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Your Sociological Toolkit: Critical Thinking 
in Action. Research has found that critical 
thinking does not automatically develop with 
a postsecondary education—it requires prac-
tice. In each chapter, a box titled Your Socio-
logical Toolkit: Critical Thinking in Action 
provides students with specific opportunities 
to think critically about particular issues by 
evaluating, questioning, or deconstructing 
certain pieces of knowledge or claims to 
truth, or by extrapolating from the mate-
rial addressed in the body of the chapter to 
a broader question or social problem. For 
example, in the chapter on sex, gender, and sexualities, students are presented with data showing that few 
fathers actually take advantage of the opportunities provided by parental leave policies (and those who do 
take parental leave do so for only a few weeks). Students are asked to draw upon the earlier chapter material 
on elite discourses of sex and gender, and on the differential educational, occupational, and economic expe-
riences of males and females, to explain why this pattern exists. They are also asked to consider the conse-
quences of these patterns—at the micro level for parents and their children, and at the macro level for social 
patterns and institutions, as well as for larger discourses of sex and gender. Finally, students are asked what 
would have to change in society for more fathers to take advantage of the parental leave they are entitled to. 

Four distinct but complementary ways of practising sociology. Unique to this textbook, four different 
settings within which the sociological toolkit can be used are highlighted: in theory, in practice, in my 
community, and in my life. This approach is especially effective for helping students understand how 
sociology relates to their everyday lives and how academic sociology (i.e., based in theoretical and empir-
ical research) applies to real life. For example, students can more readily evaluate theoretical assumptions 
when they can see how they translate into actual policy recommendations on particular issues, or how 
they are communicated to the public in various forms. Students are especially able to understand the 
contributions of a sociological perspective when issues are discussed using personal examples they can 
consider in the context of their own lives.

A Unique Learning System

The Sociological Toolkit
The essence of sociology lies in the sociological imagination, a cognitive skill that enables individuals 
to identify the links between the micro level of individual experiences and choices and the macro level 
of larger sociocultural forces. This textbook highlights the tools that are necessary to develop that skill: 
empirical research methods that create verifiable knowledge; sociological theories that explain that 
knowledge, and critical thinking that enables us to evaluate and to extrapolate from that knowledge. 

Empirical Research Methods and Sociological Theories. Representative of the discipline of sociology, aca-
demic research based on empirical research methods and sociological theories constitute the foundation 
for each chapter.
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Your Sociological Toolkit: Sociology in  
Practice boxes consist of applications  
of sociological concepts for policy  
development.

Your Sociological Toolkit: Sociology 
in My Community boxes  
demonstrate how sociological  
principles can be transmitted to 
nonacademic audiences.

Your Sociological Toolkit: Sociology  
in My Life boxes are applications of  
sociological knowledge to one’s own  
personal life experiences.

Your Sociological Toolkit: Sociology 
in Theory sections highlight certain 
pieces of research by formally trained 
academics.
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Additional Features
The Sociological Toolkit is the organizing framework of the text. The following special features also char-
acterize it:

●	 Learning Objectives and Outcomes are numbered statements about the intended knowledge and/
or skills students should be able to demonstrate following a thorough reading of the chapter. The 
Learning Objectives and Outcomes run throughout the body of the chapter to encourage critical, 
focused reading.

●	 Opening quotations begin each chapter; they are well-known quotes intended to spark the reader’s 
interest and set the tone for the chapter by highlighting a central concept, issue, or paradox that is 
pertinent to the topic covered in that chapter.

●	 Sociology on Screen discusses documentaries and/or fictional films that illustrate key concepts and 
processes.

●	 Sociology in Music includes lyrics from songs that illustrate the importance of sociological concepts 
in everyday practices.

●	 Sociology Online details various sources of information at particular websites that demonstrate key 
concepts and provide in-depth examples of topics discussed in the chapters.

●	 Sociology in the News contains media coverage illustrating how sociological concepts and processes 
are presented in statements made to the public.

●	 Sociology in Words includes either the testimony of people who experience sociological concepts 
first-hand or in-depth explanations by theorists who study sociological issues.

●	 Sociology in Deeds highlights actions of others that demonstrate sociological principles.
●	 Chapter Summaries are succinct examples of the kinds of responses students are expected to 

provide in relation to the learning objectives and outcomes.
●	 Time to Review questions at the end of each main section highlight key points and provide students 

with a built-in test of their mastery of the material before they proceed to the next section.
●	 Margin Definitions provide definitions conveniently located in the text margin beside the section 

where the term is first introduced. Students can practise their understanding by accessing the 
interactive flashcards online.

●	 Recommended Readings provide references for additional resources on specified aspects of the issues 
pertinent to a given chapter.

●	 For Further Reflection questions present opportunities to examine chapter content in more detail 
and to demonstrate a personal understanding of the key concepts and processes discussed in the 
chapter.

●	 A Glossary of all key terms is included at the end of the text.
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Introduction
Sociology is about the real world. It can be thought 
of as the most comprehensive social science1—one 
that provides a systematic means for understanding 
the interconnectedness among people, among insti-
tutions, and between individuals and the society in 
which they live. A major objective of our textbook is 
to give you the tools to help you develop your socio-
logical imagination2 so that you can see how you (and 
other people) influence and are influenced by society; 
so that you can view social issues from a variety of 
different perspectives and critically evaluate those 
perspectives (including your own); and so that you 
can extrapolate from the empirical and theoretical 
research presented in this textbook to the real world 
issues you or that others experience every day. The 
sociological imagination is not merely an intellectual 
exercise; it is the foundation for social action. We hope 
that by the time you finish this textbook, you will be 
better equipped to engage in effective social action in 
the context of your own families, communities, and 
professions, as well as in the context of larger social 
problems such as social inequality and environmental 
degradation.

Overall Goal of 
this Book: Helping 
Students Acquire 
the Fundamentals 
of Sociology
Persell, Pfeiffer, and Syed3 surveyed 44 pre-eminent 
leaders in sociology (including ASA presidents, 
regional presidents, and national grant recipients in 
sociology), asking them what students need to know 

by the time they finish a course in introductory soci-
ology. The following nine themes emerged as overall 
directives for what students should learn about in an 
introductory sociology course:

1.	 The “social” part of sociology, or learning to 
think sociologically

2.	 The scientific nature of sociology
3.	 Complex and critical thinking
4.	 The centrality of inequality
5.	 A sense of sociology as a field
6.	 The social construction of ideas
7.	 The difference between sociology and other 

social sciences
8.	 The importance of trying to improve the world
9.	 The important social institutions in society

Our goal as authors was to provide a founda-
tion on which those objectives can be met by those 
teaching introductory sociology, whether in class-
rooms, online, or in other distance learning environ-
ments. The feedback of our reviewers was invaluable 
to our efforts.

