machinery used for pro-
duction is owned privately, workers are paid a wage, and markets 
facilitate the exchange of goods and services.

Economic changes fueled changes in social life. In the agri-
cultural economy of the Middle Ages, peasants worked the 
felds and were spread out in tiny rural villages among people 
mostly like themselves. Children could expect to grow up and 
live in the village they were born in and to do the same sort of 
work their parents and grandparents did.

In contrast, an industrial economy requires many workers to 
live close to each other near large factories and mills. As the 
Industrial Revolution took hold, many people left their rural 
homes and traveled to newly emerging cities for entirely new 
types of jobs they hoped would mean a better life.

This migration contributed to urbanization, the growth of 
cities. Before 1800, more than 90 percent of Europeans lived in 
rural areas; by the 1890s, more than half lived in cities. These 
bustling cities featured considerable diversity and rapid social 
change, some of which contributed to growing social problems.

Early industrial capitalism was highly productive, but it also 
created great inequalities, generating tremendous profts for a few 
wealthy owners from the labor of many overworked and underpaid 
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Herber t  Spencer :  Societ y  as  a  Social 
Organism   The British intellectual Herbert Spencer was 
another early adopter of the term sociology. Taking a cue from 
the biological sciences, Spencer argued that society is a “social 
organism,” much like a human organism. He theorized that, like 
its biological equivalent, society is made up of separate parts, 
each with a unique function, that work together to sustain the 
entire organism. Thus Spencer’s theory emphasized the overall 
structure of society, the functions served by the various ele-
ments of society, and the interactions among these elements. 
Spencer also theorized that when societies evolve, their compo-
nent parts—and the functions they serve—change as well.

Spencer believed that society progresses as it evolves. Therefore, 
evolution should be allowed to take place without interference from 
government. Rather than intervene with reforms in the face of the 
growing inequality created by unregulated industrial capitalism, 
Spencer believed in the “survival of the fttest,” a phrase he devised 
before Charles Darwin’s work on natural selection and the theory of 
evolution was published. Spencer’s application of the survival of the 
fttest to human society is today known as social Darwinism. Spen-
cer later recanted some of his more extreme views, but in recent 
years, those who wish to minimize the role of government in social 
and economic afairs have revived some of Spencer’s ideas.

T h e  Ke y  F o u n d e r s :  
M a r x ,  D u r k h e i m ,  a n d  We b e r
Spencer and Comte helped defne the terrain of sociology in its 
earliest years. But the thinkers who are widely seen as the founders 
of sociology and who set the agenda for the next century of socio-
logical theory were Karl Marx, Emile Durkheim, and Max Weber.

Karl  Mar x :  The Ef fec ts  of  Capi ta l ism  
The German-born Karl Marx (1818–1883) is best known as a 
revolutionary thinker who advocated radical change to advance 
the interests of workers. Marx combined writing with political 
activism, and much of his life was spent escaping political re-
pression. Because of his writings, Marx was expelled from 
France (twice!) and Belgium. In Germany he was arrested, 
tried, acquitted, and also expelled. Finally, in 1849 he went  
to London, where he spent the rest of his life in exile. He  
lived in poverty while he wrote his greatest works, including 
Capital, his comprehensive analysis of the history and dynamics 
of capitalism.

Marx recognized that industrial capitalism was remarkably 
productive and thus capable of doing away with hunger and pov-
erty for all. But instead, industrial capitalism was used to pro-
duce huge fortunes for a few owners, while leaving workers to 
labor in dangerous conditions and often live in poverty. In much 
of his work, Marx sought to explain how and why so much 
wealth and productivity could coexist with such widespread 
poverty and misery.

For Marx, the answer could be found in the relationship be-
tween capitalists, who owned the means of production, and 
workers (the proletariat), who sold their labor to the capitalists. 
The dynamics of capitalism, said Marx, encouraged owners to 
pay the lowest wages possible because lower labor costs mean 
higher profts. This dynamic explained the simultaneous cre-
ation of enormous fortunes and devastating poverty. Capitalists 
accumulated great wealth precisely because they were able to 
exploit the workers who toiled in their factories. This wealth 
gave owners great power, which they used to control govern-
ments and cultural institutions (Marx [1867] 1976).

	 Karl Marx	 Emile Durkheim	 Max Weber

Biography	 1818–1883	 1858–1917	 1864–1920

	 German	 French	 German

	 Writer and activist	 Academic	 Academic

Key issues and key work	 The nature of capitalism	 The nature of social solidarity	 Decline of tradition

	 Conflict and inequality	 Shared values and morals	 Rationalization of society

	 Capital	 Suicide	� The Protestant Ethic and  
the Spirit of Capitalism

EARLY SOCIOLOGICAL THINKERS
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