Organization
Part 1: Practising Sociology: Your Sociological 
Toolkit provides students with a framework for 
how to think sociologically. Beginning in Chapter 1, 
you will start to see the fundamental connection 
between individual choices and larger social forces, 
a connection that lies at the heart of the sociological 
imagination. Chapter 1 explains why the sociological 
imagination is important—in the 21st century, per-
haps more important than ever before—and outlines 
the tools that will help you build your own sociolog-
ical imagination (empirical research methods, socio-
logical theories, critical thinking). Empirical research 
methods are presented in detail in Chapter 2. These 
methods help us move beyond commonsense ideas to 
appreciate the scientific nature of sociology as a dis-
cipline that provides answers to important questions.

Part 2: Society and the Self: The Foundations 
has four chapters that constitute a foundation of soci-
ology as a discipline. Chapter 3 highlights the cul-
tural context of our social experiences and outlines 
the basic components of culture. Chapter 4 addresses 
the role of socialization in the emergence of our own 
identities and the identities we ascribe to others, as 

Preface

1 G. Delanty, Social Science: Philosophical and Methodological 
Foundations, 2nd ed. (Buckingham: Open University Press, 2005); G. 
Delanty, “Sociology,” in Blackwell Encyclopedia of Sociology, ed. G. Ritzer 
(Malden: Blackwell, 2007), http:// www.blackwellreference.com.

2 C.W. Mills, The Sociological Imagination, 40th anniversary ed., ed. C.W. 
Mills (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), 3–24.

3 C.H. Persell, K.M. Pfeiffer, and A. Syed, “What Should Students 
Understand After Taking Introduction to Sociology?” Teaching Sociology 
35, no. 4 (2007): 300–14.
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well as the social structure within which socializa-
tion occurs. Chapter 5 discusses social inequality as 
a challenge for many people and as a stable feature of 
Canadian society. In the 21st century, the mass media 
are a key source of information and have come to play 
a central role in connecting members of society to 
one another. So this section of the textbook ends with 
a chapter about the mass media, including a critical 
look at how they shape our perceptions.

Part 3: The Micro and Macro of Our Everyday 
Experiences has six chapters that focus on various 
aspects of students’ own experiences. Chapters 7 
and 8 consider the implications of sex, gender, and 
sexualities, as well as ethnicity, for who we are and 
who others say we are, as well as for socioeconomic 
status, discrimination, and family life. Chapter 
9 helps us appreciate the influence, diversity, and 
changing nature of Canadian families. Chapter 10 
focuses on the various ways we come to know what 
is “true”—through religion, science, and the modern 
education system—and the ways in which all three 
are socially constructed. Chapter 11 explores the 
myriad ways that people (including ourselves) are 
subjected to measures of social control on a daily 
basis, such that we are identified as deviant— 
sometimes in noncriminal ways, other times in 
criminal ways. Chapter 12 describes patterns of 
health and illness, with an emphasis on “lifestyle” 
factors and social determinants of health, as well 
as the prevention and treatment of illness in the 
broader context of health care systems.

Part 4: Our Changing World, discusses the 
importance of collective action, social movements, 
and globalization for effecting widespread change. 
Chapter 13 discusses social change as brought about 
by various forms of collective behaviour and social 
movements. Chapter 14 focuses on environmental 
sociology as part of a global call to action on ecolog-
ical issues. Chapter 15 describes historical precursors 
to globalization; outlines technological, economic, 
political, cultural, and social characteristics of glo-
balization; and assesses the relative merits and draw-
backs of globalization.

Underlying Themes
●● The impetus for social action. All introduc-
tory sociology textbooks mention C. Wright 
Mills’s concept of the sociological imagination. 

However, they tend to treat the sociological 
imagination as an end in itself rather than as 
a means to an end. When Mills spoke of the 
sociological imagination, he emphasized its 
centrality in creating informed and active citi-
zens. By focusing on the sociological imagina-
tion and social action, this textbook provides 
the impetus for students to become more 
socially aware and more active as citizens in 
their communities, in society, and in the world. 
Whether they become parents, teachers, com-
munity league soccer coaches, entrepreneurs, 
or social activists trying to create meaningful 
social change, students will see the value in 
utilizing their own sociological imaginations.

●	 The prevalence of social inequality. From the 
stratification of Canadian society into distinct 
and unequal social classes, to the differential 
treatment of men and women based on socially 
constructed gender differences, this book 
teaches students about the centrality of social 
inequality. Throughout, we emphasize how 
social inequality is built into Canadian society 
and how various processes and structures lead 
to its reproduction in subsequent generations.

●● The socially constructed nature of society. 
Whether we are debating how to define the 
family, how to describe deviance, how to 
measure poverty, or even how many sexes 
exist, this book highlights ways in which key 
concepts we tend to take for granted are actu-
ally social constructions contingent on specific 
historical contexts and the needs or interests of 
particular groups.

●● Ways to engage students and instructors. Stu-
dents need to see the relevance of sociology in 
their everyday lives as well as how this trans-
lates into related careers. Similarly, instruc-
tors need to find ways to embed sociological 
concepts in students’ interests and course 
curriculum paths. We include particular peda-
gogical features to help bring sociology alive; 
we then translate social issues from theory into 
practice and finally into the public and per-
sonal domains. A variety of boxes are included 
to help students and instructors see the links 
between individuals and society and the 
overall applicability of the discipline of soci-
ology as a means for facilitating social change. 

Preface    xxi
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These boxes highlight films, music lyrics, web-
sites, media stories, the first-hand testimonies, 
and the actions of individuals or groups.

●● Built-in skill development tools for students. In 
each chapter we begin with a set of learning 
objectives and outcomes and end with a 
chapter summary that refers back to those 
objectives and outcomes. Throughout the 
chapter, indicators draw students’ attention to 
which learning objective is being addressed 
in any given section. We also provide Time 
to Review questions throughout each chapter 
so that students can see if they understand 
the main points before moving on to a new 
section. We end each chapter with a set of 
recommended readings and critical reflection 
questions.

Chapter Highlights 
and What’s New to  
This Edition 
Listed below are some of the topics and issues covered 
in specific chapters along with descriptions of key 
changes integrated into the second edition.

Chapter 1 Seeing and Acting 
Through the Lens of Sociology

●● What is sociology?
●● What can I do with a degree in sociology?
●● Comparing sociology and other disciplines
●● The value of the sociological imagination
●● The beginner’s guide to critical thinking

New to the Second Edition . . .

This chapter introduces the idea of the socio-
logical toolkit. Just as a hammer and a saw 
enable an individual to build a shed in the 
backyard, empirical research methods, socio-
logical theories, and critical thinking enable 
students to develop their sociological imagi-
nations. The section on critical thinking has 
been expanded to include research on crit-
ical thinking itself, which shows that most 

students enter university with lower order 
thinking skills and that a significant number 
graduate without having had sufficient oppor-
tunities to develop higher order thinking 
skills. Critical thinking skills require practice, 
and this chapter outlines for students how this 
textbook will give them opportunities for that 
practice.

Chapter 2: Applying Sociological 
Research Methods

●● Goals of sociological research
●● Steps for conducting sociological research
●● Ethical conduct for research involving humans
●● Distinguishing between qualitative and quanti-
tative methods

New to the Second Edition . . .

This chapter has been expanded to include 
a wider array of approaches to research. 
It now includes discussions of evaluation 
research, empowerment research, decoloniza-
tion research, participant action research, dis-
course analysis, and more. There is also a new 
section on establishing rigour in qualitative 
research through triangulation, credibility, 
and the use of audit trails.

Chapter 3: “I Am Canadian”: 
What Is “Canadian” Culture?

●● Language as a precursor to shared understand-
ings

●● Norms as regulators of shared behaviours
●● Values as shared ideas
●● Popular culture and high culture

New to the Second Edition . . .

The existing material on the social structure 
has been removed from this chapter (and 
placed in Chapter 4). This allows for greater 
discussion of some aspects of culture in this 
chapter, such gender neutral, gender inclusive, 
and non-prescriptive language. It also enables 
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new topics to be introduced, such as the con-
troversial Charter of Values in Quebec.

Chapter 4: Socialization:  
The Self and Social Identity

●● The self and its connection to socialization and 
social interaction

●● Primary agents of socialization
●● Master status and the looking-glass self
●● Components of the social structure
●● Social institutions and bureaucracy

New to the Second Edition . . .

At the request of reviewers, a new chapter 
on socialization has been included. It avoids 
the developmental psychology approach 
that permeates many introductory sociology 
textbooks—the approach that outlines stages 
of cognitive development, moral develop-
ment, and so on. Instead, the chapter takes a 
distinctly sociological approach that focuses 
on how identity emerges (one’s own, as well 
as the identities we attribute to other people) 
and is embedded in social interaction and the 
social structure.

Chapter 5: Social Inequality  
in Canadian Society

●● Connections between social stratification and 
social inequality

●● Slavery in the past and human trafficking in 
the present

●● Blaming the poor for their plight
●● Consequences of social inequality

New to the Second Edition . . .

Existing topics such as stratification systems, 
wealth, net worth, poverty, and poverty reduc-
tion remain; however, the chapter’s overall 
structure has been modified. Its overarching 
frame is social stratification, and social ine-
quality is pointed to as an outcome of strati-
fication. Of particular note are new topics 

on slavery in Canada’s past and human traf-
ficking in Canada’s present.

Chapter 6: Mass Media:  
Living in the Electronic Age

●	 “Being alone together” in public spaces
●● Agenda setting: The media are not neutral
●● Violence is the norm in the mass media
●● Media literacy: Thinking critically about the 
media

New to the Second Edition . . .

In the 21st century, the media are in a constant 
state of evolution. So in the second edition, this 
chapter provides important updates regarding 
the nature of contemporary media. Several new 
topics have been introduced, such as simulta-
neous second screening, the virtual currency 
bitcoin, augmented reality, issues of privacy 
and regulation, and the changing face of  
“television” via the streaming company Netflix.

Chapter 7: Sex, Gender, and 
Sexualities: Deconstructing 
Dualisms

●● Elite discourses of sex, gender, and sexuality
●● Spectrums of sex, gender, and sexualities
●● Hypermasculinity in the media
●● The educational, occupational, economic, and 
familial consequences of being born male or 
female

New to the Second Edition . . .

This chapter includes expanded discussions of 
the spectrums of sex, gender, and sexualities, 
as well as the educational and occupational 
segregation of males and females. New topics 
include the stigmatization of LGBT persons in 
a heteronormative culture, Germain Greer’s 
criticism of the feminist movement, and a 
critique of the concept of “transgendered” as 
reinforcing traditional dualisms of sex and 
gender.
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Chapter 8: Race and Ethnicity: 
Defining Ourselves and Others

●● Ethnicity, race, racialization, and visible 
minorities

●● Contemporary ethnic patterns
●● Bicultural adaptation patterns
●● Media frames of ethnicity
●● Prejudice and discrimination

New to the Second Edition . . .

There is an expanded discussion of the concept 
of race, demonstrating its origins in structures 
of power and social inequality. New concepts, 
such as racialization and racialized groups, 
are introduced. A distinction is made between 
voluntary assimilation (in the case of immi-
gration) and involuntary assimilation (in the 
case of colonization). Discussed in some detail 
are policies that were intended to forcibly 
assimilate Aboriginal peoples, such as resi-
dential schooling.  The section on theories of 
prejudice and racialization has been expanded 
to include critical race theory.

Chapter 9: Canadian Families: 
Past, Present, and Future

●● Contemporary trends in Canadian families
●● Is the family declining?
●● The commodification of children arising from 
new reproductive technologies

●● The effects of colonization on Aboriginal  
families

New to the Second Edition . . .

The most recent census data on families 
(2011) have been included. For the first time, 
the prevalence of stepfamilies (simple and 
complex) has been measured. For this edi-
tion, the material on residential schooling has 
been moved to Chapter 8, enabling an array of 
new topics to be introduced: challenges faced 
by stepfamilies; the effects of the baby boom; 

bioethical issues surrounding new reproduc-
tive technologies; and patterns of family 
violence.

Chapter 10: Learning What 
Is “True”: Religion, Science, 
and Education

●● The origins and meaning of “truth”
●● Implications of religious affiliation
●● The transition to scientific truth
●● Scientific knowledge as constructed
●● The role of education in modern society

New to the Second Edition . . .

The chapter now includes expanded discus-
sions of Durkheim’s notions of the collective 
conscience and collective effervescence, and 
the ways in which socialization within fami-
lies of different classes may perpetuate class 
differences in the education system. New topics 
include the effects of current immigration pat-
terns on religious affiliation in Canada.

Chapter 11: Social Control, 
Deviance, and Crime

●● Are you socially controlled?
●● Social control and deviance
●● Cybercrime
●● Racialization within the criminal justice system
●● Strain and the pursuit of fame

New to the Second Edition . . .

The concept of social control serves as the 
frame for this chapter, emphasizing the myriad 
ways in which we are all subjected to social 
control on a daily basis—and correspondingly, 
the ways in which we are all socially typed as 
deviant in some way. The socially constructed 
nature of deviance, which was highlighted 
in the first edition, is emphasized even more 
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strongly in this edition. Of particular note is 
a more critical approach to the discussion of 
criminalized forms of deviance. The definition 
of crime is tied more explicitly to subjective 
views of deviance. Racialization within the 
criminal justice system (and especially the 
prison system) is discussed in some detail, and 
the debates over the federal government’s new 
prostitution legislation are highlighted. Other 
new topics include the application of Merton’s 
strain theory to the pursuit of fame, the stig-
matization of mental illness as an example of 
social control, and the use of performance-
enhancing drugs by competitive cyclists.

Chapter 12: Health and  
Illness: Is It “Lifestyle,”  
or Something More?

●● Patterns of health and illness
●● “Lifestyle” behaviours and health
●● Social inequality and health
●● Health care systems

New to the Second Edition . . .

Several sections of the chapter have been 
expanded, including the ones about patterns of 
health and illness in Aboriginal populations, 
the costs of mental illness, and changes in the 
health of immigrants over time. A number 
of new topics have been introduced, such as 
the nature of the epidemiological transition, 
the effects of images of smoking in movies on 
youth smoking behaviours, the role of alcohol 
in university culture, and food insecurity in 
Canada’s North.

Chapter 13: Social Change: 
Collective Behaviour and  
Social Movements

●● Crowd behaviour
●● Fads and fashions
●● Debunking urban legends

●● Dimensions of social change
●● Social media and social movements

New to the Second Edition . . .

This chapter has been extensively updated to 
provide recent examples of various forms of 
collective behaviour. The section on the “col-
lective trauma” arising from natural disas-
ters has been expanded. New topics include 
the role of framing processes in creating the 
collective identity necessary for successful 
social movements, and whether the Idle No 
More movement is best considered a revolu-
tionary movement or a resistance movement.

Chapter 14: “Going Green”: 
Environmental Sociology

●● Social factors posing environmental challenges
●● Growing awareness of environmental issues
●● Strategies for better environmental choices

New to the Second Edition . . .

This chapter includes important updates to 
environmental issues and patterns of environ-
mental degradation. A number of concepts are 
clarified and expanded on (e.g., the ecological 
footprint), and new topics are introduced, 
such as debates over global warming and cli-
mate change, and ecological overshoot.

Chapter 15: Globalization:  
The Interconnected World

●● Neoliberalism and its implications
●● The vision of globalization and its reality: the 
good, the bad, and the ugly

●● Global justice movements

New to the Second Edition . . .

In this chapter, the material on neoliberalism 
and its implications for patterns of social ine-
quality has been expanded. A number of new 

32048_00_FM.indd   25 16/01/15   4:02 PM

Copyright 2016 Nelson Education Ltd. 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). Nelson Education reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



NELNEL

topics have been introduced, including the 
progress made on the Millennium Develop-
ment Goals (MDGs), the post-MDG agenda, 
feminist theories of globalization, and post-
colonial theories.

Ancillaries
Our textbook has several supplements for instructors 
and students.

About the Nelson Education 
Teaching Advantage 

The Nelson Education Teaching 
Advantage (NETA) program 
delivers research-based instructor 

resources that promote student engagement and 
higher order thinking to enable the success of 
Canadian students and educators. Be sure to visit 
Nelson Education’s Inspired Instruction website 
at http://www.nelson.com/inspired to find out more 
about NETA. Don’t miss the testimonials of instruc-
tors who have used NETA supplements and seen stu-
dent engagement increase!

Instructor Resources

Downloadable Instructor 
Supplements

All NETA and other key instructor ancillaries can be 
accessed through www.nelson.com/instructor, which 
give instructors the ultimate tools for customizing lec-
tures and presentations.

NETA Test Bank. This resource was written by 
Rita Hamoline of the University of Saskatchewan. It 
includes over 1,050 multiple-choice questions written 
according to NETA guidelines for effective construction 
and development of higher order questions. The Test 
Bank was copy edited by a NETA-trained editor. Also 
included are 300 true/false questions, 75 short-answer 
questions, and 75 essay questions. 

The NETA Test 
Bank is available 
in a new, cloud-
based platform. 

Nelson Testing Powered by Cognero® is a secure 
online testing system that allows you to author, edit, 
and manage test bank content from any place you 
have Internet access. No special installations or 
downloads are needed, and the desktop-inspired 
interface, with its drop-down menus and familiar, 
intuitive tools, allows you to create and manage tests 
with ease. You can create multiple test versions in an 
instant and import or export content into other sys-
tems. Tests can be delivered from your learning man-
agement system, your classroom, or wherever you 
want. Nelson Testing Powered by Cognero for  
Sociology in Action: A Canadian Perspective can also be 
accessed through www.nelson.com/instructor. Print-
able versions of the Test Bank in Word and PDF ver-
sions are available by contacting your sales 
representative.

NETA PowerPoint. Microsoft® PowerPoint® 

lecture slides for every chapter have been created 
by Tami Bereska of MacEwan University. There is 
an average of 25 slides per chapter; many of them 
feature key figures, tables, and photographs from 
Sociology in Action: A Canadian Perspective. NETA 
principles of clear design and engaging content have 
been incorporated throughout, making it simple for 
instructors to customize the deck for their courses.

Image Library. This resource consists of digital 
copies of figures, short tables, and photographs 
used in the book. Instructors may use these jpegs to 
customize the NETA PowerPoint or to create their 
own PowerPoint presentations.

NETA Instructor’s Manual. This resource was 
written by Karen Taylor of NorQuest College. The 
Enriched Instructor’s Manual provides strategies for 
engaging students actively and deeply in the study 
of sociology. Each chapter includes ideas for lesson 
plans and in-class activities. The manual culminates 
in a list of video clips, websites, and articles that can 
serve as lecture launchers. Our intention is to provide 
instructors with ideas they may select to include in 
their teaching toolkit, as it were.
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The Enriched Instructor’s Manual is organized 
according to the textbook chapters and includes the 
following:

●	 Introduction
●	 Learning Outcomes
●	 Why is this chapter important to sociologists?
●	 Why should students care?
●	 What are the common student misconceptions 

and stumbling blocks?
●	 What can I do in class?
●	 How will I know my students achieved the 

learning outcomes?
●	 How can I assess my own performance?

Instructors commonly suggest that they want their 
students to develop critical thinking skills. How-
ever, it can be challenging to develop exercises and 
methods of assessment that address higher levels of 
learning. The Taxonomy of Educational Objectives 
(commonly called “Bloom’s Taxonomy”), proposed 
by educational psychologist Benjamin Bloom decades 
ago, is a classification of the different learning objec-
tives that educators set for students. Bloom’s Tax-
onomy divides educational objectives into Affective, 
Psychomotor, and Cognitive domains, with the latter 
as the focus for most higher education classes. The 
taxonomy is hierarchical (i.e., learning at the higher 
levels is generally considered to require prerequisite 
knowledge and skills at lower levels). Considering 
these levels can be helpful to an instructor when 
planning classes, tutorials, assignments, and tests.

DayOne. Day One—Prof InClass is a PowerPoint 
presentation that instructors can customize to orient 
students to the class and their text at the beginning 
of the course. 

MindTap. MindTap for 
Sociology in Action: A Canadian 
Perspective is a personalized 

teaching experience with relevant assignments that 
guide students to analyze, apply, and elevate thinking, 
allowing instructors to measure skills and promote 
better outcomes with ease. Resources were created 
by Rita Hamoline of the University of Saskatchewan 
and Joanne Minaker of Grant MacEwan University. 
A fully online learning solution, MindTap combines 
all student learning tools—readings, multimedia, 
activities, and assessments—into a single Learning 
Path that guides the student through the curriculum. 

Instructors personalize the experience by customizing 
the presentation of these learning tools to their 
students, even seamlessly introducing their own 
content into the Learning Path.

Student Ancillaries 

MindTap

Stay organized and efficient with MindTap—a single 
destination with all the course material and study 
aids you need to succeed. Built-in apps leverage 
social media and the latest learning technology. For 
example:

● ReadSpeaker will read the text to you.
● �Flashcards are pre-populated to provide you with 

a jump start for review—or you can create your  
own.

● �You can highlight text and make notes in your 
MindTap Reader. Your notes will flow into Evernote, 
the electronic notebook app that you can access 
anywhere when it’s time to study for the exam.

● �Self-quizzing allows you to assess your 
understanding.

Visit www.nelson.com/student to start using 
MindTap. Enter the Online Access Code from the 
card included with your text. If a code card is not 
provided, you can purchase instant access at NEL-
SONbrain.com. 
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word limit. It brings to mind the movie Wonder Boys, 
starring Michael Douglas, in which Professor Tripp’s 
manuscript is at 1,000 pages, and the book is still not 
finished—clearly, he needed a good developmental 
editor!

A question often asked at interviews for aca-
demic positions is about the links between research 

and teaching. It seems that all candidates easily 
refer to how their research influences their teaching 
by providing a body of knowledge they can bring 
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that emphasize how teaching influences their 
research—how much they, as academics, are able 
to learn from their students. We have learned more 
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dents at Grant MacEwan University, in particular, 
have shown us the amazing things that can happen 
when people use their sociological imaginations in 
their own lives, in their communities, and in the 
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Diane G. Symbaluk
Like many students, I found sociology quite by accident. While trying to find 
a course that would fulfill a Canadian content requirement for a B.Ed. degree 
en route to a teaching career, I stumbled across an introduction to sociology 
course advertised with descriptive words like “people,” “society,” “families,” 
and “deviance” that sounded interesting. I could never have known then that 
my tendency to say “don’t assume” and “don’t take people for granted” under-
scored the beginnings of the development of my sociological imagination. After 
completing an introduction to sociology, my interest was piqued; I switched to 
the sociology program, where I earned a B.A., followed by an M.A. and Ph.D. 
I went on to teach sociology full-time at Grant MacEwan University, where I 
continue to teach a range of courses: introductory sociology, social psychology, 
criminology, and social research methods. I love teaching, and I appreciate my 
students even more. They have inspired me to write resources that will con-
tribute to their success, including study guides, manuals, Web-based course 
tools, and especially this textbook. I am also interested in student ratings of 
instruction and student assessments of instructors’ character strengths—the 
focus of my current research interests. I constantly re-evaluate my initial 
assumptions of people and social situations while maintaining allegiance to 
the Chinese proverb: He who says it cannot be done should not interrupt the 
person who is doing it.

Tami M. Bereska
I began university as a psychology major. I had never even heard of sociology. 
But then I made my discovery. A discipline in which you could study families, 
teenagers, television shows, popular music, crime, and white supremacists—
wow! Who could have ever believed that learning could be so interesting? Soci-
ology grabbed me and has never let me go. Since obtaining my M.A. and Ph.D. 
in sociology, I’ve studied all sorts of interesting topics—adult and adolescent 
series romance novels (e.g., Harlequin, Sweet Valley High), what being a “real 
man” means in young adult novels for boys, and representations of Scientology 
in movies and on TV. Popular culture, deviance, and youth fascinate me. Along 
with my love of sociology is a love for teaching undergraduate students. I had 
my first opportunity to give a university lecture as a teaching assistant while 
working on my M.A. My supervisor had to be away, and he asked me to lecture 
in his Social Organization class, with 180 students. As someone who had always 
hated giving presentations in class, I was terrified. But 10 minutes into my lec-
ture, I knew this was what I wanted to do with my life. I’ve since taught courses 
ranging from deviance to social psychology, with class sizes as small as 4 and 
as large as 400. The pleasure I derive from connecting with students has also 
led me to write textbooks—first, a book on deviance and social control, and 
now this book, one that will bring the fascinating world of sociology to those 
students who, like me, may have never even heard of sociology. 

About the Authors
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LEARNING OBJECTIVES AND OUTCOMES
After completing this chapter, students should be able to do the following:

Seeing and Acting 
Through the Lens  
of Sociology

LO1	 Describe the bidirectional relation-
ship between individual choices 
and larger social forces.

LO2	 Define “sociology” and identify the 
role of the sociological imagination.

LO3	 Elaborate on the similarities and 
differences between sociology and 
other related disciplines.

LO4	 List and describe the tools that are 
used to develop the sociological 
imagination.

LO5	 Contrast positivist, interpretive, and 
critical approaches to theorizing, 
and outline the core assumptions of 
the functionalist, conflict, symbolic 
interactionist, feminist, and post-
modern perspectives.

LO6	 Identify what critical thinking is 
and explain its importance.

LO7	 Describe the four different ways 
that sociology can be practised.

CHAPTER

1

NEL
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It can be said that the first wisdom of sociology is this—things are not what 

they seem.

(Berger, 2008, p. 9)

THINGS ARE NOT WHAT THEY SEEM
“I’ll believe it when I see it!” How many times have you heard someone say this or 
used that phrase yourself? Although we often come to trust in what we can see for 
ourselves, sociology asks us to not automatically trust what we see. Consider, for 
example, a television screen like the one in the photo below. If you were asked what 
you see when you look at that screen, your initial response would likely be, “I see 
a fish.” But if you took a closer look—presuming that there is more than meets the 
eye—you might see something very different. Walk right up to a television screen 
and look at it from an inch or two away, and now you’ll realize that what first looked 
like a fish is really rows and columns of pixels, tiny squares of coloured light. If you 
looked even more closely, you would see that what first appeared to be the colour 
yellow is really a combination of red, green, and blue pixels. Things are not what 
they seem.
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There is more than first meets the eye in this image.NEL
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4     Part 1  Practising Sociology: Your Sociological Toolkit NEL

LO1 Now shift your attention to yourself and to 
the clothes you wore to class today. Initially, you might 
say personal choice led you to wear those particular 
clothes. But if you now look at your classmates, you 
can see that many of them are wearing clothes that are 
very similar to yours (e.g., jeans and a T-shirt). You 
and many other people have made a similar choice 
today, suggesting that there is something more than 
just individual preference operating here. If I were to 
go on to ask you why you are a university or college  
student, you might give me a similar answer— 
personal choice. And indeed, unless someone regis-
tered you as a student against your will, physically 
dragged you to class this morning, and tied you into 
your chair in the classroom, it most certainly is your 
choice. But remember, there is more than first meets 
the eye. If you examine these circumstances more 
closely, you will start to realize that just as pixels  
of coloured light underlie the televised image of a  
fish, an array of social factors and experiences has 
contributed to your choice to become a university 
or college student. When you begin to consider the 
various factors that influenced your personal choices, 
or the similar decisions reached by others, that is the 
point at which you are starting to practise sociology.

When examining your choice to become a student, 
you might first consider specific people who influ-
enced your decision, such as the family members and 
friends who supported, encouraged, or demanded that 
option. You could then go on to look at some of the 
more personal social and economic resources that ena-
bled you to become a university or college student—
a student loan, a Registered Education Saving Plan 
(RESP), or parents who support you. The personal 
resources you have available are important factors that 
underlie your ability to pursue a postsecondary educa-

tion. Using a sociological 
perspective requires you 
to analyze even beyond 
your own family, friends, 
and resources. In much 
the same way that many 
of your classmates chose 
to wear similar clothing 
to you, many others have 
elected to attend univer-
sity or college alongside 
you. In the 2011–12 aca-
demic year, there were 
almost one million stu-
dents registered in under-
graduate programs in 
Canadian universities and 

colleges (Statistics Canada, 2013). That means that 
almost one million people—with different families, 
sets of friends, and personal resources—all made the 
same personal choice that year! Explaining this fact 
requires you to extend your sociological gaze beyond 
your own life to larger sociocultural and socioeco-
nomic forces affecting many people simultaneously.

For instance, after the worldwide economic reces-
sion in 2008 that limited job opportunities, under-
graduate enrollments increased by 4.1 percent in 
2009 and by another 3.6 percent in 2010 over the 
previous year; economic downturns motivate people 
to improve their educational qualifications and skills 
(Association of Universities and Colleges of Canada, 
2009). The impact of the economy on postsecondary 
enrollment is readily apparent. But more subtle influ-
ences on the decisions we make come from society’s 
expectations, or norms. By virtue of growing up in 
a specific family in a particular society at a certain 
time in history, we learn how we are supposed to act. 
Whether or not we actually behave in accordance with 
those norms, we are still aware of what those expecta-
tions are.

In Canada today, a postsecondary education is nor-
mative in that it corresponds to norms about the kind 
of education people need before entering the work-
force. In contrast, had you been a young Canadian 
woman in the 1950s, a university education would 
not have been normative; instead, society’s expecta-
tions were that you should get married young, have 
children, and be a full-time homemaker. Sometimes 
society’s norms are so powerful that they influence 
formalized rules, such as policies and even the law. 
For example, if you were a Jewish Canadian before 
the end of the Second World War, or a black Cana-
dian before the Civil Rights Movement of the 1950s 
and 1960s, the doors of many universities would have 
been closed to you, regardless of your academic ability 
and desire to pursue a university education. Simi-
larly, if you were of Aboriginal origin in the late 19th 
and early 20th centuries, the residential school that 
you would have been forced to attend by law would 
not have given you the education necessary to gain 
entrance to a university. And while the opportunity 
for a university education is available to everyone in 
the 21st century, sociologists point out that the ability 
to take advantage of that opportunity is not equally 
available to all (see Sociology in My Life).

The essence of sociology is this connection 
between individual experiences and larger social forces 
that exist outside the individual (see Figure 1.1). This 
is also known as the relationship between the micro 
level and the macro level. Thus far, we have examined 

Norms: Society’s 
expectations for how we 
are supposed to act, think, 
and look.

Normative: Behaviours, 
appearances, and thoughts 
that correspond to 
society’s norms.

Micro level: The level of 
individual experiences and 
choices.

Macro level: The level 
of broader social forces.
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Chapter 1  Seeing and Acting Through the Lens of Sociology    5NEL

ways that larger social forces (the macro level) influ-
ence individual experiences (the micro level). How-
ever, the relationship is bidirectional, in that your 
personal choices also have 
an impact on the people 
around you, your com-
munity, and your work-
place—what sociologists 
refer to as agency. When 
enough people make 
similar choices or acquire 
support for particular 
decisions, the macro level 
is affected—either the 
status quo is supported 
or social change occurs. 

Sociology in My Life
THE IMPACT OF LIFE CHANCES
Think about your own background for a moment—
the neighbourhood you lived in, your parents’ jobs, 
your lifestyle. If the two photos below represent the 
extreme ends of a continuum, where would you 
locate your own childhood background—closer to 
the photo on the left, or to the photo on the right? 
Do individuals who grow up in these very different 
types of neighbourhoods have the same freedom to 
go to university? Is that opportunity equally available 
to both of them? Think about the resources it takes to 
go to university or college and the obstacles that can 
prevent it. Perhaps you enjoyed similar resources or 

encountered similar 
obstacles in your 
path. Max Weber 
(1864–1920), one 
of the founders of the 
social sciences as a distinct area 
of study, referred to these varying oppor-
tunities that people face as life chances  
(1978). Social stratification, inequality, race, eth-
nicity, and gender are just some of the factors that 
affect one’s life chances. You will learn more about all 
of these factors in later chapters.

Sociological 
Toolkit
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Does everyone in Canada have an equal opportunity to pursue a university or college education?

Life chances: The 
opportunities an individual 
has in life, based on 
various factors including 
stratification, inequality, 
race, ethnicity, and gender.

Agency: People’s 
capacity to make choices, 
which then have an 
impact on other people 
and on the society in 
which they live. 

Figure 1.1
Personal Choices and Social Forces

Social Forces Personal Choices

32048_01_ch01.indd   5 16/01/15   11:37 AM

Copyright 2016 Nelson Education Ltd. 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). Nelson Education reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



6     Part 1  Practising Sociology: Your Sociological Toolkit NEL

Social movements can occur, and school practices and 
policies, workplace culture and policies, social pro-
gramming, legislation, and larger cultural norms can 
all be affected.

For instance, when the authors of this book were 
in elementary school in the mid-1970s, it was rare for 
children to eat lunch at school; children either had to 
go home for lunch (regardless of whether there was 
an adult there to supervise them), or they walked to 
a nearby care provider’s place. If there was an unu-
sual circumstance (e.g., the caregiver had to be at an 
appointment), then the parent would write a note to 
the teacher explaining the circumstance and request 
that the child be permitted to eat lunch at school that 
day in the classroom under the teacher’s supervision, 
or be sent to a classmate’s home. Less than a decade 
later, this was no longer the case. Processes and proce-
dures had been developed around the need for lunch-
hour supervision. Why did such a dramatic change 
occur in such a relatively short time? Because eco-
nomic and social factors changed the lives of parents, 
and then the changing lives of parents made changes 
in school practices necessary.

The assumption that mothers were at home to 
make lunch for their children was based on family 
patterns that existed in previous decades, and par-
ticularly the 1950s, when most middle-class married 
women were full-time homemakers. This began to 
change in the 1960s and 1970s. More mothers were 
entering the workforce, parents were concerned 
about their children being at home alone, and care 
providers living near the school could not solely be 
relied upon to meet the needs of families. The changing 
choices of parents elicited changes in the environ-
ment outside the family. But at the same time, larger 
sociocultural factors were contributing to parental 
choices. More mothers were entering the workforce 
because of changes in the Canadian economy that 
necessitated dual incomes for many families, as well 
as the influence of the women’s movement, which 
emphasized the importance of female equality. The 
media also played a role in the evolution of a “risk 

society,” through their 
coverage of missing 
children cases, which 
contributed to growing 
concerns about children 
being sent home unsu-
pervised.

Thus, when we look 
at people’s experiences, 
the micro level and 
the macro level are 
intertwined. Recognizing 

LO2 WHAT IS SOCIOLOGY?
Sociology is the systematic study of society, using  
the sociological imagination. The connection 
between the micro level and the macro level is the 
essence of the sociological perspective. C. Wright 
Mills (1916–1962) defined the discipline of soci-
ology on the basis of the sociological imagination, 
which involved looking for the “intersections of biog-
raphy and history” (1959/2000, p. 7), tracing the 
linkages between individual experiences and larger  
sociocultural forces. For example, we can use the 
sociological imagination to explore body modifica-
tion. If we consider why a particular person gets a 
tattoo or a piercing, the answer may tell us something 
specific about that one individual, such as that he or 
she is a risk taker. But when we consider the nature 
of body modification in general, we learn about 
larger social relationships. We learn about workplace 
norms, in that many people hide their body art while 
at work to maintain an image or because workplace 
policies require it (Newman et al., 2005; Atkinson, 
2003a). We also learn about family relationships, in 
that the location, size, and design of body art can be 
influenced by parental attitudes (Atkinson, 2003a). 
Similarly, we learn about norms governing gender 
since women with tattoos are perceived as promis-
cuous, less attractive, and heavier drinkers (Swami 
& Furnham, 2007). We identify allegiances to certain 
subcultures, since tattoos can indicate membership in 
particular gangs. We even learn about the ideologies 
of subcultures—for example, a “Poison-Free” tattoo 
on a member of the Straightedge subculture signifies 
commitment to a substance-free lifestyle (Atkinson, 
2003b).

Mills (1959/2000) did not see the sociological 
imagination as an intellectual tool to be used solely 
by sociologists (or even by students in sociology 

●● What do sociologists mean when they 
say that “things are not what they seem,” 
and what are some examples? 

●● What type of relationship exists 
between the micro level and the macro 
level? Provide some examples of this 
relationship.

Time to Review

Sociology: The 
systematic study of society, 
using the sociological 
imagination.

Sociological 
imagination: The 
ability to perceive the 
interconnections between 
individual experiences and 
larger sociocultural forces.

the myriad ways in which they are intertwined 
requires using something sociologists distinctively 
call the “sociological imagination.”
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Chapter 1  Seeing and Acting Through the Lens of Sociology    7NEL

classes); he proposed that society as a whole needed 
its citizens to look for the links between the macro 
and micro levels. In fact, Mills criticized many of his 
fellow sociologists for spending their time intellec-
tualizing in the ivory towers of academia and for not 
assuming any personal responsibility for improving 
society. The sociological imagination is not just about 
thinking; it is also about action. That action might 
be at the level of your everyday life, where paying 
attention to the relationship between individual 
choices and larger social forces will make you a more 
informed parent, voter, teacher, office manager, or 
team member. But it might also be at a more macro 
level of social action, trying to improve some aspect 
of your community or even society as a whole. Soci-
ology is of “central importance in and for our time” 
(Fletcher, 1971, p. 5), locally, nationally, and globally:

We would like to eliminate from society war, 
poverty, crime and delinquency . . . We would 
like to improve matters; to remove these 
obstacles to social justice; and would there-
fore like to know the underlying causes of 
these social facts. Then, on the basis of this 
knowledge, if we could get it, we would like 
to formulate effective social policies and insti-
tute political reforms . . . [We must] estab-
lish reliable knowledge on the basis of which 
to act. For we quickly learn that we can only 

effectively change the nature of society . . . if 
we know what that nature is. (36)*

In pursuit of building knowledge and facilitating 
social action, within the discipline of sociology 
the sociological imagination is used to study just 
about anything that is related to people. Berger 
(2008) describes sociologists as professional people 
watchers who are gripped by curiosity whenever 
they find themselves “in front of a closed door 
behind which are human voices” (p. 7). Individual 
sociologists specialize in different topic areas; for 
instance, one of the authors of this book specializes 
in deviance, youth, and popular culture, while the 
other specializes in social psychology, criminology, 
and research methods.

The topics studied in sociology translate into a 
considerable breadth of potential careers for students 
who graduate with a degree in it. Unlike some university 
programs that train students for specific jobs upon 
graduation (teacher, accountant, dentist), an education 
in sociology provides its graduates with a knowledge 
base and a set of skills that apply to a variety of careers 
(beyond sociology professor) (see Figure 1.2).

LO3 COMPARING SOCIOLOGY 
AND OTHER DISCIPLINES
As you may have already noticed in some of your classes, 
similar topics are covered in different disciplines. 
For example, you may have studied families in a 
psychology, anthropology, or even political science 
course—and you will also learn about families in 
your sociology course. Many of the topics studied 
by sociologists are also analyzed by researchers in 
other social science disciplines—culture and cultural 
variations (anthropology, cultural studies), political 
forces (political science, development studies), 
occupational and economic forces (economics, 
political economy), families (family studies, social 
work), and mass media (psychology, cultural studies, 
communications, media studies). What are the 
differences, then, between sociology and the other 
social science disciplines?

Scholars within the discipline of sociology 
were not the first to study society. Arab scholar 
Ibn Khaldun’s work (1332–1406) is recognized as 
a significant forerunner to sociology. He studied 
structures and processes of power in different societies 
(ranging from desert tribes to nations). He proposed 
that as societies grew in size, labour was no longer 
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*R. Fletcher, The making of sociology: A study of sociological theory, Vol. 1. 
London, UK: Thomas Nelson and Sons, Pg. 36, 1971.
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8     Part 1  Practising Sociology: Your Sociological Toolkit NEL

used for survival, but rather for the pursuit of luxury 
for society’s wealthy and powerful (Weiss, 1995). The 
origins of sociology as a discipline can be traced to a 
historical period that includes the French Revolution 
(1789–1799) and the accompanying Enlightenment. 
This was a time of rapid social, political, and economic 
change—cities increased in size, there was the 
transition to a wage economy, absolute monarchies 
were threatened, the power of religion declined, and 
the power of science grew. For some more politically 
and socially active scholars, these social, political, 
and ideological changes illustrated that ordinary 
citizens could create large-scale transformations in 
society. For other scholars, the question was one of 
how it was possible for society to not crumble in the 
midst of these massive changes. Intellectuals sought 

to understand and explain social change as well its 
consequences.

Auguste Comte (1798–1857) first suggested 
that empirical research and theory should be used 
in pursuit of this goal. The sociological perspective 
developed out of philosophy, economics, history, 
psychology, and law. Many of the well-known scholars 
who are referred to as “sociologists” because their 
work is central to sociology (and whose work will be 
presented at various points in this textbook) were, in 
fact, not “sociologists” by training. For example, Max 
Weber’s training was in economic history, Karl Marx’s 
in philosophy, and Emile Durkheim’s in educational 
thought and philosophy. With that knowledge, they 
sought to understand social change and what made 
“society” possible in the face of change.

Figure 1.2 
What Can I Do with a Degree in Sociology?

Sociology graduates are often employed in the following 
areas:

●	 Community and social service workers: Community 
and social service workers administer and implement 
social assistance programs and community services and 
help clients deal with personal and social problems. 
They are employed by social service and government 
agencies, mental health agencies, group homes, 
school boards, and correctional facilities. Job titles 
include welfare and compensation officer, addictions 
worker, youth worker, women’s shelter supervisor, and 
life skills instructor.

●● Health policy researchers, consultants, and program 
officers: Employees in this area conduct research, 
produce reports, and administer health policies 
and programs. They are employed by government 
departments and agencies, consulting establishments, 
universities, research institutes, hospitals, community 
agencies, educational institutions, professional 
associations, nongovernmental organizations, and 
international organizations. Job titles include health 
promotion program officer, consultant in drug and 
alcohol abuse, policy development officer, and 
research assistant.

●● Probation and parole officers and related occupations: 
People employed in this area monitor the reintegration 
of criminal offenders into the community, assess 
offenders and develop rehabilitation programs, and 
advise/counsel offenders. They are employed by 
federal and provincial governments and work in the 

Adapted from Human Resources and Development Canada (2006). National Occupational Classification (NOC) 2006.

community and in correctional facilities. Job titles 
include community case manager, probation officer, 
parole officer, and classification officer.

●● Social policy researchers, consultants, and program 
officers: Individuals in these types of occupations 
conduct research, develop policy, and implement 
or administer programs in areas such as consumer 
affairs, employment, home economics, immigration, 
law enforcement, corrections, human rights, housing, 
labour, family services, foreign aid, and international 
development. They are employed by government 
departments and agencies, industry, hospitals, 
educational institutions, consulting establishments, 
professional associations, nongovernmental 
organizations, and international organizations. Job 
titles include Aboriginal issues lobbyist, housing policy 
analyst, consumer adviser, community policing project 
consultant, and international aid and development 
project officer.

●● Government managers—health and social policy 
development and program administration: 
Government managers in this group plan, organize, 
direct, control, and evaluate the development and 
administration of health care policies, social policies, 
and programs related to the health and social welfare 
of individuals and communities. These managers are 
employed by government departments and agencies. 
Job titles include survey research manager, manager 
of immigration appeals, community planning director, 
and community rehabilitation manager.
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The sociological perspective emerged in the 
18th and 19th centuries; the formation of distinct 
disciplines is a more recent phenomenon. In the 
20th century, distinct boundaries were constructed 
around bodies of knowledge and the subject matter 
of specific disciplines (Delanty, 2005, 2007). Thus, 
while historians studied the past, anthropologists 
studied premodern societies, political scientists 
analyzed structures of governance, and economists 
studied the production and consumption of goods 
and services. The attention of scholars within each 
of these disciplines was focused on a certain part of 
society. In contrast, sociologists studied all of these 
parts of society, while using a wider range of research 
methodologies and theories (Delanty, 2005, 2007). 
Hence, sociology can be thought of as the most 
comprehensive of the social sciences.

However, sociology goes a step further, and 
proposes that society is more than a compilation 
of history plus government plus the economy 
(and so on). There is a web of interconnectedness 
among its parts—they interact in particular ways, 
and the nature of that interaction contributes to 
any social phenomenon, such as tattooing. What 
governs a sociological approach is an analysis of 
these interactions and an emphasis on tracing the 
linkages between individual experiences and larger 
sociocultural forces.

Although distinct disciplines were formed in the 
early 20th century, the 21st century is characterized 
by what some scholars call postdisciplinarity (e.g., 
Urry, 2000). This means that the differences among 
disciplines are less apparent today. For example, 
traditionally the discipline of anthropology focused 
on premodern societies; now, anthropologists also 
study modern societies, which were traditionally in 
the realm of sociology (Delanty, 2005, 2007).

In addition to blurred boundaries between 
disciplines, the 21st century is also characterized 
by greater interdisciplinarity (Delanty, 2005, 
2007), where scholars in a variety of disciplines 
work together to better understand particular 
social phenomena. For instance, globalization is 
not associated with a specific discipline, but rather 
brings together diverse groups of scholars, including 
sociologists, economists, and political scientists (you 
will learn more about globalization in a later chapter). 
Interdisciplinarity has created new disciplines as well, 
such as women’s studies, cultural studies, and family 
studies; university departments that are affiliated 
with these areas of study will often include faculty 
members who are sociologists, economists, political 
scientists, historians, social psychologists, and 
philosophers.

LO4 building your 
sociological 
imagination: your 
sociological toolkit
If the sociological imagination is the foundation of soci-
ology, and if it is necessary for effective social action 
from your own personal micro level to society’s (or the 
world’s) macro level, where does it come from? The soci-
ological imagination is not merely a “vocabulary term” 
(Massengill, 2011) that you need to memorize for your 
exams; rather, it is an important cognitive skill. And in 
the same way that you need a variety of tools to build a 
shed in your backyard (e.g. hammer, saw), several tools, 
when used in an array of settings, will enable you to 
develop your sociological imagination: empirical research 
methods; sociological theories; and critical thinking.

EMPIRICAL RESEARCH METHODS
As was pointed out earlier, “reliable knowledge” 
(Fletcher, 1971, p. 36) must serve as the basis of 
social action. Empirical methods are used to create 
that knowledge. Sociological research methods are 
empirical because, through direct observation of the 
social world, they generate findings that can be veri-
fied by other members of the academic community. In 
Chapter 2, you will learn more about the steps in the 
sociological research process and the systematic pro-
cedures that comprise its empirical methods.

LO5 SOCIOLOGICAL THEORIZING
The data gathered using empirical methods are 
explained using sociological theories. Sociological 
theorizing was central to 
explaining changes during 
the French Revolution, 
and it continues to be cru-
cial to understanding and 
explaining society. 

●	 What is sociology, and what is the role of 
the sociological imagination?

●● Who should be using the sociological 
imagination, and for what purpose?

●● How is sociology related to other 
disciplines?

Time to Review

Empirical methods: 
Data collection that 
produces verifiable findings 
and is carried out using 
systematic procedures.
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